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      Scratch scratch scratch. Scratch scratch. Silence. Scratch scratch scratch.

      Katie flung off her sheets and jumped to her feet by the side of the bed. At 4:44 AM, she'd had enough.

      "I'm gonna get you little buggers and send you back to your maker!"

      She stormed out the bedroom door into the dimly lit hallway, grabbed a six-foot 2×4 that was lying in the hallway and rammed it hard into the ceiling. The little noisemakers scrambled in every direction back to their hiding spots.

      Unfortunately, Katie was now covered in ceiling dust.

      "Fabulous," she said sarcastically. "Not like I damaged anything."

      Katie suddenly broke out in laughter. It was an old home, and the ceiling in the hallway had all but fallen in. The mice had probably saved her money because the contractors would have less of it to pull down.

      The old floors creaked as she headed back to her bedside table. She picked up her phone and dictated a message to herself: "Reminder: Pick up mouse...and rattraps."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sunlight flooded the huge old-fashioned kitchen. It was easily one of the two best-looking rooms in the old house. Sure, it needed restoration work and a considerable amount of paint, but it remained glorious.

      Katie enjoyed a bowl of porridge and a pot of tea. It took no time at all for her to put the dishes in the sink and head to the family room to see what was behind the wallpaper.

      Everything in this house was big and bright. The family room was no exception. Except for the horrible wallpaper.

      Katie approached the job with a bit of dread, but she was surprised at how easily the wallpaper came off. It was almost like a snake shedding its skin. Probably due to the house having been vandalized, she thought to herself.

      Many years ago vandals had broken some windows, which were later boarded up. But not before rain and snow had damaged the room and the floor.

      "Mold. Great. Hopefully manageable," she said to herself. She had a lifelong habit of talking to herself. Narrating, as she called it. Drove her friends and family nuts. "I better make a note of--"

      A show tune started playing loudly from the kitchen. It was her cell phone. She dropped her tools and rushed to the kitchen trying to get it before it went to voicemail.

      The phone display said 'MEL.’ Her best friend.

      "Hey, chickie! How are you?" said Katie.

      "Fabulous. Did you get a good night's rest last night?"

      "God, no. My friends kept me up again. I'd just get to sleep and then just as I start to doze off they get to their scratching."

      "Maybe it's a ghost..."

      "Yeah, well, if it is a ghost he poops tiny pellets all around the attic!"

      They both broke out in laughter.

      "So, any regrets about moving down from Seattle to Colorado?" Mel asked.

      "Not at all. This will be, hands down, my most profitable flip thanks to you finding it for me. The bones of this house are incredible, it just needs a massive cosmetic update. If I could--"

      Mel interrupted, as she was prone to do. "Has the creepy owner been by at all?"

      "Yes. Mr. Watkin was by yesterday. He's a pretty nice guy actually, once you get to know him. He just seems to be devoid of emotion--"

      "Devoid? You been reading the dictionary again?"

      Katie ignored the jab. "He seems so relieved to have gotten rid of the place. I'm happy for him, but happier for me! I gotta say, though, he seems to have money. I still can't figure out why he sold it so cheap."

      "Well, rumors have it that he was--or is--ill and just couldn't keep it up. Other rumors said he lost his job and couldn't afford the upkeep. Who knows...and who cares? Finders keepers."

      "Well, I like to think of it as win-win, but yeah, I'm going to do great with this. Hey, when are you coming to help?"

      "I'll be there tonight as promised. Just have to finish up another real estate deal. Five-ish?"

      "Thank goodness. It will be great having some company. New contractor coming this afternoon. Too bad the other guy flaked on me, he was hot!"

      "Single? Nice buns?"

      "Who cares. Couldn't commit to a job, so what good would he be in a relationship?"

      "I'm just looking for some tail--"

      "Bye, Mel! Take a cold shower and I'll see you tonight."

      As Katie was hanging up, she heard a vehicle pull up out front. Walking to the library she saw a huge black pickup with ridiculously oversized wheels come to a stop. An equally large man stepped down, first to a silver side rail and then to the ground. The new contractor had arrived: "Big" John Magnuson. Right on time. Refreshing, as the other contractor was useless.

      Katie scrambled back to the kitchen to grab her sweater. It was warm in the house, but wearing a white t-shirt and no bra, she wanted to cover up her 'damned headlights.' Her boobs were both a blessing and a curse.

      Swinging open the front door she caught Big John with his large hand in a fist, just about to knock. They both chuckled as he stood frozen in the pose in the doorway.

      "Ms. Pearson?"

      "Katie. You must be Big John?"

      "Yes, Ma'am," he said. An imposing figure, he stood 6'6" and his face looked weathered.

      "Come on in, John, would you like a coffee?"

      "That'd be great, Ma'am."

      "The kitchen is probably best. Let's go grab a seat in there and figure stuff out."

      The kitchen had original alternating black and white tiles, white cupboards and a multitude of windows making it bright and airy. An antique table sat in the center with mismatched painted white chairs. John sat in one while Katie got the coffee maker going.

      "When I was a kid we thought this place was haunted. Too bright and warm for spooky ghosts to haunt," John said. He laughed.

      "Did you have friends here, John? Have you been in the house before?"

      "Uh...no. No friends. House belonged to the Blackstone family, but nobody has ever really lived here in years. I think people come and maybe house-sit, or maybe use it like a cottage to stay short term, but that'd be about it..."

      Big John glanced around. “It’s bright in here. It sure was a beauty in its time but she sure is spooky at night."

      "Well, yes. I can see that. It's a bright house in the day, but when night falls this place sure does look spooky. I'll give you that. Which is why I plan to install lights to light it up and make it brighter."

      "It's a shame that this place has fallen into such disrepair. It woulda been majestic in its time. What are your plans? How can I help you?"

      "I plan to restore it completely to its original splendor. We'll change out anything like bad plumbing, electric, et cetera, but I want to restore as much as possible back to its original look."

      "That ain't gonna be cheap, Ma'am, you know that."

      "I know it. But that's why I've got you here. You have a wonderful reputation of being honest and trustworthy. But you know I'm doing this as an investment, right? I intend to restore this so that I can flip it to a new owner, so I need stuff done well and fast."

      John chuckled. "Ma'am, I'm 67 and been in the biz a long time. My boys have been subcontracting for me for years. I just need to know what and when and I'll have them snapping for ya fast."

      Katie was skilled at renovating but had never taken on a project as big as this one. John kindly and patiently drew up a plan that would get the jobs done fast and efficiently, "without the boys being on top of one another."

      "How soon can we start?" Katie asked.

      "Well, I can do a full inspection right now and have a full quote to you by tomorrow night. My contractors are available for tomorrow if you want them to start working on fixin' and repairin' the outside. Might be able to have a couple boys here to do some interior dependin' on what I find with the inspection--"

      "That's perfect! Let's do this, John," Katie said. She was anxious to just get going.

      John grabbed his notepad and gulped down his coffee. In spite of his huge size and age, he was off in a flash. He seemed happy to be doing meaningful work, and Katie felt very comfortable around him. He felt a bit like a father figure.

      Katie stood at the kitchen sink, looking out the window to the beautiful woods in the distance. A feeling of accomplishment overcame her, driven soul that she was. This is going to be an awesome and profitable flip. She was lost, daydreaming of the finished house, when John surprised her.

      Nearly two hours had passed and John was ready to go. "Okay, the exterior guys will be here tomorrow at 7:00 AM. I'll see you tomorrow. Oh, and have a good night's sleep."
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      Katie returned home from town feeling jubilant. She had picked up a weekend's worth of groceries, six more bottles of red wine, and most importantly a dozen mousetraps.

      After putting the food in the fridge she grabbed the bag of mousetraps and headed upstairs to the attic.

      She pushed open the door and looked at the vast, empty space. The windows were dark, dusty and grimy but still let in enough light to see clearly. The attic had at one time been a room. Cleaned up it would be glorious again. This would make a great granny suite, Katie thought.

      Unfortunately, the floor was completely covered with dust, dirt and rodent crap. Katie took out the 12 traps, loaded each one with a little bit of fresh bread and placed them all around the edges of the room. The room was in bad need of an airing out; it had a dusty steel smell to it. Probably from the poop.

      Katie was in bed by 10:00 PM. She was exhausted and was pleased to discover that she drifted off to sleep almost instantly. She woke up just after 2:00 AM to go for a pee. She paused and listened. The house was dead silent. Outside of the squeaking of the floorboards there was not a peep. Back to bed she went.

      Scratch scratch. Scratch scratch scratch.

      Katie's eyes popped open. "Too good to be true. I'll bide my time and I will get you, you little buggers," she said. She pulled the pillow over her head and rolled onto her right side, facing the window. It was a beautiful moonlit night. The men would be arriving early. She picked up her phone to check how much time she had left asleep. Just over two hours. It was 4:45 AM.

      Katie was once again startled awake by what sounded like a freight train coming towards her. She sat bolt upright in bed. Diesel engines. Several. She reached over and grabbed her phone to look at the time. It was 6:55 AM.

      "Oh my God. I forgot to set my alarm. They're here early. Crap!"

      She scrambled out of bed, pulled on her jeans and sweater and tied her hair in a ponytail. She scrambled downstairs as four trucks pulled up outside of her house. By the time she got to the front door the men were unloading ladders, buckets and a variety of equipment.

      "Good morning, miss!" shouted one of the gentlemen. He started walking towards her while barking out instructions to the guys. He walked up to Katie and extended his hand. "Hello, my name is Rick and I'm the foreman for today. We'll be doing some prep on your house. Are you familiar with what prep is--"

      "Yes. I've been doing this for long time," Katie said. She laughed, as this wasn't her first time meeting a chauvinist. At least he was polite about it. "My name is Katie, and I'm the owner. If you need anything just give me a shout. Have fun!"

      The men went to work unloading their equipment and setting up at the back of the house. The back of the house seemed to need the most work, so Katie was pleased they were starting there.

      Katie decided that today would be the day she tackled the leaking toilet in the main bathroom. It wouldn't be the first time she'd replaced the seal on a toilet. It was a dirty job, but an easy one.

      Before she headed up she decided to make a jug of iced green tea, her favorite thirst quencher. As she wandered into the kitchen it immediately felt darker. She glanced up at the light and it was working fine. She looked out the spacious windows and there wasn't a cloud in the sky. In fact it was a beautiful sunny day. And yet the kitchen seemed dark and heavy.

      With the tea made and in her portable plastic jug she headed upstairs. Her toolbox was big and heavy. She was never afraid to spend money to get a job done, but liked to cut corners by doing as much as she could herself. Toilets were a specialty. Especially this one, as it was at least 50 years old and in great condition.

      Time flew by and Katie heard the boys leaving, presumably for lunch. Her knees were sore from kneeling down on the tiled bathroom floor. What a feeling of accomplishment, though, as she had not only replaced the seal on the toilet but had also fixed the leaky faucets in the sink and the bathtub. As she stood up her stomach let out a loud growl. If the boys were going for lunch, she was gonna make herself lunch as well.

      Katie headed down the creaky stairs and turned left into the kitchen. The kitchen smelled as though something had died in it. And it seemed even darker and gloomier than in the morning. She opened up the back door to let some fresh air in and immediately started investigating for a dead animal--rat, mouse, or whatever. She systematically went cupboard by cupboard but found nothing. Not even droppings.

      She shrugged it off and made herself a fresh roast beef sandwich complete with fresh bread and a lovely helping of Dijon mustard. She almost inhaled the sandwich, she was so hungry. She debated about having another sandwich but decided otherwise as she was trying to keep her waistline from growing.

      Perhaps it was the thought of a dead animal in her kitchen, but she cleaned the counters extra diligently just in case. "Cleanliness is close to godliness," she said to herself, thinking of her mother. She was falling in love with this kitchen. She loved the brightness, she loved the colors and she loved the space. Maybe I should keep this house for myself?

      The back door slammed shut. Katie grabbed the counter and dropped her cloth. Her heart was beating a mile a minute. It scared the crap out of her. She was certain it was the wind, but she darted her eyes all around the kitchen just to make sure nobody--or no thing--had gotten in. Damn wind scared the hell out of me. She bent down, picked up the cloth and tossed it in the sink.

      Katie was washing her hands when there was a knock at the front door. She grabbed the towel and headed for the door. It was Big John. Her heart was still racing when she got to the door.

      "Hey John, how the heck are you?"

      "I'm doing great, ma'am. Thanks for asking. I've got your full quote all worked out. Wanted to show it to you," John said.

      Katie noticed he was standing there kind of awkwardly and realized she should invite him in. A polite man. "That's awesome, come on in."

      They headed into the kitchen where they had sat before and he opened up his binder. Katie asked him if he wanted anything and all he asked for was a glass of water. She poured the glass and sat down with him.

      "Hey, guess what? I set enough mousetraps up in the attic to take out an army."

      "Oh? Mousetraps? Those things aren't mice, it's a ghost! That's where one of the folks died--"

      "What?"

      "I'm just kiddin' ya. They are just--"

      "Somebody died up there? What the hell?"

      "Well..."

      "Talk to me, Big John. Is that true?"

      "Well... I'm surprised you didn't know that. An old woman died up there fifty...maybe sixty years ago..."

      "Oh my God. Really? Are you kidding me or telling the truth?"

      "Oh. It's the truth, ma'am. Wouldn't joke about that. Place has sat empty for almost all of these years. Well, furnished and all, but empty as in nobody ever stays here long--"

      "What happened?"

      Big John let out a sigh and sat back in his chair. "Well, there are a few stories. But the one most agree on is that old John Blackstone lost his job and lost his mind. He murdered his wife and kids as well as his disabled Ma who lived in the apartment upstairs..."

      "Good Lord."

      "Weirdest part is that he completely vanished after--"

      "Come on, John. You're just telling a ghost story."

      "No, ma'am. He disappeared. Of course, it was easier to do that fifty years ago than today. He tried to burn the place down but that failed - that’s the damage you see out the back - and we’ll fix that for ya.

      “Yep. Boy just flat out vanished. Not a trace of him was found. They didn't discover the bodies for weeks. Everyone thought that they had taken a trip to see family. Pretty gruesome to say the least."

      "Horrible--"

      "But what you got upstairs ain't ghosts. They're roof rats. Pretty intelligent too. You gotta put the traps up there for a few days so they can mark them with their pee. Then you bait them. That's how you catch those guys. Ain't no other way--"

      "They pee on them? That's interesting. So the traps are no good?"

      "Total waste."

      "Well, I guess I'll toss the traps and get some new ones."

      John and Katie went over the proposal. It was broken into three parts: the exterior, interior and landscaping. Katie was extremely pleased, as he saw things that she had completely missed and his pricing was extremely fair. Big John lived up to his reputation of being honest to a fault. The only part that Katie declined was a section of the landscaping that she deemed unneeded. Didn't matter, it only shaved off a few dollars, but it made for a quicker turnaround.

      With the exception of the landscapers--who were booked solid anyway--John guaranteed everything would be complete in less than five weeks, more likely four. This made Katie even happier.

      Both agreed that almost everything was cosmetic, except a major rewiring job upstairs. Someone, at some time, had taken the trouble to rewire the downstairs but not the upstairs. Strange? Yes, but Katie had seen stranger.

      Katie gave him a substantial deposit. More than she normally would, but she had an intuition that John would need it and it would help get things moving for both him and her.

      Big John got up from the table and caught Katie off guard by giving her a sideways one-arm hug. "I'm gonna take care of you, little lady. You remind me of my daughter..." he said, his voice drifting off. It was comforting having such a large teddy bear of a man watching over her.

      The boys were back at work as John headed out the front door. "Get to work, you lazy buggers!" he shouted, playfully, at the guys, to which they gave him 'yeah-yeah' nods and comments. Big John had a good crew assembled.

      Katie rushed upstairs to get the sheets on the guest bed in anticipation of Mel coming. The bed, like hers, was brand spanking new in an original Queen Anne bedframe. The room looked beautiful. She was squealing with delight at the chance to spend time together.

      Katie silently wished for an eventful weekend with Mel.
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      Katie didn't hear the car pull up, but she did hear the toot-toot of the car alarm and rushed downstairs. She could see Mel's black Mercedes parked out front. She got to the door just as the doorbell rang. She was excited.

      "Hey, stranger!" Mel said. Mel had a loud voice that carried, and she was also excited to see her friend. They hugged in the doorway.

      "Since this isn't your house, I got you a not-a-housewarming gift--"

      "Come on, you didn't have to do that--"

      "I brought six bottles of wine and a boatload of dark chocolates."

      "We are going to be hung over this weekend, I can tell! I just picked up exactly six myself," Katie said.

      "Well, the weekend is ticking away, let's get digging into a bottle!"

      Katie grabbed Mel's bag and led her into the great room, which she called the library. It was a massive room with bookshelves all around with many books still there, some dating back to the 1920s. The main feature was a massive stone fireplace with a beautiful mantle and a giant painting of John Blackstone, the original owner of the house. Katie had removed all of the sheets from the furniture, and although quite old, much of it was still nice and functional. It was like stepping back in time. The giant windows gave a view out of the front of the house to the beautiful trees of the forest down the hill.

      Katie asked Mel to have a seat and get comfortable, but Mel was excited to see her and followed her into the kitchen. Katie placed the box with the six wine bottles on the counter and grabbed two wine glasses.

      "I popped a bottle of Cabernet, so let's start with one of mine," said Katie.

      "How are the guys working out for you?"

      "Well, I'm using Big John, and his crew is doing fantastic. Fast workers. I'm happy."

      "I envy you, Katie. I'd love to do what you do--the amazing transformations you do--but I'd probably kill all of the workers my patience is so short!"

      Katie laughed. "You probably would. You do so well at real estate sales, I'm not sure why you'd want to get into this--"

      "Money, baby. Money. This girl needs cash flow. How else can I afford cheap wine?"

      "Hey, speaking of killing, why on earth didn't you tell me there was a murder here?"

      "Never thought of it. Stories are all over the place with that, anyway. And it was a long time ago. Besides, I've never been in a haunted house before, and so I figured if you got it, I'd have my chance!"

      "Sorry to disappoint, no ghosts here." Katie decided to leave out the information about the rats in the attic, then panicked, realizing that Mel would probably see them when she took her for a tour.

      Katie chuckled to herself as her best friend chugged back the wine. "Tough day?"

      "We had a legal problem with a house closing. Took hours to get resolved and was a royal pain. Need to drown it out with the wine tonight." Mel gave a fake laugh.

      "Grab another glass, get settled into your room and I'll have supper ready shortly."

      Katie took her upstairs to her room and Mel got settled in. Mel showered and changed into her 'comfies' consisting of an old grey pair of track pants, a t-shirt and a sweater. Katie made up a simple but delicious salad and roast chicken breast dinner. Wine flowed easily. After the meal, they retired back to the library.

      "Let's start a fire," Mel said.

      "Big John kind of discouraged me from setting fires."

      "Why?"

      "He said the chimney was in bad need of cleaning. He said if I started a fire not to let it go overnight."

      "Come on. Let's just start a small one. I will make sure it's out before I go to bed."

      Katie was nervous, but Mel knew a lot about houses and she trusted her. Besides, there was a damp chill in the library and a fire would probably get rid of that.

      The women settled in with their wine and chocolates. There was a lot of laughter and fun in catching up.

      "I love what you're doing with the bathroom upstairs, it looks great. My bedroom looks awesome, needs a little work but will be fantastic when done. I don't know what happened to the ceiling upstairs. Looks like a bomb hit it--"

      "Yeah, the ceiling's been falling down. I've had to knock a few loose chunks off. But we'll get that fixed up as soon as the boys get around to fixing the inside of the house."

      "I love the fresh smell of lavender in the bathroom."

      "Wait... You smelled the lavender too?" Katie was perplexed. "There were a couple days where the scent was overwhelmingly fresh, like a bouquet had been placed in the bathroom, but I can't figure out where it's coming from."

      Mel paused. She wasn't sure if her friend was having fun and trying to spook her. "You don't have a can of air freshener or one of those scented stick thing-a-me-bobbers?"

      "No." Katie was looking back at Mel and realized she was a bit skeptical. "Seriously. I've been working on that bathroom, cleaning the tiles, and I thought the same thing. I thought it was an air freshener. I checked everywhere. There's no way the scent would be that strong if it was just stuck to the wallpaper, do you think?"

      "Well. The scent can certainly linger..." Mel realized her friend wasn't lying and wondered about it. "I'm going back up to see if the smell is still there."

      Mel's sudden decision spooked Katie. The hairs stood up on her arms. Both women headed up the stairs to the second level. All the lights were on. If Mel is trying to scare me, I'm gonna kill her, Katie thought to herself.

      Mel tilted her head back slightly and started sniffing. The sight made Katie giggle. But Mel was on a mission. She knew she didn't imagine it and was determined to find the source. The two wandered the upstairs, into the bathroom and even into the bedrooms. Nothing. If anything, the air was slightly stale.

      After a few moments Mel made a pronouncement. "Beats me. I need more wine."
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        * * *

      

      Katie opened her eyes. For a few moments she was unsure of where she was. Her neck was sore--she had a bad kink in it--and she rolled to her right side. She realized a number of things at once: she was in the great room, the fire was dying out, and she was lying on the couch with a pounding hangover headache.

      Mel was gone. The nightlight in the kitchen was on, so she made her way upstairs. The other nightlight in the hallway was on too. She quietly tiptoed back to her room. Mel's door was wide open and she was lying face down on her bed, illuminated only by the moonlight. Katie could tell she had just taken her pants off, left her top on and dropped face down on the bed. As painful as her head was, she let out a little giggle and headed to bed herself.
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      "Wow, my head hurts," Katie said to herself. She lifted her head from the pillow and looked down to see that she was fully clothed with the exception of bare feet.

      Holy crap, what a hangover this is. She rolled over to her side, facing the window. Her head was pounding rhythmically but the silence brought her some peace. That is, the silence plus Mel's snoring next door. Otherwise, silence. Silence, pounding headache, and snoring. Great.

      Katie's eyes started to close when she heard a weird noise outside. It was a dull thudding sound. Like someone was kicking a large bag of leaves across the backyard. It broke the silence because it was not rhythmic.

      Katie got up and went to the window. The moon was bright and lit up the yard quite nicely. She couldn't see a thing.

      Thud. Thud. Thud.

      Well, I'm awake anyway. Let's see what this is.

      Katie headed downstairs carrying one of her favorite secret weapons: a long metal police flashlight. The joke was that with the D batteries in the flashlight and the D cup boobs, she wasn't to be messed with!

      Cautiously, Katie approached the front door, listening. There was a long pause, and she was about to head back upstairs when she heard another thud. She clicked the flashlight on and changed the setting to wide. She opened up the door slowly, shining light onto the front porch. It was all clear. Scanning the flashlight from the far left to the far right ever so slowly, she looked for any anomaly. There was none to be seen.

      The thud happened again. Straight out in front of the house was a giant willow tree. It seemed that the thud was coming from there. A little nervous and yet brave at the same time, she slowly stepped out onto the porch. It was cold and damp to her bare feet.

      She twisted the flashlight, changing the beam from wide to pinpoint. This was the setting her father had taught her to use when answering the door: the pinpoint would blind a troublemaker--and if necessary she could knock him out by smashing him over the head with the long handle.

      Thud.

      Curiosity just overcame her. The sound was not frightening in any way. At least that's what she told herself. Besides, the house was well lit on the outside, and with the moonlight she should be able to see anyone or anything coming out.

      The grass was cool to her feet. And damp. But the night was still warm. With her head still pounding to the rhythm of her heart and the flashlight held at shoulder level she cautiously walked towards the willow. It was huge and majestic. Not scary at all. In fact, it felt like the tree was a protector. Sure, it had long, droopy branches, but the branches seemed to want to hug you, not hurt you.

      As she drew closer she heard another thud. More like a thud and a rustling sound. She wondered if a bag of leaves was loose?

      As comforting as the tree appeared, she didn't get too close. She stood about 10 feet away from the trunk and slowly walked around. Nothing.

      Katie looked back at the house. In the darkness you couldn't see its blemishes, and with the moonlight and the lights it looked brand-new.

      All of the windows had a yellow-orange glow to them. Her imagination took her back to the turn of the century, when houses would be lit by candlelight or lanterns. The upstairs was lit brighter than downstairs. Mel's room--the guest room--was glowing brighter than all the rest.

      Katie was shaken from her daydream by the sound of a loud scream. A scream of absolute terror. Katie's body tightened up and she raised the flashlight above her head as her heart pounded. She was absolutely frozen. Her feet seemed stuck to the grass. Another scream. She looked towards Mel's room and saw a shadow flicker past the window.

      Mmmmmm. Mmmmmmmm! Katie tried to scream Mel's name out but she could not. The lights of the house seemed to dim as Mel's room got brighter. Katie's chest felt like it was going to explode her heart was pounding so quickly. She was gritting her teeth but not a word could come out. She tried to move her legs--to run--not away, but to the house. She could not. She was paralyzed in utter fear.

      MMMMMMmmmmm. Katie still couldn't speak, but she felt a surge of adrenaline run through her body. She leaned forward to race towards the house but someone grabbed her left arm at the wrist to hold her back. It was cold and it hurt.

      Katie turned quickly to her left with her flashlight swinging through the air, intending to hit whomever--or whatever--was holding her back from saving her friend's life. From right to left the flashlight swung, cutting only through the air. She turned the flashlight downwards to see what was holding her left wrist.

      From out of the ground a branch or a root had attached itself to her wrist. The root was alive, and like an octopus's tentacles it continued to wrap itself around her wrist and started moving up towards her elbow.

      Katie was filled with a blend of horror and anger. She didn't stop to wonder how this was happening. She only cared about her friend in the house. With all her might she raised the flashlight up and smashed it down on the branch or root. At the moment of impact the willow tree seemed to shudder and she heard the sound of the leaves. The same sound that she had heard from the house.

      Viciously she struck and struck the branch. The more she hit it the more rustling she heard, but she quickly discovered it was futile: It was growing thicker and grabbing her left arm harder, and it was moving up quickly to her shoulder. It was as if every single strike--every single effort--held her back more. She twisted towards the house.

      "Mel!" Katie screamed. Her eyes were bulging.

      "No. No, no, no!" she heard screamed from within the house.

      Mel's light suddenly went off. Another scream. This time different. This was a scream of pain. Anguish.

      The lights in the house suddenly shut off as though being killed by a master switch.

      Katie had never felt this level of fear in her whole life. Her heart was pounding a mile a minute. The screams stopped. Mel didn't answer. Was she okay? Was she still alive?

      One thing was for sure. Her arm was becoming extremely sore and whatever the hell this was that was holding her back needed to be killed really fast.

      Katie turned back towards the tree and the branch protruding from the ground with its tentacles all wrapped around her left arm. Whatever this was, Katie's only thought was that it had picked the wrong day to screw with her.

      Again Katie took the flashlight and started smashing the branch. She smashed it over and over again, turning her focus and energy towards a one-inch spot. It seemed to be working, as the bark chipped off and she could smell the fresh green vine as she continued to whack it.

      In the heat of the moment Katie marveled at her ability to channel fear into desperation. Her friend was in trouble, and whatever this was would be eliminated in short order.

      A strange thing occurred. As she brought down the flashlight she seemed to strike a nerve in the branch. A massive whack and the branch seemed to pull back, yanking her to the ground. She landed face down, the left side of her face pounding the ground. It stunned her for a second and hurt like hell.

      The flashlight, still glowing, lay about three feet away from her, shining on her face. Her head hurt, her arm hurt, and a bright light beamed in her eyes. She felt like she was about to pass out. Sheer terror enveloped her.

      She slammed her right hand down and lifted up her head, only to discover she was staring at her wall.

      Her head was pounding, her heart was beating faster than it ever had before, and her left arm was folded under her body on the bed.

      Katie flipped over and sat upright in bed. Her left arm was absolutely numb with pins and needles from being 'asleep.'

      A nightmare. She got up, rushed to the window and looked out. Silence. No funny sounds. Nothing but a pounding headache, silence, and the sound of someone sleeping next door. Snoring. Mel.

      Katie ran her right hand over her left arm a number of times to try to get the blood back. It had seemed so real. She looked down the hallway, lit only by a nightlight. The stairs were faintly lit, just barely, by the nightlight from the kitchen.

      "I gotta cut back on the drinking," Katie said to herself.

      Katie looked back at the willow tree. There it stood in the moonlight. It was large and looming. She glared at it for hurting her. I'll cut your ass down. I'll fix you, she thought.

      She continued to stare at it. It didn't seem particularly threatened by her mental taunt. Most inanimate objects don't fret over such things, after all.

      Katie took off her pants and bra and bounced back into bed. It took her a while, but she eventually fell asleep.
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      "Oh my God!"

      Katie jumped to her feet, grabbed her jeans and tugged them on as quickly as possible. It was eight in the morning and the sound from the diesel trucks woke her up. The boys were back to continue work on the outside. They were already stepping out of the trucks and her pants weren't even halfway up.

      She waddled down the hallway to the guest room only to see Mel still lying in virtually the same position, face down on the bed naked except for panties from the waist down. Her curtains were wide open. Right where the boys were to be working. Katie ran into her room, reached down and slapped her on her right butt cheek. Whack.

      Simultaneously as Mel jumped startled to her feet, Katie ran to the curtains and swished them shut.

      "What the hell? What the... Oh my God, my head hurts," Mel said. She was half awake, stumbling for words.

      "The boys are here. I didn't want them staring at your big ass," Katie said. She giggled.

      "Dear God. That's disgusting," Mel said, looking down. She pulled her shirt down to cover her cotton briefs.

      Katie giggled as she skirted out the door, leaving Mel to get dressed. She hustled downstairs and into the kitchen.

      Katie stopped dead in her tracks.

      All the papers, everything that had been on the kitchen table, was now scattered all over the floor. A number of things from the kitchen countertop were also on the floor, including tea packages, flyers and mail. It looked like someone had ransacked the kitchen. A burglar?

      Katie jumped towards the top drawer at the far left of the kitchen counter, where she kept her flashlight to use for protection. She yanked open the drawer and discovered it was missing.

      She felt her chest tighten with fear. Was an intruder still in the house? She jumped to the side door: It was locked. Kitchen windows, locked. She cautiously walked into the great room and everything seemed in order.

      There was a knock on the front door. She scurried over and opened it quickly, knowing that there would be a worker there. The door was locked.

      "Hello, miss. Good morning to you. Is it all right if we get working on the house now?" the young man asked.

      "Yes... Yes, sure. Thanks for coming," she said.

      The young man gave her a quizzical look. "Did you forget we were coming, miss?" He smiled.

      Katie let out a fake laugh. "Yes, yes I did. Thanks for coming," she said. She smiled awkwardly as she caught the man drop his eyes quickly to her boobs before dragging them back to her face as she closed the door.

      “Nice!” Mel said.

      Katie swung around, startled. She hadn't heard Mel come down the stairs.

      Mel was comically popping her eyeballs out, staring at Katie's breasts. "Nice headlights! Giving the guy an incentive for the day, are you?"

      "Shut up," Katie said. She folded her arms across her boobs and headed to the kitchen.

      "What the hell happened here?" Mel said.

      "That's what I'd like to know. How much did we have to drink last night?"

      "Four bottles, and a fifth one uncorked... Looks untouched," Mel said, looking at one of the bottles. "That was a rough one. I don't remember going to bed."

      "Well, you left me on the couch downstairs. Thanks a lot," Katie said. She was teasing, of course.

      "Oh yeah? I woke up in a strange bed without any pants and no man beside me. I think I got the worst end of the deal," Mel said. Both ladies laughed.

      Katie confessed, "I thought someone might have broken into the house." She gave a weak laugh. "I guess one of us must have knocked the stuff off--"

      "Maybe it's the rats?"

      "Don't think so. No poop in the kitchen, or markings. Doubt it."

      "Ghosts!" Mel held out her hands. "Whooooooohhhhhh..."

      Both women giggled and Mel announced she was going to brush her teeth and get into some work clothes. Katie got out some cereal boxes, milk, bowls and spoons. And coffee. Can't ever start a day without coffee.
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        * * *

      

      "Hey, check this out--"

      "Jeepers! Did you go to ninja training school or something?" Katie said. Clearly, she had the jitters.

      "Sorry. Seriously, check this out." Mel held out her hand with something shiny in it. It was a heart-shaped locket, silver with ornate detail. The locket was almost black with tarnish.

      Katie took it in her hand and turned it over. It had two initials inscribed on it: A.B.

      "B would be from Blackstone, I would think. I wonder who the A was for?"

      "That's not the weird part. You won't believe where I found it," Mel said. She waved her hand for Katie to follow her as she burst up the stairs.

      Katie was right behind her and they both entered Mel's guestroom together.

      "Look on the floor over there. Look at the scratches on the old wallpaper just above the baseboard," Mel said.

      "Okay. I don't see anything."

      "Look along the bottom edge of the baseboard. Just run your eye from left to right and tell me what you see," Mel said.

      "Okay. I see floor, baseboard, wall..." Katie's voice drifted off and she squinted. She saw something dark, like a pencil or pen shoved underneath the baseboard between it and the floor. Actually, it looked more like it was jammed under there.

      "You see?" Mel said.

      Katie said nothing. She walked towards the baseboard and dropped down to her hands and knees to take a better look. "What is it?"

      "You'll figure it out. If I can figure it out you will."

      "Weird, it looks like a...hinge."

      "Look at the scratches and where they are... Use your imagination, girl!"

      Katie had no idea what she was doing, but she instinctively put her fingers on the top edge of the baseboard where the scratches were. She gave the baseboard an ever-so-gentle tug but nothing happened.

      "I'll save you time. I did exactly the same thing. Pull harder!"

      Katie dug her fingers in a little deeper and pulled towards herself. The baseboard dropped down with a snap and Katie jumped backwards a bit. The baseboard had opened up to reveal a hidden hole in the wall. The hole was rectangular and dark as the night. Katie was a bit jittery about this and slid back some.

      "It was right there."

      "You actually reached in there?"

      "More like snatched it out of there. We should get a flashlight and check it out. I wonder why someone would have a secret spot like that?"

      "I have a big-ass flashlight downstairs in the kitchen... Actually... I don't know where it is."

      "You only have one flashlight?"

      "Actually I do have another, but it's in a box somewhere. But the guys that are here, if they've got one we could borrow it."

      The women both headed downstairs and exited through the back door in the kitchen. Before Katie could say anything Mel eyeballed the young guy on a ladder closest to the kitchen window. "We lost our flashlight. Do you have one, and if so can we borrow it?"

      The young man stopped scraping the paint and turned towards the two ladies. His very first expression seemed to be one of annoyance, but that changed when he saw two women standing below him. His demeanor quickly changed. Covered completely in dust and paint, he tried to be as gentlemanly as possible.

      "Sure, ladies. Let me grab one from my truck."

      Mel and Katie looked at each other. Katie knew exactly what Mel was thinking: Here's a hot guy doing her bidding.

      "Did he say he wanted to grab me and f--"

      "You are worse than a guy. Sex, sex, sex. That's all you think about," Katie said. She winked at Mel. "He does have a nice ass."

      Both ladies laughed. The young man hurried back with an extra-large yellow flashlight. It was well worn, beaten and abused.

      "We'll bring it right back. Thanks very much," Mel said. Her voice had dropped slightly, in a slightly seductive way.

      As the ladies hurried back into the house, Katie said, "You are such a tease! The poor boy won't be able to sleep tonight."

      "Well, there's room in my bed," Mel said. She giggled.

      "Not in my holy house, you filthy wench."

      The women laughed like schoolgirls as they headed into Mel's room. They both dropped to the floor, turning on the flashlight and directing it so they could peek in the hole.

      The secret hiding space was about a foot wide and two feet deep. It was about three inches high. A spot big enough to hide documents, important papers, or jewelry.

      Sure enough, there was something in the far back.

      "Grab it," said Katie.

      "YOU grab it."

      They both laughed. The girls looked at each other, neither one having the guts to do it.

      "What if it's a rat?" said Mel.

      "It would probably stink to high heaven."

      Katie leaned down and looked again. "I'm going for it."

      Mel moved back in anticipation of something jumping out. "If it gets you, I can be a witness and not a victim," she said, teasing.

      "Stop it. I'm scared enough."

      "But I got the necklace. Your turn," said Mel.

      Katie positioned herself so she could slide her right arm in quickly, grab whatever it was, and then pull it out fast. She looked at Mel for encouragement.

      "For God's sake, just do it!"

      Katie thrust her hand in and snatched the thing out quickly, dropping it right by the opening. She jumped up and danced around. "Jeez, that gave me the heebie-jeebies!"

      "What is it?" Mel asked.

      Lying on the floor was an old weathered leather file holder. It was wrapped with a red string and extremely dusty. It had an old musty smell.

      Katie untied the bow and opened it. The papers inside were yellowed, and the writing appeared to be ink from an elegant fountain pen.

      "It's a ledger," said Mel. "Clearly a secret one."

      Katie peered into the opening with the flashlight. It was now empty.

      Mel was carefully turning the old pages. They were brittle at the edges. Some of the writing had faded, but shadows remained if held correctly to the light.

      “Wow. Look at this,” Mel said. She was squinting. There are last names and streets… and… checkmarks -“

      “Let me see!” Katie said, nudging up to Mel.

      “Look! It says whiskey,” Mel said. She laughed out loud. “These folks were bootleggers! At least, that’s what it looks like.”

      Both ladies stared at each other with wide eyes and grins.

      "Wonder if there are any other secret spots?" Mel said.

      Both women jumped to their feet and hurried into the master bedroom. Instinctively they split in two directions, Katie taking one side and Mel taking the other. There was no such trap or hidden spot to be found.

      They headed to the second bedroom. It had not been touched in any way, shape or form since Katie had purchased it. The floor in the room was covered in dust. But that didn't stop them. They checked the floorboards but found nothing.

      "God, this room smells like...death," Mel said in a low voice. Her nose was wrinkled in disgust.

      "Hey, that's what you are here for, to help me bring this back to life!"

      They stepped out into the hallway. Mel started to head up the stairs to the attic, but Katie stopped her. "Rats," she said.

      Mel shuddered. "I hate rats...why don't you get a team of exterminators to nuke them?"

      "I've already got Big John--"

      "And you never told me? Some friend YOU are!" Mel said indignantly. She was only half-joking. Rats scared the life out of her. "I'm starving, what's for breakfast?"

      The two women headed back to the kitchen. Katie had already eaten, so Mel poured a bowl of corn flakes and headed to the library. She plopped onto a very comfortable Queen Anne chair and started eating. Katie followed behind with a fresh coffee.

      "I'll ask Mr. Watkin about the locket when I see him next," Katie said.

      "That boy creeps me out," Mel said.

      "Tell me about him. Why exactly did he want to sell this place? How did it get so run down?"

      "Well, you know, there's all kinds of rumors and it's hard to separate fact from fiction. All I can tell you is what I heard..."

      "Just start me from the beginning," Katie said, nudging her friend along. Mel had a bad habit of going all over the place with her stories. Getting her focused could be tricky at times.

      "Believe it or not, he was apparently a good looking young man many years ago. A drummer in a band, I think. Not professional, but they played around town. He met a woman named Petula Blackstone and they got married. You know, as in the Blackstone family that was murdered here? Yeah. She was a niece or something.

      "Word had it that she was wealthy. Some say she wasn't. I think she had cash but was very frugal. They stretched out their dollars, know what I mean?"

      Katie nodded. Mel was a good story teller, and her eyes were focused on the fireplace mantle as she spoke.

      "So...they have a kid. A girl. A pretty thing--I've seen old pictures--and they are living the American dream. Mom is at home, kid is in school and Chris is working at a pen factory, I think. Something to do with pens, anyway.

      "One day the daughter dies. Killed in a car wreck. No drugs. No alcohol. Just one of those tragic things that happen.

      "Good God. How awful!" Katie said.

      "Tell me about it. That would mess you up, for sure. And apparently it did. Mom became a recluse in her home. She used to attend church regularly, the whole nine yards.

      "Messed up Chris too. He continued to show up to work and around town getting groceries and stuff, but everyone said he became a ghost. His old band got together for some reunion and they tried to get him to play but he ignored them. Poor guy."

      "But that wouldn't creep people out," Katie said. "That's just tragic, not creep-factor stuff--"

      "Oh, just wait. I'm getting to the creep now," Mel said. She was leaning forward on her chair, and lowered her voice. "Here's where the weird stuff starts happening."

      Katie leaned in to listen.

      "Petula had a fall here at the house. Depending on who you talk to, it was outside or inside. All I know was it was stairs. Broke her hip badly, was in the hospital for a short time and then back here to recover.

      "Chris was even more distraught and did everything he could to make her comfortable. She refused nurses coming to see her and doctors from following up. She was a miserable woman from what everyone says. Stubborn.

      "He goes to the effort of putting a bed in here--the library--because she can't do stairs. You know, close to the kitchen and that bathroom around the corner. She doesn't like it one bit and is making life miserable for everyone, including Chris. She needs to be supervised for everything, that's how bad her hip was.

      "So, one day Chris is out in the front yard. He sees a light on upstairs, which is weird, so he goes to check..." Mel paused to take a sip of her coffee.

      "Go on, for God's sake. Don't leave me hanging!" Katie said, slightly irritated.

      "Petula isn't in her bed. She's not in the kitchen. He hears water running. She somehow managed to get upstairs and was trying to take a bath--"

      "He heard the water running?"

      "Yes, it's running and he's upset. She's supposed to get help with stuff like that. So, he runs upstairs angry and knocks on the door. It's closed, obviously, but she doesn't answer. He opens the door and finds her...dead...with the water running--"

      "Dead? IN the tub or--"

      "IN the tub. Apparently she was getting in, slipped and fell backward. Banged her head against the wall and drowned--"

      "Oh my God! That's horrible."

      "No. That's not the worst of it. Police do an investigation and for a short time Chris was a suspect in her death."

      "Wha... Huh? Why? I don't get that--"

      "Well, the autopsy initially said she drowned--and she did--but the blow to the head was ultimately what killed her. It took a while, but they proved somehow that she died by accident."

      "Can you imagine? Being accused of killing your spouse? Jeez. Your wife dies tragically and then you are suspected of killing her? That's pathetic."

      "Yeah, the police took a beating over that too. The Sheriff resigned not long after. He sucked. I'm guessing Chris felt guilty over it, even though it wasn't his fault. He lived here for several years, but rumors spread of his strange behavior.

      "A guy I know, David, used to deliver the paper to him. When he'd collect the cash... Gosh...this is going wayyyy back... They don't do that anymore...remember the tabs and how they used to collect..."

      "Focus, Mel, focus," Katie said. She was irritated.

      "David would come to the door and he says that all the furniture was covered in white cloths. Didn't like coming too late as he was spooked out by the house at night. Only a bedroom light would be on and maybe the kitchen light. Freaky."

      Katie let it sink in for a moment. "I'll say. But then again, maybe he just couldn't bear to be in the library where her bed was."

      "True enough. But what would be horrible for me is to use the bathroom she died in. I couldn't do it," Mel said. "But you've got to expect a house that's this old would have a number of tragedies or deaths over the years, they all do at some point, or--"

      "Stop. What? How many deaths are we talking about here?" Katie's voice was hollow. She felt like she was the last person in the United States to be learning something about the house.

      Mel paused awkwardly. "Well, as I said, old homes, you know, have a lot of history to--"

      "Just need a number, Mel. One, two...how many?"

      Mel shifted in her chair and blurted out, "Five. Maybe six."

      Katie sat stunned for a moment, but flashed back to her history class in school. She recalled how most people used to die at home. Viewings would take place in the front room. That's not so bad, she thought to herself. She wasn't prepared for what Mel said next.

      "Murdered. Late 1940s. Or around that time. Maybe the 1950's. Blackstone wiped out his whole family and just up and disappeared. Some think that--"

      "Slow the hell down! Murdered...here? In THIS house? IN? IN this house?"

      Sure, Big John had told her Blackstone went cuckoo and killed his family, but she just assumed it was elsewhere. Good God, she thought.

      Mel's face was blank. She felt a bit bad that her best friend was getting upset about it, but she needed to hear it. It was about to get worse.

      "Where did the murders take place?" Katie demanded. She got up and paced for a few seconds and then walked into the kitchen to get the coffee pot.

      "Um. Well. I don't know for sure, but I understand he murdered all his family in various parts of the house and piled them--"

      "Piled them? Jesus! How much worse can this get? And why the hell didn't you tell me about this?" Katie was getting pretty upset.

      "Calm down, chickie. First, you're not going to be living here, this is a flipper. The rumors of it being haunted aren't being helped by the fact it looks like a haunted house. These guys are going to have the outside sparkling in no time and it'll sell."

      Katie paused. Mel was right. Sober up, have some more caffeine and get focused. "What do you mean, piled up?" she asked calmly.

      "Well, we know he killed them all one by one. We know that he stacked them neatly in the library--"

      "Stacked them?"

      "Well, I don't know. Probably lined them up. Here. In the library."

      "What happened to him?"

      "That's the strange part. He vanished. Not a single trace was ever found of him. No sightings, nothing. Money left in the bank, belongings mostly intact. Some suspect he killed himself in the forest behind here, but his body has never been found."

      "Who were the family members?"

      "He shot his wife in the kitchen, killed his three kids and then his mother who lived in the attic, which was converted to a bedroom."

      "Good God. So that's..." Katie was counting on her fingers, "six deaths that we know of in this house."

      "Yep. And you wonder why kids say it’s a haunted house?" Mel asked.

      Haunted house, indeed. When Katie returned her coffee mug back to the kitchen sink, she froze. There, between the coffee maker and the sink was the missing flashlight, standing bold and tall.

      It was not there before… Katie was certain of it.
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      Katie pulled up the covers, moved around until she found that perfect comfortable spot, and stared up at the ceiling with a smile on her face. What a fantastic day today was, she thought to herself.

      All of the wallpaper--every last ounce of it--was completely ripped down from the library. It had come down a lot faster and easier than she'd thought, and she was very happy to have had Mel's help with it all.

      The detached bookcases were completely emptied and put in boxes. The built-in bookcases were ready to be prepped and re-stained.

      And what fun they'd had today. Mel had gone out of her way to tease the young hottie with her denim shirt unbuttoned dangerously low. Such a nasty girl, and she knows it. Such fun.

      They'd had a late night in town at a popular sushi bar to celebrate all their efforts. Followed by two more bottles of wine.

      Katie could hear Mel already snoring next door. Too bad she has to leave in the morning. What a great day.

      No sooner did Katie turn off the light than she fell asleep. And deep asleep, too.
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        * * *

      

      Katie awoke with a start. She could faintly hear the urgent call of a voice--a young voice--of a boy? Hard to tell, but she could sense the urgency.

      "Adele, Adele! Come on!" the voice called.

      Katie was lying face up in the bed. She snapped her head to the right and looked out the window. The curtains were wide open, as was the window. It was a bright moonlit night.

      It was happening again. Déjà vu.

      She jumped out of bed. Barefoot, she rushed down the hall, turned down the stairs and ran out the front door.

      "Adele, come on!" the voice beckoned.

      "Who are you? Who is Adele?" Katie called out. There was no answer.

      "Come on!"

      The moon hung behind the willow tree, lighting it up from the back. Not in a scary way, but in a beautiful way. The moon was so bright she could see the green leaves on the tree. And that's where the voice seemed to be calling from. It sounded like a young boy.

      Fearlessly Katie walked across the grass in her bare feet. The grass was cold and damp. She made it to the tree like she had before. As she got closer, she realized she had forgotten her flashlight. Still, she was absolutely unafraid this time.

      Slowly she turned back towards the house and looked. This time the light in the house was much brighter and more of an orange color. The bedroom was the brightest.

      Katie took a deep breath and held it, and right on cue she saw a shadow and heard a terrible scream. This time Katie was prepared and made every effort to try to witness everything in a detached manner. She wanted to record every detail in her mind.

      Startled, she let out the breath that she was holding when she felt her wrist being grabbed. Slowly she looked down and noticed the same root sticking out from the ground. This time it was grasping her wrist gently. It didn't tug and it didn't pull. It had more leads on it, which made its grasp more gentle to her wrist. Katie thought to herself, I'm not afraid. And she had no desire to hit the branch. In fact, it gave her comfort.

      More screams. More bloodcurdling sounds of people dying. Loud noises, probably gunshots.

      "Run," the boy's voice said.

      But I want to go inside, Katie thought.

      "No... Run!"

      Katie snapped bolt upright in her bed. She glanced at the window. The blinds were drawn shut. She took a breath and reached over to her phone. Sure enough, 4:45 AM.

      I'm getting tired of this, she thought to herself.

      Scratch, scratch, scratch.

      "Oh, for freak's sakes!" she said in a whispered shout. Katie was getting tired of all the shenanigans. The nightmares, the rats, and frankly even the idea of being in a house of murder.

      Scratch, scratch, scratch. The rhythm was getting faster and more furious. Katie could hear Mel snoring in the next room and was envious--as well as a bit angry--that she could sleep through anything.

      Maybe a quick run through the upstairs will scare the bejesus out of the rats for a while, she thought.

      Katie jumped out of her bed, put on pants and slipped on her running shoes, terrified at the thought of a rat running up her leg. She shuddered at the thought. But the anger was stronger than the fear.

      She stormed down the hallway and up the attic stairs with the flashlight in her right hand. In one motion, she slammed the door handle with her left hand, flung the door open and slammed the switch, which was immediately to the side of the door.

      The sudden brightness stunned her. Clearly didn't think that one out too well, she thought. Forcing her blind eyes more open she got another surprise: nothing.

      There were no rats fleeing. No scurrying away. Nothing but silence. She panned the room from left to right. Nothing. A big room and a dusty floor...

      Katie screamed. "Oh my God!" She turned and bolted down the stairs, banging her shoulder against the wood paneling. Both she and Mel let out a simultaneous scream as they nearly collided in the hall.

      Mel had been heading to the bathroom when she heard the first scream and was rushing to head up to the attic when they nearly collided, effectively scaring the hell out of each other.

      "What the hell is going on?" Mel demanded. She took a defensive stance towards the staircase in case someone--or something--was chasing her friend.

      Katie stumbled for words. Sounds came out, but she wasn't making any sense. Katie was hysterical.

      Mel was still suspicious of what she saw and kept a defensive stance. "Calm down. Calm down, spit it out. What's going on?"

      Katie's eyes were wild. She was sweating and shaking. "Can you hear the scratching? Can you hear the rats upstairs? The rats right above your room, for God's sake?

      "Calm down. You hate rats. Why the hell did you go upstairs?"

      "Because I'm sick and tired of the nightmares, and I'm sick and tired of the rats. Big John set some traps for me while I was in the yard working. Go see for yourself--"

      "No way. I'm not going up there were the rats are," Mel said.

      "They aren't rats. There's nothing there. Go on, take a look at the center of the floor."

      "I'm chickenshit. Let's go up together, then."

      A strange disposition came over Katie. It was like she had gone past her breaking point. She was no longer shaking in fear; she seemed quite happy to go upstairs now. She led the way with Mel one step behind her. Katie got to the door and stood in the doorway. "Take a look..."

      "You're gonna have to move out of the way if you want me to see inside," Mel said.

      Katie stepped aside and Mel took a good look around. She scanned the room from left to right and then top to bottom. "Ummm... I don't see nothing," she said.

      "Exactly. Nothing. But look on the floor."

      "You mean the mousetraps? Or rattraps or whatever it is that they are?"

      "Yes," Katie said. Her voice was frightfully calm. "The traps are supposed to be all around the edges of the room. Look at them," she said, pointing.

      Both ladies stood side-by-side staring at the traps in the center of the room. The traps were laid out in a circle like the markings on a clock. A trap was marking twelve, two, four, six, eight, and the ten o'clock position. Perfectly laid out.

      "Jesus. That's a sick joke. Did you see Big John lay the traps?" Mel asked.

      "Do you really think he would do something like that?"

      "Honestly? In all the years I've known him I can't see him doing something like that. He's a nice guy, and I can't recall him ever playing a joke on anybody."

      The women stared at each other. "A burglar, do you think?" Katie asked out loud.

      "No way. This is basically the 'third' floor. There's no way anyone could get up here and out without making a racket--"

      "I didn't dream the scratching. I heard it. Something was making a noise up here--"

      "I know. Let's calm down and check it out with Big John. Maybe...maybe he put them on the floor like that to count them, or set them, or...whatever. I dunno. The rats probably heard you coming up the stairs. They are pretty smart, you know--"

      "I know!" Katie said. Frustration and exhaustion were in her voice. "Sorry, I didn't mean to snap at you--"

      "I didn't think you were snapping at me, so no apologies. Let's go downstairs. I'll whip up some scrambled eggs for us."

      The women headed downstairs. Mel insisted on doing breakfast, so Katie went into the library and half-lay on the couch's arm.

      Mel soon brought the eggs and a glass of juice to the library and discovered Katie sound asleep. Katie was in an awkward position, but Mel decided to leave her to get some much needed sleep.
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        * * *

      

      "Hey, toots!" Mel said loudly.

      Katie jumped. Her neck and arm were aching as she awkwardly struggled to sit upright. "You didn't have to scare me half to death!" she said sharply.

      "Easy, bitch," Mel said. She giggled. "I called your name out five times. You were dead to the world!"

      "Dead, maybe. Wow...what time is it?"

      "It's noon. Big John is here."

      "Where--"

      Katie turned to see Big John standing at the door. He gave a big smile.

      "Oh my goodness, John. I'm a mess. How are you?" she struggled to say as she tried to recover from being awoken so suddenly.

      "Fixin' houses is a lot of work, missy. I'm here to install the security monitors around the house for ya."

      "Hey. About that, John. Can you get me a few of those surveillance cameras? I'd like the outside ones as well as a few inside ones--"

      "You don't trust us?" John said. He was joking.

      "No, no. That's not it. I want to see those rats in my attic, and if someone does break in, I gotta have the footage for insurance purposes," she said. Katie was lying, but it seemed to work.

      "Damn insurance. I swear they must be in cahoots with the camera manufacturers. Always tryin' to make an extra buck. Bastards!"

      "Yep. It's a scam. How soon can you get them, Big John?" Katie ran her right hand through her hair and realized it was sticking straight up in the most horrible bedhead shape. No wonder Big John wasn't looking her in the eye.

      "No problem at all. I can get 'em today. Problem is..."

      "What, John?"

      Big John, the large and formidable man who had looked like a bone-crushing football player in his early years and was now a massive clothed bear, looked sheepish.

      "The new cameras are wireless and I have trouble gettin' them to work with computers..."

      "Ah, John. No worries, I can even show you how easy it is if you'd like. It's no problem."

      Big John smiled and seemed delighted. Katie surmised that he'd probably have zero interest in learning how to hook it up.

      "We're gonna be having a meetin' in town for lunch. The boys will be back in a couple hours and I'll have the stuff. Probably get it partly installed tonight. We can do the rest tomorrow."

      "Perfect! Talk to you later!" Katie said. What a relief, she thought. Having the cameras would bring peace of mind.

      Or so she thought.
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      "Bad news and good news," Mel said. She was carrying her bag and put it down in the living room.

      "Oh?"

      "I need to go into the office to sign the legal paperwork for that multi-house transaction. It's messy as hell and I’ve got to be there. The good news is it'll only take a few minutes to do and the lawyers are waiting for me."

      "Well that's a bummer." Katie looked genuinely down and upset by this.

      "You are way too stressed out. You are hardly getting any sleep, you're pushing yourself way too hard, and you're imagining things--"

      "Imagining things? What's that supposed to mean?"

      "See what I mean?" Mel said, with her hands on her hips.

      "Sorry. But I'm not imagining things. Weird stuff is happening here. This place has a bizarre vibe to it."

      "Whatever. Come back to my place and hang out for the day. We'll go out for a nice dinner tonight. You come back to my place, crash, get a good night's sleep, and head home in the morning."

      "Well..."

      "Screw the 'well.' Just say yes, get your stuff and let's get going. I gotta run."

      "But what about the boys?"

      "What about them? They've got their jobs to do, you can leave the key under the mat, and there's nothing in this house for them to steal that couldn't have been stolen over the past 50 years!"

      Katie paused, and then burst out laughing. "You do have a point."

      "Get your ass upstairs, get packed and let's get going. The lawyers are waiting for me. Call Big John and tell him that the key is under the front mat."
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        * * *

      

      "We're just gonna stop in to the office for a few minutes, if that's cool with you. Signing the paperwork will only take a few moments to do, then we can go back to my place and crash. Is that cool with you?" Mel said.

      "Sounds great to me," Katie said. She was running her hand along the edge of the black leather seat of Mel’s Mercedes. She called it the 'big-ass black Merck.'

      "God, I love your car, Mel."

      "Well, it's not my car. The bank lets me use it for very generous monthly payments," she laughed. "When you own a real estate business you have to look the part of success, dress the part of success, and have the bank loans to create the illusion."

      "You can't fool me. You are successful, in spite of the loans. You're doing fantastic, so don't try to BS me in any way, shape or form. I'll smack you."

      "Well, I have done well for myself, I have to say. After a long line of losers in my family I'm the first to succeed."

      It was a sad comment to make, but unfortunately it was true. Mel's mother had died from substance abuse, and she had an absent father who did transient jobs. She had started work when she was young, doing odd jobs just to be able to afford a pair of jeans.

      Mel had always been good-looking, and a bit of a rebel. When she was 16 she was dating a 24-year-old man who was into real estate. He was a hustler--in a good way--working long hours day after day. He focused on getting listings instead of easy sales and ended up making a small fortune, buying a Porsche with cash. They split up, but she got her real estate license and her inspired drive from him.

      Hadn't taken long for Mel to realize she could make more money owning a real estate firm with people working for her and having her signs all over town: Wragg-Brattle Real Estate.

      Katie was proud of her best friend.

      Mel's house was ranch style and ridiculously huge at 7,500 square feet. Mel claimed she 'needed' it for parties and events. It was in an upper class area, which Mel loved. It validated her.

      Mel popped a bottle of wine and brought Katie a glass in the massive living room. Katie sat in possibly the world's most comfortable leather recliner with what seemed like a bazillion different comfort settings. She fiddled with the buttons.

      Legs too high. Okay, too low. What the hell is poking my back? Ooops. Ohhh. That is perfect...

      Mel headed to her home office--much bigger than her office in town--to take care of some loose business ends. Katie sipped her wine while enjoying the view of the woods and the small lake down the hill.

      This is awesome. Just awesome. I needed this, she thought. She reached down into her leather bag, pulled out her laptop, flipped open the screen and pressed the power button.

      "Hey, Mel! What's the Wi-Fi password?"

      "Naked men wanted one two three--all one word and lowercase..."

      "Pig!"

      "Complain when those Australian studs drop by for a drink tonight..."

      Katie giggled and shook her head. She began a search online for old newspaper archives. After several false starts she signed up for one that offered unlimited searches for seven days for free.

      She typed in 'Blackstone Manor + murders.' A cute miniature newspaper popped up and spun around in circles for what seemed like ages. As she was sipping her wine and anticipating a tough search she was surprised to find that 13 hits appeared.

      The first headline said "Family Massacred, Father Wanted" and she immediately clicked.

      

      [Story]

      

      November 8, 1954, Riverside: Police report of a grisly discovery of five bodies at the Blackstone Manor off of Main Street. Sheriff is refusing to release other details at this time, other than to say that there was an attempted arson as well. Police are seeking John Blackstone, who is missing. Bodies were discovered by a 13-year-old boy who called on the Blackstone residence to visit a friend. The town is in shock.

      

      Mel broke Katie's concentration when she appeared with the bottle of wine. "How are you doing, need some more?"

      Katie replied no, but discovered her glass was empty. "Well, maybe another glass. Hey, I found the newspaper report of the murders at my house--"

      "What? How? Online? You can do that?"

      "Yeah, I just found a newspaper morgue online. Just like a search engine, you type in something and it pulls up results. The murders made the news all across the States."

      "What's it tell you?"

      "Hang on, I just read the first one. Doesn't tell us anything much, other than it happened in November 1954."

      "That's weird, I thought the murders were in the 1940s. Still, a long time ago... Hey, what else does it say?"

      Mel poured a glass for each of them and settled into the matching recliner. She pressed a button and was instantly comfortable. Her chair seemed a mile away from Katie.

      "Still checking. Nothing we don't know already, except a kid found the bodies..."

      "Oh God. How horrible. Does it say a name?"

      "No. I'm just at the breaking news... God, I'm glad times have changed, there's an article about people trying to get rid of Blacks from town..."

      "You said the 50s, pretty sad time for racism."

      "Oh my God..."

      "What? What are you reading?"

      "The next day they revealed it was five family members. The wife, three kids and mother. All were shot all through the house. Appears that the middle child put up a struggle..." Katie was trying to read and talk at the same time.

      "Don't leave me hanging!"

      "The boy's name was Daniel. Police figure he was trying to save his sister and was shot doing so. It goes on to say that the mother was shot upstairs in her room and it appears that she was dragged partway but left in the doorway." Katie let out another half-laugh.

      "What?"

      "Again, different times. Described the mother as being quite fat. Nice."

      "Agreed. Glad times have changed. Hey, what about the fire, any mention of that?

      Katie was distracted. "Nah... ait...duplicate story... Oh, it looks like someone tried to start a fire but it didn't catch. Although it does say the police were amazed as there were gas cans and rags. 'Miracle' is the word describing it."

      Katie kept clicking different newspaper stories. Some were from different newspapers but were duplicates. "Here's another: John Blackstone wanted for the murders of his family. Absolutely no trace of him, although it is confirmed he withdrew nine thousand dollars from his mother's bank account--"

      "That would have been a ton of cash back then. And it would have been cash. How the heck do you--"

      "Oh my God..."

      "Don't do that! Spit it out," Mel said.

      "Oh. My. God."

      "Did you hear what I just--"

      "Jesus. The thirteen-year-old boy who found the family was Chris Watkin--"

      "WHAT?"

      "Apparently found the bodies and witnessed John Blackstone leave the house--"

      "Where did he go?"

      "It just says Watkin mentioned the forest. A police search turned up nothing, but the Sheriff at least admitted that they didn't search till the next day--"

      "And if you think our police department is small now, it was just a few people back then. This is a pretty quiet town."

      Katie glanced out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the lake below. "That would mess anyone up. For sure. Poor kid. Good grief, I should say poor man..."

      Mel joined Katie in staring out the window. "Did they ever find this bastard?" Katie asked out loud. She began searching the laptop again.

      "Not a trace, according to stories I've heard. They checked bus stations, train stations, airports, everything. If he did skip town, he did it cleanly.

      "How does anyone disappear?"

      "Again, chickie, different times. Rumor has it he moved to a new town, took up a new identity and that was that."

      Katie was reading as they talked. "Crazy..."

      Mel waited. Nothing. "You are doing it again. Crazy... WHAT?"

      "2004 was the fiftieth anniversary of the massacre, and they used the fingerprints from John Blackstone to do a search in the crime database. In 2014 they did it again with a DNA sample, but it didn't work..." Katie said.

      "You know what creeps me out? He could be in a town murdering people and getting away with it--"

      "Here's an article that says the family was extremely religious and fanatics--"

      "Actually, I don't think that's true. Apparently the whole family stopped going to church. Blackstone taught Sunday school and kept going. If anyone was a fanatic, it was probably him. Don't think the family was."

      Katie was excited. She kept interrupting with 'updates' that she was reading. Mel didn't mind, as it was clearing up the story and separating fact from fiction.

      "Oh. Here's another one. Two weeks before the murders he was fired from the sawmill. Company was bought out and they eliminated a bunch of management jobs and laid off a number of workers. He was a casualty. Witnesses say he showed up at the library daily in his business suit and read books all day long, as in he was trying to keep it secret."

      "Freaky," Mel said.

      "Shizzah!"

      "I'm going to smack you..."

      "Dear Lord."

      "Okay," Mel said, pressing the buttons to make her chair return to the sitting position, "I'm coming over and I'm gonna slap you out..."

      Katie turned and laughed. "Sorry. It's just incredible what you can find online. There's an article about Christopher Watkin and the weird death of his wife. It references that she's from the Blackstone lineage and how weird it is that he married into the family after their deaths--"

      "Oh, it's weird alright. But when you know the backstory it makes sense--"

      "Whatever, but doesn't it seem weird he witnesses the deaths, then marries the niece, who then dies and suddenly he owns everything? Mentions he became a millionaire. No mention of his background other than 'humble" family. So, the story goes that the Blackstone family felt sorry for him and would console him by having him over for Christmas dinner, New Year's, etc. And it became a tradition. He and Petula fell in love and got married young."

      "The house...it was cleaned up and given to the young couple. Which is friggin' weird if you ask me. Can you imagine? Saying, 'Sweetie, you know the house your aunt was massacred in and your new husband witnessed it? Yeah...it's all yours now!'"

      "Ugh. Horrible. Never thought of that! What kind of a monster would do THAT?" Katie twisted her face in disgust. She shifted in her chair just thinking about it.

      "Yeah, weird as hell--"

      "Oh my God--"

      "Not again!" Mel said.

      Katie had put the laptop on the coffee table and was holding her glass of wine. She was frozen. Mel leaned in. Katie was processing something in her head, finding words to describe what appeared to be a horrible thought.

      "Uh. Yesterday...I was in the library and I thought I saw a worker near the willow tree. I did a double-take and noticed Chris Watkin just...standing...by the tree--"

      "What was he doing? How come you didn't tell me?"

      "...Well, he wasn't doing anything. He actually was resting his back against it and just...looking at the house..."

      "And..."

      "Well, I went out to see him. He just said he wanted to see how the house was coming along and commented on how beautiful the outside was looking. Seemed harmless enough..."

      "And..."

      "Well, now that I think of it, I don't recall seeing a car and don't recall hearing a car pull up."

      "He actually gets around on a scooter. Perfect, as he's a weird looking guy on a weird looking yellow scooter--"

      "Uh-huh. But I've been getting a feeling of being watched. At first I thought squatters, maybe a Peeping Tom...you don't think it would be him, do you?"

      "As weird as he is, I don't think so. His scooter does about 10 miles per hour and it's a long way to come across town...he had the place all these years, I think it's natural for him to come and see it. Promise me you'll tell me if he shows up again?"

      "I will."
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      Where am I? was Katie's first waking thought. She found herself lying in a king bed in a mostly white decorated room. She blinked her eyes and realized she was at Mel's house. She could smell coffee.

      Tossing off the duvet, she opened the silk curtains, exposing a stunning morning view of the forest and the lake below. There was a dock, but no boat. Mel had talked about getting a houseboat to go cruising, but it would have to wait till next year.

      Katie opened her door and headed to the kitchen. She was expecting to find Mel, but found a note by the coffee maker: "Hey, fresh coffee for you. When you leave, please text me and I'll set alarm. Fun times. Love ya. M"

      Katie poured a coffee and headed to the living room to enjoy the cup and view.

      Last night had been a relaxed and enjoyable night in town with a great friend and fabulous Italian food.

      Katie sat her coffee cup down and went to pick up her laptop from the coffee table. On top of the laptop was a business card: 'Psychic Diana--Crystal and Tarot reader, house blessings a specialty.'

      Katie let out a laugh. She had laughed last night too when Mel suggested getting this woman to come and 'bless' the house with sage to cast out any unwanted spirits or energy. She was shaking her head when her cell phone rang.

      "Oh my God, Big John. I forgot to tell you I'd be out!"

      "Well, it's kinda hard to install stuff in yer house if you aren't around to open the door." He laughed, but it was a polite laugh. As in: I'm laughing, but it's not funny, you idiot.

      "So sorry. The key is under the mat at the door..." She paused, and could hear him grunting as he was bending down.

      "Found it. Is it okay for me to go in and install the alarms?"

      "Please do. Sorry. I'll be back soon."

      Katie hung up the phone. She fired up her laptop, answered a few emails and made a short list of groceries, a few items needed for the house, and not long after headed out.

      "How the heck am I going to get home without a car?" she said out loud. For a woman who planned down to the tiniest detail, she couldn't believe how scatterbrained she felt.

      At the same time, she felt more relaxed than ever before. Everything was going smoothly now, the main work outside was amazing and the 'boys' would have the inside done shortly. She envisioned another nice, profitable flip.
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        * * *

      

      "We'll take the back route, there's construction up ahead, miss," said Eddie, the non-stop gabbing taxi driver.

      They drove off of the main street through a residential area. Katie was daydreaming and basking in the wonderful relaxed feeling she felt. She'd have to thank Mel for that when they spoke next.

      As the cab made its way down the street she saw a sign outside of one particularly large house with beautiful wooden siding that said "Dentist."

      A bit further along was another sign. Not so nice. A bit gaudy looking, with Christmas lights on it. As they drove closer she couldn't believe her eyes.

      "Eddie. Did Mel set you up to take me this way?"

      Eddie flinched. "No, ma'am. The road is blocked. It would have been much faster had it not been blocked. This is the next fastest way. Why?"

      "Nothing," Katie said. She thumped back against the seat and gazed out as they passed by the home of Psychic Diana.

      "Psychic Diana. Does she wear a turban and robes?"

      Eddie laughed out loud. "No, actually, she dresses in normal clothes and is a nice lady. Raises a lot of money for charity, especially the school. She's pretty normal."

      Katie let out a 'hmph' as the cab struggled to get up the steep drive to the house. Eddie was still gabbing away: "Can you imagine back in the late 1800s a horse having to pull a wagon up here? It must have darn near killed the horses..."

      Katie tuned him out. As they turned the corner she saw ladders all over the place, a pickup truck loaded with junk and garbage and at least a dozen men walking around. She was impressed.

      "Thanks for the ride, Eddie," she said. "Keep the change."

      She turned to walk away and Eddie piped up, "Hey, do you like Italian food? I know a great place I'd love to show you..."

      Katie blushed. Awkward. "Uh, thanks, Eddie, but I'm seeing someone at the moment, but I really appreciate you asking."

      "A guy's gotta ask or kick himself for not trying. Have a nice day." He pulled out and drove away.

      "Hey, Katie!" Big John bellowed from the front door. "I've got some great news for you."

      "Hit me with the good news, John!"

      "We are almost done with the outside, just need to paint up the front tomorrow. We have to do some repair work around the chimney tomorrow or maybe the next day. Looks like there's a leak we'll fix up. Then the roofers will do the roof next week, ahead of schedule--"

      "Wow, that is great, John!" Katie said. She was impressed that it was at least a week ahead of schedule. "Why so many guys here today?"

      "Well, let me finish first. We'd like to get guys in tomorrow to work on the upstairs. That ceilin' is a mess. That's gonna take some plaster work, but I got the best guy for that. He's not fast. In fact, he's kinda slow, but nobody can touch him. It's like I went back in time to the 1800s to get him."

      "Fabulous."

      "Okay. Another job my boys are working on got stalled on a permit. I don't like my boys not workin', on account they've got families to feed, so I figured I'd get their asses here. Didn't think you'd mind."

      John rubbed his nose on his sleeve. "Plants in front of the house are toast. As we spoke about, I'm gonna get you some nice new ones. Sorry 'bout that, they aren't cheap, but I got a good line on some nice plants."

      "How was your lunch meeting yesterday?" Katie asked. She didn't really care, but Big John was a loveable and caring man, so she thought the small talk would help.

      "Oh. Great. Those boys can eat me out of a lot of pizza. But they can share with me concerns they have and we all remain family. Some of these guys have been with me for thirty years. They are loyal," he said. Then he laughed.

      "What?"

      "Well, a couple of the boys are nervous about coming inside tomorrow on account of the ghosts." He let out a bellowing laugh.

      "Ghosts."

      "Well, old houses, some people think, have 'em. I said I'd tell you about Psychic Diana and get her to scare them away." He laughed more. He was having a great laugh over this.

      Katie wasn't laughing. It was annoying her. "I'm sorry, miss. I'm just having fun..."

      "Did Mel set you up for this? Are there hidden cameras here?"

      "No, cameras won't be set up until later--"

      "No, I mean are you playing a joke on me?"

      John looked uncomfortable. Uncomfortable like he'd just pissed off his client and would lose business over it. Like he'd talked about politics or religion when he shouldn't have.

      "No ma'am. Sorry if I have offended you. I'm--"

      Katie took a breath and realized she was overreacting. This is stupid, she thought. "No, John, it's okay. I'm just getting tired of being teased about ghosts. That's all. Really, I'm not mad at you."

      John let out a big sigh. "Okay, miss. I'm sorry. Anyways, I'm gonna get the guys movin' along. I'll be in later to fix up the security system."
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        * * *

      

      Katie felt safe in the house with everyone around, but the air seemed...thin. A feeling of it being hard to breathe at times. Not everywhere, just certain places. Like in front of the fireplace.

      Nonsense, girl. I'm just imagining this now that I know about the murders. There's no such thing as ghosts. Besides, this took place decades ago. Smarten up... she thought, giving herself a pep-talk.

      I need to pee. Katie went to the washroom on the main floor, but unfortunately one of the workers had used it before her.

      "Holy hell, what do you guys eat?" she asked out loud. She headed upstairs, and on the way up she ran her hand up the old bannister and wondered how many people had held this same one over the years. They're sure going to look magnificent when they get a cleaning and new coat of stain.

      The bathroom door clunked behind her and she quickly sat down. A slight draft was coming in through the old windowsill. Another thing that would need to be fixed. The air was fresh and she could smell the ever-so-faint scent of lavender.

      Frozen in place, Katie looked at the bottom of the door as an unmistakable shadow passed by.

      "I'm in the bathroom. Who's there, please?" she said, loudly.

      The scent became stronger. She took a deep breath and held it and felt her heart pounding on the left side of her neck.

      "Hello?"

      Katie stared at the bottom of the door. Whomever had gone by had gone in the direction of her bedroom. No mistaking that. If this was a joke, she was getting angry about it. Could it be a worker who didn't speak English? Not likely, she reasoned, as they'd at least say something.

      Katie took a deep breath, jumped up while simultaneously yanking up her jeans, and dashed for the door. Someone was about to get an earful of hell from a very upset woman.

      Her hand slammed the door handle and with a flick of her wrist she swung the door inward and dashed out into the hallway. The door smashed into the edge of the old lion claw tub and she darted down the hall, glancing quickly into Mel's room. There was nobody in there. She continued her motion into her bedroom.

      "I said, who's there?"

      Other than the sound of the workers outside, the house was silent.

      Skeptical of even her own thoughts, she walked towards the closet and swung the door open. Nothing. She peeked underneath her bed. Still nothing.

      I'm losing my mind. I am. Losing. My mind.

      She walked quickly back to Mel's room and did a double check. There was nobody in the room. She went and stood in the dark hallway looking both ways.

      The stairs, although very sturdy, gave a very distinct creak as you came up them. There was no way anybody could've come up or gone back down without her hearing.

      "That settles it. I'm nuts," she said. She wasn't sure whether she was half joking or half serious. She did know this: the house was getting to her.

      Katie headed back downstairs to the kitchen. She sat down in her chair and looked out the window. It was an old wooden chair, no padding. But it was the most comfortable chair she'd ever sat in in a kitchen. She leaned back and rested her arm on the kitchen table.

      There were many good hotels and motels in town. It wouldn't be the first time that she'd stayed in a beautiful hotel and used it as a write-off. It would be tax deductible, so maybe that's what she needed to do. As she was mulling it over, Katie glanced down at the kitchen table where she had dropped the business card. It was lying face down. She picked it up and turned it over and laughed.

      I cannot believe I'm thinking about calling in a psychic, she thought to herself. If she ever needed proof that she was nuts, the phone call would be that proof.
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      The only room left available to book at the Sedona spa and hotel was a suite. Way too large for what she needed, but it was beautiful. The suite was large and spacious, with a living room and a separate bedroom. The living room overlooked the lake and was just five minutes from Mel's place.

      Mel would certainly be upset that she was booked into a hotel. Katie was expecting that. But she just needed some time to be alone, away from the house, to think about things.

      She wanted this house gone. That she loved it was no question. But it was getting to her. The house seemed almost alive and resistant to change.

      If the house could talk, it would probably tell her to get out. She decided there and then--even before ordering room service--she would follow the min/max solution: do the minimum amount of work and get the maximum amount of benefit from it.

      Katie decided to treat herself. She ordered a filet mignon and garlic mashed potatoes with a side of veggies. And a bottle of wine.

      Katie pulled out the chair from the desk and brought it over to the window. It was a high-end office style chair of the type that she preferred. She sat down and watched the sun setting over the lake.

      She tilted the chair back slightly and put her feet up on the ledge of the windowsill. She felt a little guilty doing so, but for the amount of money that she was paying for the room and the ungodly cost of the meal, she deserved a little luxury.

      Katie started talking to herself out loud as she was prone to do when she was by herself and knew nobody could hear.

      "Okay. I'm agnostic. I'm not an atheist, but I can't wrap my head around there being a God. Therefore no heaven. Therefore no dead people to haunt me..."

      Katie held her left hand palm up as she spoke, like some sort of scale of justice. It would probably look weird to somebody watching, but it worked for her.

      "It's tragic, but those people died a long, long time ago. And dead people are dead," she said. She laughed out loud at the profundity of that statement. "Wow."

      She lowered her left hand and raised her right hand palm up. Time to stack some stuff on the other side of the scale.

      "Okay, this is silly, but if there are ghosts, why are they so upset? I'm fixing up the place, I'm restoring its natural beauty, the memories of these people will live on. Wouldn't that be what they want?"

      She dropped her arms and gazed out, watching the sunset on the horizon. She waited till it was almost jet black before she closed the curtains. Katie had started to get a little agitated at how long it was taking for the room service when suddenly the door knock occurred.

      "Good evening!" the young lady said. She rolled in a portable table, popped up the sides and removed the lid to show an absolutely gorgeously laid meal. The woman deftly popped the cork on the wine bottle and poured a sample. Katie waved off a taste test and signed the bill, adding a generous tip. "Thank you very much. Please give us a call when you're done and we'll come and collect the dishes. Have a good night."

      The steak was incredibly tender. It sliced like butter and melted in her mouth. She deserved it, she had earned it. Her wine was a local Merlot that paired perfectly with the steak. The garlic mashed potatoes were perfectly delicious.

      Katie hadn't realized how hungry she really was. She enjoyed every bite and was amazed at how quickly she ate. She rolled the portable table out into the hallway, closed and locked the door and stripped down for the night. She poured herself another glass of wine and hopped on her king-size bed.

      She picked up the business card again. She looked at it. Psychic Diana? Let's give this chick a call, she thought to herself.

      Maybe it was too late. It was 7:30 PM, after all. The phone rang three times and Katie considered hanging up, but then someone did pick up the phone.

      "Psychic Diana. How can I help you?"

      "Hey. I uhhhh... I've never done anything like this before. I'm calling to find out about how you do housecleaning?"

      The lady on the end of the line laughed. Hard. "Well, you won't catch me doing any housecleaning. My own place is a hard enough mess," Diana said.

      Both ladies laughed out loud for a minute. "Okay, okay. Sorry, that's not what I meant--"

      "That's okay. You're talking about house cleansing?"

      "Absolutely. You are highly recommended from a friend of mine by the name of Mel Wragg. But I have to tell you, I'm highly skeptical of the stuff. No offense."

      "No offense taken at all. When you do this kind of work you have to expect people to not understand it. But it's along the same lines as babies getting baptized, blessing burials, or thanksgiving prayers. It's much the same. Just think of it as a ritual. I'm the first to tell people that if you believe, great. If you don't believe, what does it hurt to have your house blessed?"

      "Cool. Are you a witch or something?"

      The woman laughed again. "No, I'm not which, not that there's anything wrong with them. Only a spiritual advisor--actually I'm a reverend, to be honest--and I can legally marry people, for example. And I am a psychic"

      "So how does a blessing work?"

      "It's pretty straightforward. I come to your house and I burn sage. Using a feather I wave the smoke into all areas of the house and I ask that God bless the house. God's divine energy will fill the house, and if there's any negative energies they will be gone."

      "Negative energies? Like ghosts or bogeymen?"

      Katie didn't realize it, but her negative approach was grating on Diana. It's one thing to question somebody, but it's another to be argumentative. Diana decided to take a different tack.

      "I'm assuming that this is a new house for you. But my intuition tells me that you don't intend to stay long. I feel like the house that you're looking at is quite large. Way more than you need or even feel comfortable in. Yes, that's it. I feel you're looking at an old house, very old..."

      Katie bit her lip. She was familiar with the old magic trick of cold reading. Diana had just described pretty much any house in the area. Maybe this was just one big con job after all. That said, Katie hadn't said what her name was, and her phone was blocked so no name would be showing up on Diana's caller ID. And even if she was quick enough to use a computer to look up the phone number, it would show that it was from out of state. She decided to listen to what the lady had to say.

      "I'm sensing a lot of heaviness at this house. Much tragedy has fallen on this home. There is a lot of negative energy there..."

      Katie was shaking her head. Such bull crap.

      "You bought the Blackstone house!" Diana said. The exclamation in her voice startled Katie.

      "Did Mel put you up to this? She highly recommended you, so she probably told you that I was buying the house and you probably deduced that it was me."

      "Look. I'm going to be blunt with you. I have a stellar reputation and no need to bullshit anybody. You obviously are not a believer, and that's fine. Let's agree not to waste each other's time. Have a good evening."

      Before Katie could utter a word Diana hung up the phone.

      "Bullshit."

      Katie was livid now. She immediately dialed Mel.

      "Hey, chickipoo, how--"

      "What's going on, Mel? Why are you messing with me with this ghost stuff?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "The business card, the taxi driver, all of this ghost crap. I can't believe I'm telling you this, but I called her up and she knew who I was, even knew that I bought the Blackstone house. What else did you tell her?"

      "Calm the hell down. I told her nothing. I figured it would help you out, put your mind at ease. I have business cards from all kinds of suppliers, from draperies, interior decorators, construction workers, electricians, you name it. You know that. I also have the business card of the psychic that does house cleansings. Weird. I know. But you're experiencing some weird shit there--"

      "Are you saying that you never told her about me?"

      "The only people who know who bought that house are the lawyers, Christopher Watkin, you and me. Well, of course Big John knows now, but that's it. You need to chill. Everyone has nightmares. Everyone sees shadows. You're in a spooky house, no two ways about it--"

      "Spooky is right. It really is haunting me, Mel."

      "Just because you have a weird dream doesn't mean there's ghosts."

      "You had a dream when you were at my place. Tell me about that..."

      "I can barely remember it now."

      "Were you in bare feet? Did you walk outside? Did you walk over to the willow tree?"

      "That's pretty much how I remember it," said Mel.

      "Well, problem is, you didn't tell me your dream. And that's the exact dream that I've been having over and over again at the house. Each time I have that dream it gets worse and worse--"

      "Oh my God. Are you serious? Are you pulling my leg now?"

      "I'm dead serious. The dream becomes more vivid, clearer details each time. It feels more real each time. And the thing that haunts me the most is the screams. I'm outside and I can't do anything to save the people from dying."

      "You are freaking me out," Mel said.

      "I'm freaking out. How can we both have the exact same nightmare? Right down to the little tiny details?"

      "I have no idea," Mel said. "I swear to you, Katie, I didn't tell Psychic Diana anything. Sure, what she does might be strange, but I think she's every bit as legit as the Pope. I know you're not a believer in religion, but having her in might make you feel better. Besides, it would be a tax write-off for you..."

      Katie laughed. "I guess this is tax write-off day for me."
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        * * *

      

      The following morning Katie felt better. Although Mel was worried about her--she'd never known her to be this agitated and snappy--Katie felt much more alive. She didn't believe in ghosts or goblins, but she did know this: she felt better being away from the house. It was a downer.

      Katie jumped in the shower and took her time. It was hot, it was fresh and the soaps and shampoos in the marble stall were orange-citrus scented. She loved it.

      There was high-end coffee in her room and she made herself two cups. Wearing a comfortable, cozy robe, she sat down to observe the lake and make a call.

      "Diana. Hi, this is Katie. I spoke with you last night and I wanted to apologize to you. I've had a crazy couple of days, and while that's not an excuse, I realize I was rude to you. I wouldn't call the Pope and mock his beliefs and I shouldn't mock yours--"

      "Stop apologizing. I had a client from hell, so to speak, and I was a bit edgy yesterday too. How can I be of help?"

      "Well, I do happen to own the Blackstone house and I would love for you to come and do a cleansing. When can you come by?"

      "I can come by today if you like, or tomorrow."

      "Tomorrow would be better. I've got workers working on the place. Do you need quiet or nighttime or what--"

      "Nothing special. But I would like to bring a friend if that's okay. There have been stories over the years, and if there is any negative energy, she's great at getting that stuff out. No extra charge. How does 3:00 PM sound?"

      "I'll see you then! And thank you," Katie hung up the phone and, curiously, felt a lot better. Like Mel said, even if it's psychological, feeling better is the name of the game. Surely, things would go better now.
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      Katie drove up the long road to the house. As she rounded the bend she nearly cried tears of joy. The outside was finished and completely restored. She parked and climbed out.

      Absentmindedly, she walked around the car and walked in the direction of the willow tree. The house looked postcard perfect.

      Sure, it needed more work. She realized that this was just the cosmetics, but cosmetics sold when you flipped houses. Curb appeal was everything, and this house had it. It had the magic for a flip: it was beautiful.

      Wow, Big John even got the new bushes installed. Wow.

      As she stood in the yard looking at the house, Big John pulled up in his massive diesel truck.

      "Hey, Big John!"

      "Hey, missy, how do you like the job that the boys did?"

      "Oh my God, John, the house is absolutely beautiful. It looks brand-new, like we stepped back in time," Katie said. She was beaming with joy.

      John rubbed his nose on his arm. "Thank you. The boys worked really hard, and I'm glad that we kept your vision, because it turned out much nicer than I thought it would. The woodwork took a lot of prep but we managed to save most of it, and the whitewash is just beautiful. Come here," he said, gesturing for her to follow him.

      For a brief moment, the roles reversed and it seemed as though Big John was the proud owner showing off his home. Katie was enjoying it.

      He continued, enthusiastically. "Look at the gorgeous trim work. The craftsmen back in those days paid a lot of attention to detail, but look over the doorway..."

      Katie looked up and was stunned at what she saw. Was this new? Had it always been there and she'd missed it? It was just beautiful. "Wow, Big John..."

      They both stood looking at the black oval plaque above the door with the raised old style script. It was painted in gold--the letter 'B.'

      "Blackstone Manor, Katie."

      The front door looked unfinished, but before Katie could comment on it John spoke. "And we'll have the door done by the end of the day. It needs to stay propped open to dry, and we ran out of time yesterday."

      Big John was beaming. He felt a sense of pride in both his work and knowing that his client was thrilled. He rubbed his nose with the back of his arm and stood with his hands on his hips looking up at the great old home.

      Suddenly he remembered, "Oh, I've got something for you. Let's head inside."

      Katie opened the door with her key, but Big John swung it open wide, which she thought was a bit strange and borderline rude. He had always been a gentleman up to this point.

      But she didn't see what he'd seen only moments before.

      As they'd walked up to the gorgeous front porch, John had seen what seemed to be a reflection--or maybe the shadow--of a person by the door side window. Maybe a friend of Katie's? Or an early worker?

      Big John stepped in front of Katie and immediately looked behind the door and scanned the library. The house was empty. He said nothing, instead keeping on with the conversation underway.

      "We set up the security cameras for the outside and inside too. One of my boys knows computers and rigged everything up yesterday. Made it look easy. He left this paper so that you can watch it from your computer on the phone network."

      Katie let out a silent giggle. Phone network? He really had no clue about computers. She glanced at the paper and it gave a website address and password so she could access the system, which she planned to do later.

      As they spoke, two pickup trucks pulled up. The door was wide open, letting a breeze of much needed fresh air into the house.

      "What are the plans for today, Big John?"

      "Well, we're going to make that door look pretty, as I mentioned. It'll be bright red and the brass will make it stand out. Beautiful against the white and black shutters.

      "The boys will be very busy fixing the upstairs first, work our way downstairs. We have a couple of weeks left of work, but it's going faster than expected.

      "There's a leak on the roof--"

      "How bad?"

      "Not bad now, but it will get flagged if inspected and worse if it's not dealt with. Jason and I are going to head up there and take a gander at it. We'll have that fixed up tonight."

      John seemed distracted as he was speaking. He kept looking in the kitchen, which he could partly see from his vantage point near the fireplace. He said nothing, but Katie noticed.

      John continued, "This place is going to be back to its former glory in no time. Whoever gets this place is going to love it--"

      John and Katie looked at each other as they heard what sounded at first like chimes... The chimes got louder, but it wasn't chimes, it was the sound of glasses and dishes rattling in the kitchen.

      "Earthquake," John said calmly, as the shaking got stronger.

      Katie put her hand on the mantle of the fireplace and her eyes were as big as saucers. How the hell can you be so calm? she thought.

      "You okay, missy?" said John.

      "This house doesn't like change," Katie said matter-of-factly.

      John gave her a quizzical look. How do you answer that?

      Katie slowly looked around the library. Everything looked fine. Since everything was off of the shelves, there was nothing to fall or break. She had a bad feeling.

      John headed outside. Katie raised up her right hand and rubbed her left shoulder and neck. She was tense and tight. This had been building all morning and the house shaking didn't help.

      Walking into the kitchen, she got the coffee maker going and leaned against the kitchen counter. The smell of fresh coffee filled the air. Looking over at the kitchen table she noticed that her chair was pulled out. Weird, as she always put chairs back...she was practically OCD about that. Probably one of the guys left it out, she tried to convince herself.

      With the coffee finally brewed she opened the overhead cupboard containing the cups. A ceramic cup fell and first hit the counter, snapping off its handle, before falling to the floor and smashing into five big pieces.

      For a brief second, Katie was startled. Anyone would be. After all, the whole house had just shaken and the cup had probably shifted.

      But Katie simply looked down and stared at the broken pieces. She stared at them with a bizarre calm fear. That same sense her Uncle Ray must have had when he was dying of cancer: afraid, but calmly facing his inevitable death.

      This is a bad place. A very bad place.

      Katie got another cup and filled it with coffee. She took a sip and wondered where the dustpan and broom were. It was remarkably quiet. As she looked out the window at the forest she wondered if John Blackstone was still out there, watching from the bushes. She shuddered at the thought. I'll get you before you get me...

      The silence was suddenly broken by a knock at the door. Several guys were standing on the porch. Different men. "Can we come in, ma'am? We're starting work upstairs."

      "Guys, come and go as you please, no need to knock, okay?"

      Katie cleaned up the broken cup and sat down at the kitchen table with the laptop. She logged in and, after a few initial errors, finally got the system working and was amazed to see the security cameras in action.

      Outside the cameras showed the full back part of the house, both sides and two views of the front. Katie was impressed.

      Inside the camera was mounted in the back of the library. It was a 'fish eye' camera and showed the front door, the entire library including the staircase, and the doorway to the kitchen. If someone broke into the kitchen or front, they'd never be able to bypass the camera.

      Katie saw a camera named 'remote' and clicked on it. A screen popped up on her laptop showing...the attic. Cool. It looked to be put in a corner. It didn't show the door, but was angled in such a way that you could see most of the room, including the mouse traps still on the floor.

      Katie took another sip of coffee and leaned back in her chair. She did feel a bit more secure, but the feeling of something ominous was still upon her.

      It was beginning to get noisy. The men upstairs were talking loudly and one of them obviously had a portable stereo as it was belting out AC/DC music. Two other guys were in the library prepping the bookcases for staining.

      Mid-sip of her almost finished coffee a loud noise was heard outside, followed by two successive thuds...then the unmistakable sound of a ladder crashing to the ground.

      The two men in the library raced outside without saying a word. Two more men came barreling down the stairs with one saying to the other, "Sounded like a lightning bolt!"

      Katie jumped to her feet and ran out the front door to pandemonium.

      "Call 911. Quick!" yelled one of the workers; Katie didn't know his name.

      "What happened?" she yelled back at him.

      "Two men fell from the roof!" he shouted back, although he was only two feet from Katie. He was panicked.

      Oh my God. Big John--

      "My phone is dead, someone call 911 NOW!"

      Katie was now standing at the right side of the house. She saw the body of Big John lying face up on the grass, the ladder not far from him. His left leg was twisted completely the wrong way. His face was bleeding.

      Katie realized her phone was in her jeans, so she reached into her back pocket and dialed 911.

      "Jason isn't breathing!" screamed one of the guys, the one who was panicking. Another guy ran over, pushed him out of the way and began performing CPR. Katie walked over while giving details to the 911 operator.

      "Please hurry, one has stopped breathing!" Katie hung up and yelled at the guys trying to wake up Big John, "Don't shake him or move him, his back might be broken..."

      Katie suddenly started to cry. She'd grown fond of Big John; his habit of calling her 'missy' and even his disgusting nose rubbing had endeared him to her. "Please don't let him die," she prayed out loud.

      Katie walked over to the first guy she saw outside. "What happened?"

      The guy, an older man in maybe his 50s, was clearly in shock. He was holding a portable camera with the lens still extended. "I... I... It happened so fast. Big John asked me to take some pictures of the front of the house so we can use them to promote. I was facing the front and I heard a loud 'CRACK' sound. Like a bolt of lightning. I saw Jason jump...no...he was thrown from the chimney. I ran around and I saw that John was there too. He must have been shocked too."

      Jason was lying quite a distance from Big John. Katie couldn't figure out how John had ended up on the ground, but there he was and he wasn't looking good at all. They were still performing CPR on Jason.

      "Can you show me the pictures?" Katie said. The guy looked at her like she had just asked the most inappropriate question in the world. "To see if you caught the shock on camera, not for the house pics!"

      The man pressed a few buttons to pull up the last shots and handed the camera to her. Sure enough, there was Jason crouched down by the chimney. And holy hell, there he was, airborne, looking like a limp rag!

      Unfortunately, the next two shots were of the ground and the bushes. Clearly the man had kept his finger on the shutter button but was dropping the camera at that point.

      Two ambulances and a police car pulled up. First to be moved was Jason. They evacuated him quickly and were still giving him CPR when they closed the doors and pulled away.

      Katie walked beside John when they wheeled him to the ambulance. She grabbed his hand, but he was out cold. The attendant said they would do all they could for him.

      Please don't let them die, God. Please... Katie burst into tears. She had never felt so helpless in all her life.
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      "Thank you for being so patient and letting us use your kitchen for the interviews," Officer Rinaldo said. "I don't know if you are aware, but the young man passed away--"

      "Oh my God...how's Big John?"

      "He's in rough shape but fully expected to survive. Don't know all the details, but he's got a bad concussion, broken ribs and a badly broken leg--"

      "Is he awake?"

      "I don't know at this point, but there was no sense of there being an emergency. It's a miracle he's alive," the officer said, in a stereotypical tone of trained calm.

      "What happened?"

      "That's what I'm here to investigate. You are the new homeowner, correct?"

      "Yes, but I was in here. The guy who took the photos said it looked like he was electrocuted and thrown--"

      "Yes, I spoke to him. So, where were you?"

      "I was inside. In fact, in here."

      "Perfect. That's all we have for now."

      "Jeez. Are we suspects or something?" Katie said. She didn't like the questioning.

      "Relax. Around here we have to dot our 'i's' and cross our 't's.' We need an accounting of everyone. Procedure. It was just a terrible accident."

      Katie shifted in her chair. "Well, on or off the record, what the hell happened, do you think...or know?"

      "At this point, my guess would be the leak made contact with some electricity. There was an old TV antenna up there that wasn't properly removed. The deceased definitely had an electrical burn on his leg and a broken neck. That is some fall, let me say--"

      "And Big John? He was climbing a ladder--"

      "The young guy hit the top of the roof and slid, hitting the top of John's ladder, and knocked it off the roof. John went with it."

      Officer Rinaldo gave Katie his card and left. The guys were all standing outside around one of the pickup trucks. Katie went out to see how they were doing. One of them, Pedro, spoke.

      "Ma'am. This is a terrible shock to us. We have known both hombres for a long time. We are so sorry this happened to you here today. But we have spoken and we would like to ask if it would be okay to continue working for you today."

      Katie was shocked. It showed on her face clearly.

      "Mister John spoke highly of you. We are sad, yes. But we can all go home and be sad or we can work and be sad. Jason loved to work and I believe Big John would want us to not worry and work for you today. Please."

      Katie agreed. It felt weird, but they were all in consensus. As she walked back to the house, her cell phone rang.

      "Hey, it's Psychic Diana," she cheerfully said. "Just confirming our appointment today."

      Katie answered awkwardly. "Uh. Sorry, a worker was killed on site here today, and Big John was badly injured. I should have called you but I completely forgot--"

      "Nonsense. Don't apologize. That's horrible. Are you okay?"

      "Well, I'm in shock, but I'm getting freaked out. Like, very freaked out."

      "Can I suggest something? Let me come by tomorrow morning. A house cleansing doesn't take that long and it'll change the energy. There's a lot of death around there. Let me see if there are any spirits hanging around and let me send them to the light. Seriously."

      "Okay. Perfect. Just call first. Talk tomorrow. Bye," Katie said. For the first time ever in her short life, that conversation could actually feel normal. Weird, but normal. She would have laughed that lady out of town two weeks ago. Now I'm having her get rid of dead people for me. Right. That's normal.

      No sooner did she hang up than the phone rang again. It was Mel. "Heyyyyy, chick--"

      "Big John is in the hospital and one of his workers is dead--electrocuted at my house--I'm freaking out here--"

      "Whoa. Slow down. What?"

      Katie caught her up quickly with all the details. "I'm going to the hospital to see him now--"

      "Wait. I'm driving close to your place now, just listed a house. Let me pick you up and we'll go together."

      "Sounds great. I'll see you soon."

      Mel arrived in short order. As they drove, they each shared their shock. Mel was just as stunned as Katie. She asked her to give her every detail and Katie did so. Katie clearly needed to vent and Mel let her get it out. It made the 25-minute drive go by faster.

      Both ladies were surprised to find out that Big John was awake but heavily sedated for pain and that they were allowed in to visit.

      Big John looked terrible. His leg was raised up in a full length cast. He had a cast on his right hand wrapping his little finger and ring finger. A large bandage was stuck to the right side of his face and there was a wrap around his head. He also had a black eye and partially swollen lip.

      The ladies were in shock at the sorry sight of him, and doubly shocked when he popped open his eyes and gave a cheerful, "Ladies! Good to see ya both. How is your day going?"

      He was slurring his words. He was trying to be funny, and the ladies both gave a brave smile, but that was quickly broken when Mel started crying.

      "Oh, don't cry, Mel. I'm going to be okay. Really. This is nuthin'."

      "I'm so sorry this happened to you, Big John," Mel said.

      "Me too, John," Katie said.

      "Listen, there's somethin' I need to tell you both. I saw a shadow in your living room and kitchen when I was there. Then it was on the roof and threw Jason at me..."

      Both ladies were stunned. They both looked at each other.

      "Look. I'm on strong stuff right now, but I'm not imagining it. I don't know what it was, but it didn't like Jason being there."

      Both ladies kept quiet. Neither mentioned Jason had died, and they were unsure if he knew or not.

      A nurse came in and politely asked them both to leave as his blood pressure was quite high.

      "We love you, Big John," Mel said.

      "I love you too. Oh, please tell the guys to stick to the schedule. No time off on account of me," he said. He let out a pained laugh while holding his broken ribs.

      Mel and Katie exited the room and Mel suggested a cup of coffee in the cafeteria, which apparently was quite good. "That boy is tough as they come. Wasn't sure if he knew about Jason or not--"

      "I was thinking exactly the same, Mel. Listen. Be honest with me, is he one of those woo-woo believing people?"

      "You mean, does he believe in ghosts? That I don't know, but I can tell you this: he's a straight shooter. If he says he saw something, he saw something--BUT--and this is a big but...he had a concussion. He might be misremembering things.”

      "Well. I can tell you this. I spoke to him when he first arrived. He was chirpy and cheerful. Happy as could be. We were admiring the great job he did on the house--"

      "The house is incredible," Mel said, interrupting. "Sorry. Go on."

      "Thanks. It is beautiful. He changed when we got in the house. He was looking around, almost as though looking for someone hiding. I didn't see anything. Hard to describe."

      "Like, skitterish?"

      "No. More like suspicious...that's not the word...just a vibe of having seen something out of the corner of your eye and not knowing if it was real or imagined."

      "Okay. That's unusual. What did he say it was?"

      "He said nothing."

      "Well, that's weird," said Mel. They ordered their coffees to go and headed back to Mel's car.

      They drove in silence for nearly ten minutes before Mel spoke up again. "Did you call Psychic Diana?"

      "Yes. She was to come today, but with the mess, she's coming tomorrow. Says there's a bunch of dead people that might be hanging around."

      Mel was amazed at how matter-of-fact her statement was. "Well, it's not going to hurt having it done. Even if it's just superstitious. Like baptizing a kid. Doesn't matter if you believe or not, it can't hurt any."

      "I guess so," Katie said. Her mind was far off.

      "Why don't you stay at my place for a few days?"

      "I can't tonight, I'm booked into the Sedona Spa--"

      "Why are you booked in there? You could have stayed at my place," Mel said, a bit indignantly.

      "Hey, a lot was going on and I didn't want to be an imposition."

      "Let's clear something up. You are not an imposition. Okay? You come to my place. Besides, I've got free wine. That place charges more for a bottle than a motel does for a night!"

      That broke the ice. Both ladies laughed hard.
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        * * *

      

      Katie locked up the house, set the new alarm and headed to the Sedona Spa to pick up her stuff. It was too late to cancel, but she felt it would be better hanging out at Mel's for the next several days.

      Turned out to be a good decision. While it wasn't fun, it wasn't gloomy either. Mel made up a pizza from scratch and cooked it in her BBQ on the back deck. Red wine flowed and they rehashed the day's events. It was good to get the shock out of Katie's system.

      Mel phoned the hospital at 8:30 PM and spoke to a nurse she knew there.

      "Good news, chickie, Big John is expected to make a full recovery. No brain damage, just a concussion. Everything else is going to heal, but he is in a lot of pain right now and his blood pressure is up there. He's medicated for that. He's going to be okay, we just need to be patient," Mel reported.

      "Thank goodness. That is a relief. Wow. A huge relief. I'll drink to that."

      "Cheers," Mel said.

      The ladies both agreed to change topics for a while. Mel got her caught up to date on the latest listing from the morning and some of the gossip from her office.

      "Did you feel the earthquake this morning?" Katie asked.

      "What? What earthquake?"

      "Well, maybe it was just a tremor, but it made the house shake," Katie said.

      Mel pulled out her phone and did a quick search. "No earthquakes or tremors recorded anywhere near our area today," she said.

      Katie looked Mel straight in the eyes. "There was at Blackstone Manor."

      After a long pause, Mel said, "We need to get you out of there."
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      Thunderbolts pounded in Katie's head when her phone went off at 7:10 AM. A bit too much wine--again--and forgetting to put the phone on 'do not disturb' scared the wits out of her. Who the heck would be calling me at this time in the morning? she asked herself.

      She was tempted to ignore it, but it was a good thing that she didn't. When she picked up the phone it was the security system people. She'd forgotten to turn the alarm off, and the workers who had the keys to her house had accidentally triggered it. The police were there. Not good.

      The security people were nice about it. They gave you three false alarms, but because she wasn't there and the police were called she would have to pay for that call. The police were not impressed. She was terribly embarrassed when she hung up the phone.

      Wide awake now, she logged into her computer to check out the security cameras. She could only imagine how frustrated the workers must've been.

      She checked the library camera and sure enough they were inside working on the bookcases. It looked like one guy was getting ready to put up new wallpaper. It was hard to tell from the angle of the camera. She checked the outside cameras. Pretty cool stuff.

      She clicked on the attic camera. Nothing much happening in there except the bright sunlight shining through the still dirty window. The beam of light was directed right on the mousetraps, which were still lying there in the clock formation. Katie blinked her eyes. She brought her face closer to the screen. She let out a quiet whimper and rushed to the living room carrying her laptop with her.

      Mel was up and in the kitchen. She was making coffee. "Hey, chickie, how are you--"

      "Am I seeing things?"

      "What's up?"

      Katie was shaking. She put the laptop down on the center island and was gesturing. "Look."

      Mel didn't know what she was talking about. She could tell Katie was distressed and took a close look, but couldn't see anything out of the ordinary. It was just the attic.

      "What was I supposed to be looking for, girlfriend?"

      "The mousetraps."

      "We've been through this before. There they are. They're in a circle."

      "Look closer. Count them."

      Mel sympathized with Katie, but was really starting to think she was losing it. Shadows, earthquakes... Even she was thinking this was getting to be a little bit too much. But she thought she would humor her anyway and took another look.

      Mel's jaw went slack. She was speechless. She couldn't believe what she saw.

      "Either someone is screwing with you, or something is screwing with you. But that's not funny either way."

      "You see it?"

      "I see it. I don't want you staying there anymore," Mel said firmly. "I'm really worried about you, and I don't want you in that house alone at any time. That is just nuts."

      They both looked at the computer screen again. There, highlighted by a beam of light through the dirty old window, were the six mousetraps in a circle. But that wasn't all.

      In the middle was a new trap. Right smack dead in the center.

      "I'm going right over there, and I want to take those traps and I'm going to put them in a bin and set them on fire," Katie said. She was seething.

      "Stop. Don't you dare. I don't want you up in that room by yourself. Do not go there. Promise?"

      "I promise." Katie was shaking. "I've got Psychic Diana coming over today and I'm praying to God--if there is one--that that will put an end to all of this garbage."

      Mel asked if she was going to be okay. Katie told her she would be fine, and promised to come back to the house in the evening for dinner and to sleep. Mel had to get running to work--she had a full day--and Katie wanted to have a nice long shower.

      As Mel got up to go Katie remembered something from last night before she'd gone to bed. She'd been tipsy, but she remembered it clearly.

      "Mel. Wait. Let me just show you one last thing quickly."

      Katie opened up her email and clicked on the pictures that the man had taken of the house. Mel leaned into the screen, taking a close look as Katie magnified it by pressing some buttons.

      "Tell me what you see," Katie said, pointing to the chimney and Jason standing by it.

      Mel shook her head slowly. "Don't be in that house alone."
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        * * *

      

      It was a new day, but as she rolled up to the house her feelings had totally changed about it. Yes, it was just as beautiful as it was yesterday, and to her surprise she could see the beautiful red door, which was partially open as it clearly needed to dry. But it set off the house just so perfectly.

      As beautiful as it was, she hated it now. Or rather, she hated what this house represented: evil.

      Katie had a new resolve. She was going to get that evil spirit out of there, even if it killed her.

      The new wallpaper in the library looked magnificent even though it was only partly done. Three guys were applying stain to the old bookcases, bringing back their rich dark glory. Another young guy was placing plastic all over the fireplace in preparation for a good chimney sweep.

      None of that mattered. She wanted that house gone as fast as possible. But before she could sell it, she felt an obligation to get rid of, once and for all, whatever evil was in that place.

      Katie went up the stairs to the second floor. Portable spotlights were in the hallway, making it as bright as it had ever been. There was scaffolding up there, with two guys putting the finishing touches on the ceiling. It was absolutely gorgeous seeing the restored details of that ceiling, and the bright white made it seem almost heavenly.

      Her phone rang, and it was Psychic Diana.

      "Hey, Diana. You coming over?"

      "We can be there anytime. What's best for you?"

      "How does 11:30 AM sound to you? The house is full of workers, but I can send them into town for lunch while we get about doing our business."

      "That sounds great. See you then." Diana hung up.

      Katie went into the kitchen and sat in her favorite chair. She opened up her laptop and looked at the security cameras again. She could not take her eyes off of the traps upstairs, and she was certainly not going to go up there by herself.

      There was a somber mood in the house. No music blasting from a stereo. It was natural, of course; the boys had lost a good friend of theirs and were worried about their boss.

      Katie looked around the kitchen and decided there was nothing further to do at that moment in time, so she closed the laptop and decided to make a quick run out to the hospital to see how Big John was doing.
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        * * *

      

      "I'm sorry, ma'am, he's not able to have any visitors at this moment," the nurse said.

      "Pardon me. I don't mean to sound rude, but why not?"

      "Are you family?"

      Katie could feel a lump in her throat. This didn't sound good. "No, I'm not family, he's just a good...friend. Is there any family here right now waiting for him?"

      "No, not that I'm aware of," the nurse said.

      "Is he going to be okay?"

      The nurse looked frustrated. She didn't have time to be chatting to somebody who wasn't family when she had other patients who needed her. But Katie was both polite and persistent--and clearly worried.

      "He had a bad reaction to some drugs last night. He's in critical but stable condition. You did not hear that from me, did you?"

      "Oh my God. Thank you. Would you mind letting him know that Katie came by to see him?"

      "Katie? As in Katie Pearson? Are you the owner of the Blackstone house?"

      "It's me. Why are you asking--"

      "Come with me. He's been talking about you and asking for you nonstop. He's highly agitated, and you can help possibly calm him down. Can you help us?"

      Katie was bewildered. She was being ushered to a different section of the hospital and being asked to do something she wasn't sure of. How do you calm somebody down? I'm not a nurse. I'm not a doctor.

      "This is his room. He's on pretty strong pain medication and a little bit out of it. He's stressing that he needs to see you quickly. I need you to go in there, let him know everything is going to be okay and that you will be here for him. I need you to calm him down. I need you to tell him to listen to what we tell him to do. Understood?"

      "I understand. Can I go in now?"

      "Yes. Thank you for coming."

      Katie slowly opened up the door. The lights were off in the hospital room except the overhead light behind him. John's leg was still propped up. He looked tucked in nicely and was seated at a forty-five degree angle. He had an oxygen tube in his nose and was hooked up to a variety of different monitors. His eyes were closed, and the bandage was off his face. He had some pretty deep gashes that had turned into scabs. The scabs glistened with some sort of cream.

      Katie touched John's left hand and his eyes slowly opened. Sure enough, his eyes were glassy from the medications. John let out a smile and said in a low voice, "Katie."

      "I'm here, John. I hear you've been giving the nurses and doctors a hard time."

      John let out a couple bursts of air...a laugh. It pained him, but he did find humor in it.

      "John, I'm here. I need you to listen to what the doctors tell you. Everything is going great at the house. The guys are all doing well and are way ahead of schedule. There's nothing to worry about--"

      John raised his hand. His eyes got larger and his face started turning slightly red. "You need to get out. Burn that place down to the ground. It will kill us all."

      "It's okay, John. I'm taking care of things for sure. Whatever it is, I'm going to get rid of it."

      "Do you think you are the first one to try to get rid of this? You can't. It's a phantom. A ghost. It's a black cloud of death. It attacked Jason, and it attacked me. Do you want it to attack you?"

      John was fading in and out with the drugs. She wasn’t sure he was even thinking coherently. No matter, Katie started to shake. Lovable Big John was beginning to scare her. Not in a bad way, but in a healthy way.

      Katie reached into her bag and pulled out her laptop. She opened it and clicked on the photograph. She turned it and held it above John's face so he could see it.

      Because the photograph was meant to capture the whole house he didn't readily recognize the chimney and Jason until she pointed them out.

      John took a deep breath, his eyes widened and then suddenly the monitors started beeping loudly. "Get out of that house! Get out of that house!"

      The photo showed what looked like a black smokey orb to the side of the chimney, like a small cloud of sorts. John’s face twisted in horror.

      Katie was scared now. She slapped the lid of the laptop down and dropped it into the bag just as the nurse came in. "You've got to leave right now, ma'am. Please, get out right now."

      Katie quickly walked out into the hallway, terrified. She waited in the hall until the nurse finally came out.

      "That didn't work the way I thought. Thank you for your help," the nurse said.

      "If he asks, I need you to lie to him. Tell him the house burned down and we are all okay. Hopefully that will help him."

      The nurse gave Katie a weird look.

      "Don't worry. It won't happen. But his head is screwed up, and if that's what it takes to calm him down, please do it."

      "Thank you. I will," the nurse said. "Oh, and I will pray for you."
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      Katie laughed. Here she was sitting in the driveway of her house convincing herself that she wasn't afraid to go in. Katie had picked up an extra-large cappuccino and not one, but two pastries. My butt needs pastries like I need a hole in the head, she thought to herself.

      She shook her head back and forth. Aren't exorcisms supposed to be done late at night under a full moon in a scary looking house?

      Although overcast, it was a beautiful day. It seemed counterintuitive. She grabbed her coffee and her bag and stepped out of the car. Just then another car rolled into the front yard. It was a very old but well-kept Mercedes-Benz. Golden color. Katie stood by her car smiling, but the two passengers were in deep conversation. The woman was clearly Psychic Diana, and the gentleman was her friend.

      Psychic Diana got out of the car, gave a big wave and said hello. She leaned in and mentioned something that Katie couldn't hear to the gentleman, then closed the door and enthusiastically walked up to Katie.

      Katie had the giggles today. She suppressed her laugh, but Psychic Diana didn't look like any of those psychics you see on TV or read about. In fact she looked quite elegant. The woman was clearly in her 50s or so, and was wearing a beautiful purple pantsuit, a white blouse and an oversized golden necklace. Her hair was short and mostly white, but a little bit of grey remained, almost as though it was fighting the change.

      "Hi, you must be Katie? I'm Diana. I'll introduce you to Frank in just a moment--he's just getting some stuff from the car and he wants to have a cigarette before he comes in. Nasty habit."

      Katie was impressed. Diana could've easily been a professional businesswoman or real estate agent. She was bright, energetic and broke the mold of what you would think a psychic would look like.

      "Nice to meet you, Diana. I just arrived myself. Let's head into the house. Does your friend need any help?"

      "No, getting stuff out of the car is just an excuse to smoke. He will be in shortly."

      The ladies walked in the front door of the house, into the great library.

      "My goodness, Katie, this is an absolutely beautiful home. The outside looks absolutely incredible."

      "Do you want a cup of tea or coffee?"

      "No, we just did exactly as you did: we picked up our coffees on the way here. We're good to go. Tell me a little bit about what's going on."

      "You want the long version or the short version?"

      Diana smiled. "I need the detailed version."

      Katie started to give her the story, starting with the scratching in the attic, the dreams, items being scattered. Every detail Katie could think of, she was confessing.

      As she was talking, Diana walked around the library, ducking around the book-filled boxes that were on the floor. She touched bookcases with her right hand and seemed to be far off as she wandered around the room. She ended up back at the starting point and walked towards the great fireplace. It was still covered with plastic. She ran her hand along the mantle.

      As Katie was speaking to her she couldn't help but think how calm she looked. She wondered what was going on inside her head. Part of Katie envied how calm Diana was knowing that this place had weird activity going on.

      As Katie was sharing her story she was staring out the window and noticed the man walking slowly towards the house. He arrived at the door just as Katie was finishing off her final details of the dreams.

      Katie opened the door as the man arrived.

      The man looked old and frail. He stood about six-foot-two and had a balding head and a very weathered look. His clothing, unlike Diana's, was out of date. He reeked of smoke. That said, when he smiled he beamed a full set of yellowed teeth and seemed genuinely friendly.

      "Hello, I'm Frank. Nice to meet you. May I come in?"

      A gentleman, Katie thought. Definitely old school. He looked to be in his 80s and walked with a slight limp.

      Diana let out a big smile and properly introduced them both to each other. "Katie, this is Father Frank Marlin, a retired priest who specializes in demonology. Frank, this is Katie."

      "A demonologist? Oh my God. Do you think that I have demons in my house?" Katie said. She was extremely nervous.

      Diana laughed. "Don't let the title scare you. It just means he specializes in exorcisms, demons, evil spirits, that sort of thing. If we find anything in the house, Father Frank is the right guy for the job."

      Katie winced. That didn't exactly tell her much, and it certainly didn't do anything to calm her down. She was beginning to think that she was losing her mind. The other day I was a nonbeliever, and now I've got a demonologist in my house. I'm losing my mind, she thought.

      Diana pulled from her bag a small leather pouch. She opened the drawstring and pulled out a crystal with a long cord attached to it. "Please give me a moment to check the energy of the house with my pendulum."

      She held the cord by one end, between her thumb and first finger. Dangling down at the opposite end was the crystal, which sparkled in the sunlight. She closed her eyes and took a couple of deep breaths, and the pendulum started swinging. At first it was swinging in a straight line, and then, slowly, it started to swing in a counterclockwise circle.

      "You definitely have energy in this house," she said. The pendulum kept swinging and she added, "Actually, two...three... Oh my goodness, you have six entities in this house."

      Katie looked skeptical. Diane already knew this information.

      Father Frank had his eyes closed and seemed to be praying. "There is definitely a heaviness in this house," he said.

      Diana walked into the kitchen. She held the pendulum out, waited a moment and then placed the pendulum into her left hand. "One of the entities spends a lot of time the kitchen. The energy is very strong--"

      "And the most evil," Father Frank said.

      This caught Katie's attention. "Can I ask, would this energy do violent things in this room? Like move things around?"

      "Absolutely," Diana said. "It's definitely very frustrated, and feels ganged up on in here. Judged. Berated. Hard to put into words, but it does not like being in this kitchen."

      Katie stood silently, looking around to see if she could 'see' anything that these people were apparently seeing.

      "Can we go upstairs?" Diana asked.

      Katie was nervous. She gestured, "After you."

      Diana slowly made her way up the stairs. Father Frank was next, but seemed to have difficulty with either his leg or his hip, managing only one step at a time. He held firmly onto the handrail with his bony hands. He was definitely over six feet tall, Katie guessed, but couldn't have weighed more than 160 pounds. He looked gaunt and not well, and his breathing sounded off. But he was determined.

      "Oh my. My, my, my. I don't like this. I don't think I've ever felt energy this strong in all my life," Diana said.

      "You know, that's like going to a doctor and having the doctor faint when they look at a growth on your body. You're not exactly instilling confidence in me, Diana!" Katie said. She was trying to bring some humor to the situation, but she was quite disturbed by Diana's comment. And her habit of trying to be funny in bad situations wasn't working.

      Father Frank was wincing. It was hard to tell if it was because of his lowered lung capacity from coming up the stairs or from the energy he was feeling, but he now had the cross in his right hand and the Bible in his left. Katie was beginning to get nervous.

      "Let's begin at this end," Diana said. She headed towards the master bedroom. Her walk was determined and fearless. Katie followed after, with Father Frank walking behind. Diana stopped in the middle of the room.

      "Interesting! This room is completely clear. This room was a safe place for the strongest entity."

      "I'm not sure I understand. How can an evil spirit haunt a house but have a favorite place where he doesn't haunt it?" Katie asked. Her voice was agitated. She was confused.

      "Spirits are no different than us. They have places that they like and feel safe in, and places that they don't like and get angry in."

      Diana took an interest in the floor. "Look at that. They had two beds in this room, you can tell by the marks on the floor," she said. Diana was pointing to the faded wear marks where bedposts had rested against the wooden floor.

      "They slept in separate beds. That's old school. She resents him, and is angry at him. She is constantly punishing him. He comes to bed when she's asleep and gets up before she wakes. I can feel him in here. Strangely, he feels safe because he doesn't have to interact with her, even though she's in the room with him..." Diana said. She appeared to be in some sort of trance, which fascinated Katie.

      Father Frank was gripping the cross hard. So much so that she could see his knuckles turning white. It was as though he was worried something was going to jump out and attack him. This made Katie uncomfortable.

      Diana's eyes suddenly closed and her voice dropped deeply. "I hate my life. I hate this house. She wants to change it. I hate it. I want to move. She wants to stay. We can afford it. I hate this house. I hate my life. I want out..."

      Katie glanced at Father Frank. He was standing straight with his right arm extended and the cross pointed right towards Diana. His eyes were intense in his face, and they looked ghostly white.

      Diana's eyes popped open. "Interesting." She turned abruptly and walked into the hallway.

      Father Frank followed behind. It almost appeared as though he was Diana's bodyguard. In a way he was. What Katie didn't realize was that Father Frank was Diana's 'wing man.' His job was to help her if she got into trouble. He didn't say it out loud, but he too had never experienced energy anywhere else that was as strong as this.

      Diana stopped dead in her tracks only steps outside the door. "Hello. Who might you be?"

      Diana was looking straight ahead towards the other end of the hall outside of the unfinished bedroom. Katie couldn't see anything, but to be fair she was blocked by Frank and Diana. It struck Katie that it might be a good idea to perhaps take some pictures. She reached into her back pocket and pulled out her phone, then turned it on and waited.

      "And what is your name, son?" Diana was asking an empty hallway.

      Diana stood in the hallway for a moment. Katie couldn't see it, but her eyes were closed. The person she was connecting with was not visible to the naked eye. But Diana could see him in the theater of her own mind.

      Diana stopped, turned around and said to Frank and Katie, "There is a young man in this hallway by the name of Daniel. He's very protective of his two sisters. I believe he's the middle boy. And–-"

      Diana turned back again towards the other end of the hallway. Katie couldn't see anything, but it seemed like she was having a conversation with somebody behind her.

      Diana started to laugh. "Bootleggers. Many years ago the family were bootleggers. There are secret doors and sliding panels in this house, he says."

      Katie said nothing. She tried her best to keep a poker face, and she didn't want to tell the psychic about the hidden cubbyhole in that room.

      Diana turned towards the wall with a look of great fascination. She leaned down and started knocking on the wood paneling. At one part she placed her palm flat against the wood and pushed.

      Father Frank gave her a quizzical look, as did Katie. But all were surprised when the panel pushed in about two inches. She wiggled her hand slightly and all three were surprised when the panel slid open to reveal a very small, compact space.

      "My goodness, the boy's right. There's a small cask of booze sitting in there."

      Father Frank bent his gangly frame over and peered in. "Jesus!"

      Diana laughed. Katie move forward and was shocked to see a cask inside this hidden compartment.

      If this was some sort of elaborate hoax, it was a good one. There was no way anybody could have known about that hidden panel, and if they did they probably would've taken that cask out to look into it. It was completely covered in thick dust and there were no signs of anything having been in there in a long, long time. Katie was stunned.

      "We are not allowed to go upstairs," Diana said. "Daniel's father has forbidden them from going upstairs."

      Father Frank looked directly into Diana's eyes and paused. Diana nodded her head, as though she could read his mind. Diana turned, and headed up the staircase.

      "Wait. That's where the weird stuff happens with the mousetraps," Katie said. Her voice betrayed her fear.

      Father Frank turned to her. He looked afraid, yet calmly said, "Yes. And that's exactly why we must go there."
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      "Oh," was all Diana said. She stood at the top of the stairs looking at the door. She was frozen.

      All of them froze as the door seemed to be moving on its own. At first, Katie strained her eyes. The staircase was dark, so seeing things easily wasn't going to happen. At first glance, it looked like a breeze was moving the door in and out slightly in its frame. Only the door was locked. Sure, there might have been a bit of give in the old frame, but not like this.

      No. The door appeared to be...breathing.

      Father Frank held the cross up towards the door, mumbling something under his breath. He startled Diana and Katie by blurting out, "Back away, Satan!"

      The door returned to normal, but not without a large and heavy knock, as though someone had banged it in protest.

      Diana turned to Frank. He nodded and she turned back and grabbed the doorknob. Suddenly, she yanked her hand back.

      "It's hot!"

      She quickly pulled her jacket sleeve over her left hand and deftly grabbed the handle and gave it a fast twist and push, causing the door to swing open. They were all blinded by the light of the room.

      Diana slowly walked in. For a brief moment, Katie admired her bravery. She wondered about Frank, though. He seemed to be only dragging along.

      As Katie was the last to step into the room, she touched the doorknob with her hand, partly in skepticism. It was very warm. Unusually warm. Her heart was pounding and her palms were clammy.

      "The traps are still--"

      The six mousetraps that lay in the center of the room suddenly flew across the floor in all directions--startlingly fast--as though the center trap had become a reverse-polarity magnet. The trap which was at the six o'clock position furiously slid across the floor, hitting Father Frank's foot before he could hop out of the way.

      Father Frank furiously threw his right hand containing the cross toward the center of the room. "In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, I rebuke you! You shall not have power over us!"

      Katie dropped her phone and stood with her back against the wall nearest the door. Her heart was pounding like a freight train. Her left hand clawed into the wall behind her. All three were back against the wall, staring into the center of the empty attic.

      Katie glanced down and looked at her phone. She did a double-take when she noticed it was in camera mode and she saw something. Squatting down, she deftly grabbed it and slid with her back to an upright position as she held the phone in front of her.

      She glanced at the screen. The picture was taken at a severe angle but was clear. She must have accidentally pressed the camera button when she was walking into the room. There, in the photo, were the six traps neatly arranged, and hovering above them was a large black orb.

      The orb wasn't perfectly formed. It looked more like a circular cloud of smoke. The muscles in her face weakened and her jaw hung open. She quickly glanced up and could see nothing.

      Diana was breathing rapidly. Her eyes closed, she began talking. It didn't make sense at first but quickly became clear.

      "Mother. Mother. Ma... She lives here. Not well, quite ill. Angry. Jealous. Bitter..."

      Father Frank was mumbling prayers in such a way that Katie was having a hard time hearing what Diana was saying. She leaned in and strained to focus.

      "The origin of the evil. Angry with Johnny. Angry. Johnny has failed. You are a failure, Johnny. We lived like royalty, Johnny, and now you are bringing us all down..." Diana said. She was talking softer and softer, in a higher pitched voice. Diana's face was getting redder, and then it tightened.

      "Bastard! You bastard! You can't do anything right! You are an embarrassment to the family, to your family, to your children... I wish you were never born!"

      Diana had separated herself from the wall and moved two steps towards the center of the room. Father Frank was still against the wall, with his right hand extended and his Bible held up to his forehead, praying in a mumbled fashion.

      For some inexplicable reason--still filled with fear--Katie wondered if her camera could catch another orb pic. Taking a deep breath she raised up her phone and closed her eyes, taking a pic. She opened her eyes and looked at the camera.

      "Oh my God!" Katie blurted out. Diana and Frank didn't hear her fearful comment. She looked again at the camera and now, in the middle of the room, was a massive black orb. Or cloud. Or evil thing. Whatever it was, it was huge and terrifying.

      "Her anger is now in John. John has been possessed by her evil ways. She is practicing black magic! Dear God, she's put a curse on Johnny and the house...she wants us all...dead!"

      Father Frank was shaking. Mumbling prayers. His right hand started shaking violently.

      "Death to all who dare take this house from me!" Diana screamed. Tears were streaming down her face. "You have taken from me! I will take from you all!"

      Father Frank stepped forward. Diana opened her eyes and grabbed his left arm. "Be careful Frank!" He pulled away from her abruptly. She made the sign of the cross.

      A horrid smell filled the room. It smelled of death. Rotting flesh.

      Diana stepped back and with her right arm grabbed Katie's left forearm. "Don't move. We are protected by God's white light."

      It felt as though their feet were tingling. A tingling sensation that quickly changed to a shaking vibration.

      "Earthquake," Katie squealed.

      The house started shaking more. It felt as though the house was being dragged down a staircase. Sounds of banging, thuds and groans were heard.

      "In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, I rebuke you and cast you out of this home. I rebuke you, Satan, and order you to leave immediately," Father Frank said. His words were staccato, wheezing in manner. He was shaking hard.

      Katie glanced at Diana and could see terror in her face. Her eyes were closed, but what she was seeing? It wasn't good.

      "Diana. Diana. What's going on?"

      "Pray. Pray. We need to pray. Quickly!"

      Katie prayed as best she could, "God, please help us get rid of this evil from the house. Please, God. Please..."

      Father Frank had his back to the women and was now in the center of the room. His body was shaking visibly from head to toe as he prayed loudly. He suddenly thrust his arms up in the air, his Bible in his left hand and his silver cross in his right.

      At that moment a blinding flash of white light appeared and then just as suddenly vanished. It was as though someone had shone a massive searchlight through the window and then turned it off. So bright, it made Katie momentarily blind.

      Katie's heart was pounding violently. She tried to open her eyes, but the blindness was still subsiding.

      Diana had her right hand clamped to Katie's left forearm so much it actually hurt.

      "You okay, Diana?"

      "Yes. Yes. I'm good. I think... Frank? Are you okay?"

      Katie's vision was returning. Frank was slowly lowering his arms back to his sides.

      "It worked, Frank! You've cast out the demon! Great job, Fr--"

      Frank dropped both his Bible and cross and slowly slumped to the floor. He reached up with his right arm and grasped his chest.

      "FRANK!" Diana screamed. "Call 911, Katie!"
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        * * *

      

      "How much have you had to drink?" Mel demanded.

      "I just opened up my second bottle. Do you want some?"

      Mel poured herself a glass and ushered Katie into the living room. "What the hell happened? I dropped in to see Diana on the way home and she's an absolute basket case."

      "All hell broke loose," Katie said. Then she burst out laughing. All hell broke loose, I'll say! she thought. "You told me to bring them in, I did, and it turns out that Casper is not a very friendly ghost after all.”

      "Go on."

      "Apparently the house is a portal to her. Mother, that is. She poisoned her son. She's gone completely bonkers, and apparently drove him bonkers too. The only place he can hang out is in my bedroom. She promised to kill everybody that came in contact with the house. Do I have to disclose that if I sell it to somebody?"

      Katie was slurring her words, trying to be funny. The reality was that she had now come to fully realize that John Blackstone was very much alive, as far as spirits go, and was actively scaring the hell out of her. He was doing a great job of it too.

      "You can't go back there. We'll figure something out, but you can't go back there."

      "This better not be a prank. Because it's not funny. I'm not laughing."

      "It's not a joke."

      "I wonder how Frank is doing..."

      Mel paused and looked out the massive windows overlooking the beautiful lake. "He, uh, well, he didn't make it, Katie."

      Katie got up and calmly walked to the kitchen. She took the bottle of wine she had just opened, poured a glass and returned to the living room, bringing the bottle with her.

      Neither woman said a word. Both faced the window and stared for what seemed like eternity.

      Then the tears came. A storm of emotions burst out of Katie. She was sobbing uncontrollably, so much so that she had to put her glass of wine down.

      Mel got up and sat beside her and gave her a big hug. "It's going to be okay, chickie. We'll figure this out."

      "I watched him die, Mel. I watched that thing get him and kill him--"

      Katie suddenly stood up and went back to the kitchen where she had dropped her purse and keys. She pulled out her phone and hurried back to the living room. "Here, look."

      Mel took her phone and looked at the screen. She looked at the hallway picture and noticed an orb. She flicked through to the picture in the attic. "Holy crap."

      "Heh heh," Katie laughed out loud and swigged another gulp of red wine. "Wait for it. Wait for it..."

      Mel flicked to the next picture. She sat stunned. She was looking at it just like people do when they pass a car crash: you know you shouldn't stare, but you do anyway.

      "What is it?"

      "Beats me. Your buddy talked to it. It killed Father Frank. I'm guessing it's not very friendly..." Katie said. Her slurring was getting slightly more pronounced.

      "But is it gone?"

      "I hope so. I want to finish the house up and dump it. Quick."

      "Katie. Listen, I'm not letting you go back. Not unless we are sure that this...thing...is gone."

      "Uh, it's apparently a double-thing. Evil mother apparently drove son nutty. I think the evil thing is him, with her inside...or...something like that."

      "Double evil? Sounds like the poor guy had an abusive mother. Stories were told of her living quite the socialite life when she was younger. Then she got older and got sick. Sounds like she got bitter."

      "Was there an earthquake today? Wait. Don't tell me. No, right?" Katie asked.

      Mel considered cutting Katie off from drinking, but after what she'd gone through today and the past while, she figured she needed the medication. As it turned out, Katie fell asleep on the couch in short order.
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      Hangovers suck, Katie thought, struggling to get out of Mel's comfortable guest bed. She stretched, held her forehead and meandered to the kitchen.

      Wow. Bright.

      Coffee was brewed and waiting. A note from Mel said just one thing: "Call me."

      Grabbing the coffee, she headed to the shower. Katie popped a couple extra strength aspirin and jumped under the running water. The heat and the steam was glorious and revitalizing. Yesterday seemed a thousand miles away. The shower was like the safety of a womb.

      Katie toweled off and got dressed. The pills were kicking in and the headache was slowly ebbing. Katie headed back to the couch and looked out over the beautiful lake. Wish I lived here.

      Katie took her cell phone and dialed Mel’s number.

      Mel answered immediately, ”Hey, chickie. How's the head?"

      "Getting better. Wow, though. I don't even remember going to bed."

      "Well. You decided to take off your clothes in the living room and I had to bribe you to your bedroom with a glass of wine."

      Katie winced. "That bad, huh?"

      "It was a bad day, Katie."

      "Where are you?"

      Mel paused. "I'm actually at your house. You were out cold this morning and I knew that your contractors would be here, so I came to get them going--"

      "I'll be right over--"

      "NO! I've got it. Really, I don't think you should be here for a wee bit, and I definitely don't think you should ever be here alone."

      "I've survived so far--"

      "Katie. No. At least maybe not for the next couple of days. Listen, I'll be home shortly, I've got some lunch for us and we'll talk more. The guys are working away here, and everything is fine, so you don't need to be here."

      Katie paused. Maybe Mel was the voice of reason. Maybe a couple days off would be in order. Her stress level must be pushing her blood pressure off the charts. Reluctantly, Katie agreed and Mel promised to be home within an hour.
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        * * *

      

      "Miss Pearson? This is Stan. I'm one of the wallpaper contractors. Good news: The library is looking amazing, but we have questions about how to paper around the fireplace. We need to run this by you because Big John isn't here to answer for us--"

      Katie looked at the time. Mel was supposed to have been home long ago.

      "Hey, Stan, can I speak to Mel?"

      "She left hours ago."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Yes, I saw her drive away."

      "Okay. Um. Let me call you right back."

      Katie hung up the phone and then immediately dialed Mel. Mel's phone went to voicemail. She hung up and then called Mel's office. Ingrid answered and told Katie that Mel hadn't been in all day.

      It was unlike Mel to be late. She was always on time or had the decency to call. Katie began to panic.

      "Hey, Stan, I'm coming over now. If Mel shows up, have her call me immediately, please...no problem, I will see you soon."

      Katie hopped in her car and headed to the house. She called Mel and left a message. "Mel. Where are you? I'm worried. Call me back right away on my cell."
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        * * *

      

      Driving up the long, windy road gave Katie the heebie-jeebies. The only consolation was that Mel wasn't at the house.

      As Katie got out of her car, hatred filled her heart. A hatred she'd never felt before in her life. "Oh my God, has this...demon...gotten ahold of me?" she said out loud. She felt like she wanted to hurt something. It was a horrible feeling.

      Katie pushed open the door and found four men sitting in the living room. Up jumped one man, almost embarrassed for being caught sitting on the job.

      "Hello, I'm Stan!"

      "Hey, Stan," she said, trying to muster reasonable enthusiasm. "This room looks magnificent. You've done a great job. Big John will be proud."

      "Oh," he paused, glancing a nervous look to the other men, who'd frozen up at the mention of Big John's name.

      Katie looked at the men. Then back to Stan. She stepped toward him with a murderous look. "What happened? Spit it out."

      Stan leaned back from the intenseness of Katie's demeanor. He didn't mince his words: "Big John had a massive stroke this morning. Not sure if he'll make it."

      Katie stood in place, closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. Stay calm. Stay. Calm.

      Nobody moved or said a word. All eyes were on Katie. She opened her eyes and coolly asked, "What was your question for me?"

      There was argument amongst the men about where to stop and start the wallpaper around the intricate design of the fireplace. Katie told them what she wanted, asked if there was anything else and then left quietly, dialing Mel as she walked out the door.

      The door closed behind her, and looking out Katie was startled to see Chris Watkin standing by the willow tree. Anger surged through her. Her eyes felt burning warm and it felt like hate was burning through her bloodstream.

      "The house looks...majestic... I love what you have--"

      "Shut up. What the hell lived--or lives--in this...this..." Katie stuttered, at a loss for words.

      "I don't understand?"

      "This is a hell-hole you sold me. It's a house of death and horrors--"

      Christopher's left eye twitched. He was staring at Katie in disbelief and relief at the same time. "You've seen it?"

      "Yes! Yes I have. And I'm not the only one--"

      "Wait. You saw the specter?"

      "What the hell is a specter? A ghost? A cloud? Darkness? Whatever the hell you call it? YES, damn it, I've got a freaking picture of it!"

      Christopher's face went blank. "Everyone thought I was crazy. My wife said she saw it. I swear it killed her...nobody believed me. Nobody..."

      This wasn't what Katie had expected. Her anger softened slightly. "Where did you feel it or experience it, Chris? Tell me!"

      "Upstairs. As soon as we would leave the bedroom, it would get...depressing. I'd hear noises in the attic, that's where Blackstone's mother was murdered. There was nothing in there, but wow, it made me want to be sick..." Chris drifted back to a memory from long ago.

      "I need you to go on, Chris. What else?"

      Christopher was staring at the house. "Children. I'd hear children. We never had any more children after our daughter died, and it was torture to hear, my wife wanted more kids so badly..."

      "I'm so sorry. Please. Go on. I need to hear about everything, Chris."

      "The kitchen was my favorite place to sit. Bright, airy. Felt good. But, I wanted to..."

      "Chris. What did you want?"

      "I wanted to kill someone. At first, it was me. Then, I thought of killing...anyone," he said. Then he glanced at Katie.

      "No, no I didn't act on it. It was a horrible feeling. Horrible. So I locked the house up. I often come by to check on it. Sorry to spook you--"

      "Chris, is the bedroom safe?"

      "Yes. Nothing ever happens there. It's peaceful in there. The only problem is that you have to walk through the house to get to it, or leave."

      "Thanks. Thanks for coming by. Thanks for checking in, Chris."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Katie pulled into a roadside diner. She placed another call to Mel with no luck. Another call to the office. Hadn't seen her all day.

      Katie called the hospital. She braced herself for bad news, but was partially relieved to hear that John was in serious but stable condition.

      The open-faced hot turkey sandwich was barely passable, the coffee the most horrid she had had in a long time. Thankfully, she got talked into a lemon merengue pie that was not only delicious, but fresh. Something good was happening today. She slid a bite between her lips and let it melt in her mouth.

      The monitors, she thought. The thought came out of nowhere. Katie pulled out her laptop and logged into her security system. It took a few minutes to figure out, but she replayed the attic footage. Minutes ticked by. "Come on," she said out loud.

      Nearly ten minutes had passed when she hit the right spot. All three of them in the attic. Against the wall. It looked funny watching it fast-forward. Frank looked terrified looking at him from the side. No shadow could be seen.

      "Wait," Katie said, to nobody. She darted her eyes from side to side to see if anyone had caught her talking to herself.

      She fast forwarded the video to where they were against the wall and Father Frank was moving forward. There he was, raising his Bible and cross and then...

      The camera went white. Katie hit rewind and played it again. It was a recording glitch. After 32 seconds the recording was back and Diana was standing over Father Frank, who was lying on his back.

      Had Father Frank given his life to save them? To save her?

      Could the evil bastard be gone?

      Katie wanted to find Mel. She picked up her phone, but the moment the screen turned on, it went off. Battery was dead. Damn it.

      Logging into her email she sent Mel a message: "Where are you? What happened to you? You vanished. I'm heading to the house--call me crazy--but I need to check some things out. Big John stable, but not good. Love you, KP. Oh. LOL. BTW, Chris showed up today. He described the entity to a T. Seemed relieved I experienced it too. Xoxo

      Closing her laptop, she left cash on the counter and headed back to the house.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sun had nearly set. Stan was packing his van and was the only one left.

      "Hey, Miss Pearson. Running a bit late, but I'll be out of your way in about five minutes."

      "No problem." She walked into the library, fully lit, wallpapered and with a crackling fire. "Did they chimney sweep today?"

      "Yes. The contractor disconnected an old bad electric wire on the chimney that was connected to a light of some kind at sometime, and they swept as well. The guy said it is a miracle this place didn't burn down 50 years ago."

      "Wow. I burned a few fires--"

      "Dear God. I've never seen so much crap come out of a chimney before! You're lucky to be alive--"

      Katie laughed sarcastically. "Yeah. In more ways than you know."

      The wallpapering looked stunning, particularly around the fireplace. The bookcases were back to their magnificent glory, just awaiting books to be put back. Someone had put a small number of books back on a shelf to show what it would look like.

      "You didn't see Mel, did you?"

      "Not since this morning. Just us workers today, we'd remember pretty ladies. Good night."

      Katie smiled at the creepy comment. What is it with contractors hitting on clients? She laughed. She stood on the porch as Stan drove away. Taking a deep breath, she turned and walked back in.

      The library looked stunning. The house actually looked warm and inviting. Still, she was as nervous and as trusting as a frightened cat. One move--just one move--and she'd be gone.

      With her car keys in her pocket, she latched the front door, walked to the kitchen and turned on the lights. She scurried back to the fireplace. Jesus, stop being so jittery!

      Reaching down to her bag, she pulled out her laptop, cords and phone. She immediately plugged her phone in and hooked up to the internet. She set the alarms in the house and also set the motion detectors to beep if there was any movement.

      Sure enough, she stood up and 'beeeeeep' went the alarm. Loud, too. If something was coming to get her, it would startle both her and it. "Boo!" she said out loud, then laughed.

      A bit relaxed now, she made a pot of green tea. She poured it into a super-sized novelty cup, one that could hold about four normal sized mugs, and headed upstairs. She left all the lights on.

      Amazingly, she had forgotten about the sliding panel in the hallway, which was still open. But it was a bit too dark up there to be peeking into, so she decided to leave it for another day. Whatever is in there has been there for fifty years, another few days won't hurt anything.

      Walking into her bedroom she looked around. It was normal. "Clear," according to Diana. She closed the door to the bedroom and slid a chair up against it. Overkill, she thought, but it was going to be one day at a time to heal from the stuff she had gone through these past few days.

      Her dad used to tell her to watch cartoons when she was sad or sick. Laughter heals, he'd told her. So, lying in bed, she surfed online to find some of her favorite comedians. She watched old Tommy Cooper skits, but not even he could make her smile. It was just too much. She closed her laptop and rolled over.

      I'll never fall asleep, she thought. Famous last words.
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      Katie woke up. For the first time in a long time she hadn't had that awful nightmare. The curtains were closed, her room was dark and she could see the nightlight on in the hallway. For once, everything seemed to be good.

      She rolled onto her side facing the door. She closed her eyes, took in a deep breath and prepared to go back to sleep again.

      But something wasn't right. She couldn't put her finger on it, but something wasn't right. Maybe she was supposed to have a nightmare? Maybe that was it. She opened up her eyes and looked in the hallway again. The nightlight seemed awfully bright. Was that her imagination? Probably.

      She closed her eyes again. But that niggling, annoying feeling you get when you just know that something isn't right was beginning to frustrate her.

      Might as well get up and have a pee and check things out, she thought to herself. She slowly rolled out of bed, stood up and walked down the hall. A light was coming from downstairs.

      Did I leave the light on in the kitchen? The library? That's weird, she thought. She headed downstairs. It wasn't her imagination: The kitchen light was still on. As she turned the corner to the kitchen in preparation to turn the light switch off, she froze.

      There was an older man sitting in 'her chair' at the kitchen table. He was slightly balding, wearing a white shirt, with his elbows on the table and his hands in the prayer position. His head was pressed against his hands and his eyes closed.

      Katie stood frozen. Her mind started racing: Is this guy a vagrant? Did you break in for food? What is he here for?

      He appeared not to have heard her turn the corner, and she stood there frozen in fear that he might notice her. He was speaking extremely softly, as in prayer.

      On the table before him was an old black Bible and a beautiful wooden box. On the top of the box lay glasses. The man slowly sat upright and slowly opened up his eyes... Then he froze. He was staring right at Katie.

      Katie was absolutely paralyzed in fear. The man looked dumbstruck.

      "Hello," he said very softly. His face was devoid of any emotion. He looked tired and beaten by life.

      Katie's whole body tightened. She was frozen there like a statue without a clue what to do. The first thought that ran through her mind was, What the hell were you thinking coming down here unarmed? She found herself shocked when she uttered the word "hello" back.

      The man looked even more stunned. He slid his elbows off the table but kept his hands clasped together in a prayer position, resting them on the edge of the table. His shirt was white and unbuttoned down to his collar, and his sleeves were rolled up to his elbows. The shirt was clean, but clearly not new. He had sweat stains underneath his arms.

      "You can see me, can't you?" the man said.

      "Who are you?" Katie asked. She was utterly terrified, but for some strange reason felt comfortable enough to get some information from this intruder. Only, he seemed familiar.

      The man continued to look puzzled. As though that was one of the weirdest questions in the world to ask.

      He paused, then said, "I'm John. Are you...an angel?"

      Okay. This guy is nuts. And crazy people do crazy things. Tread carefully, girl, Katie thought.

      "Sit. Sit. Please, how rude of me. Please. Sit right here," he said. He gestured to the seat across from him.

      Katie decided it was best if she listened to what he asked. She slowly eased into the chair, keeping its back to her left side. Instinctively, she felt that if this guy were to lunge at her she could lean backwards and possibly escape. But she couldn't help the overwhelming feeling that he just wanted to talk. He didn't seem to want to hurt her. But she was going to play it safe.

      "Sorry. Are you John Blackstone?" she asked. The question seemed to be a stupid one, though, especially given that he looked so young. If he were still alive, he’d be ancient looking.

      While his demeanor remained calm, his face twisted slightly in puzzlement at the question. "Of course."

      Both remained calm and quiet for a moment. Katie slowly took her eyes off of John and looked at the clock on the wall which was ticking away loudly. Weird, as she didn't have a clock on the wall. She looked back to John. John was staring back at her blankly.

      "I have prayed to you and begged and pleaded for mercy. And yet you have found it in your heart to ignore me. I have been faithful to you in every way, done all I can for my family, and you have forsaken me. Please, tell me why?"

      Good God. This guy thinks I'm an angel. What do I do now? Katie thought to herself.

      As the fear started to build up in Katie, a plate smashed in the sink. She jumped slightly and let out a gasp. A woman in a dress, wearing an apron, was standing at the sink.

      "You've ruined my life, John. You've ruined all of our lives. The children are devils and you put all this burden on me. You have shamed me, John. You shamed me, the children, and your mother!" The woman was shouting.

      John put his elbows back on the table. His hands were still in the classic prayer position. He meekly mumbled, "You stopped going to church, Agnes, and so have the children--"

      "There's more to life than just the church, John. I'm tired of the judgment, I'm tired of their backstabbing, I'm tired of the gossip. The Reverend only wants money, money, money--"

      John slammed his right palm down on the table with a surprisingly loud bang. He turned to his wife. "We must go to church or God will punish us!"

      Katie turned to the kitchen sink, but the woman--Agnes, apparently--was gone.

      Good God. I'm actually inside this guy's mind. I'm hearing his...thoughts. I'm in this guy's head... I'm not in danger... Oh my God, his family is... Oh my God--

      John sat still, with his eyes closed, taking slow, deep breaths. His face was expressionless. Katie gazed out the kitchen windows, but there was nothing but a white haze, like a movie screen waiting for something to project onto it.

      There was no sound. The kitchen seemed...brighter, even whiter than she recalled. The black and white tiles were spotless. It was as though she was in a television studio, where they make an exact replica of something...like the Oval Office in the White House...but this was her kitchen...

      "There's not much time. There's not much time left," John said. He was growing ever so slightly agitated.

      Katie glanced at the clock--the clock that hadn't been on the wall but was now--and the time was 3:35. She looked at John, who was mumbling something that she couldn't make out...

      Wait. Holy crap. 4:44 and 3:35... Oh my God, I've only got nine minutes with this guy...

      If Katie's calculations were correct, she would wake up in a few moments. Assuming she was dreaming. If she wasn't dreaming, then she had an ominous feeling that something bad was going to happen. Either way, she was witnessing a nightmare.

      Think fast. Compose yourself. He thinks you are an angel. Talk to him calmly. But be quick, you don't have much time.

      Katie adjusted herself as John was praying and holding his Bible. He kept kissing the cover.

      "Hey, John? Where are the kids right now?"

      John had the Bible in his right hand resting on the table, and with his left hand he was absentmindedly stroking the wooden box. "They are at school," he said. He added, "My wife is out running errands."

      "John, doesn't your mother live with you?"

      John squirmed in his chair. He clearly didn't like that question. His mouth tightened and his eyes became beady. He shifted slightly in his chair and squeezed his Bible tighter. "She's upstairs in her suite. Sleeping... Oh Lord. Forgive me Lord. Have mercy on your servant..."

      "John, I'm here. I'm listening. Share with me your troubles...of your heart," Katie said awkwardly. She was trying to sound religious, wondering what angels would talk like.

      John's voice started to crack. He shook his head slightly.

      "It's too late. They've...they've gone too far to be pleasing to the Lord," John said. He let out a loud sob which startled both him and Katie. He quickly fought it back and regained his composure.

      Katie glanced at the wall. Time was ticking by. It was 3:38 PM.

      "It's never too late, John. What do you feel they have--"

      John slammed his Bible down on the table with greater force than before. Katie's eyes were wide with fear and adrenaline and the room seemed to fade.

      No, no, no! I don't want to wake up yet, she thought. Her demand seemed to work, as the light volume seemed to get much brighter--almost blindingly white--and then returned. She was startled somewhat to see John leaning in on the table berating her.

      "Elizabeth is just like her mother. She no longer attends church. She was such a good, good girl when she was young. Now she is under the influence of Agnes--"

      "She's young, John--"

      "None of that! I'll have nothing to do with that! She has a boyfriend and she smokes. In public. Disgusting. Filthy!" he hissed.

      "I've prayed and I've prayed. I've worked hard, but God has not seen fit to honor my prayers. I know what he wants me to do...

      "Daniel, he was a good boy and looked after his sister. But he doesn't respect me or his mother. At all. No respect. He must respect authority. His mother has poisoned him. He's on the wrong path," John said. He sobbed again.

      "Agnes has a disease. She got it through inappropriate relations with a man before she met me. She hid it from me. Now it's eating her brain...she's drinking booze constantly, she's a drunk. A lush. An embarrassment..."

      John paused. His mind was running wildly as he confessed. Katie was wondering what else to say to encourage him more, but before she could speak, he continued on. His tone was darker.

      "The pastor has been of no help or guidance. God has not answered my prayers. I have been faithful. But God has given me this evil woman and disrespectful children. No answers. No answers..."

      John struggled with his thoughts. Katie looked at the clock. Good God, it's 3:40, come on man, talk! Spit it out!

      John let out another loud sob. "I lost my job at the sawmill. Two weeks ago. Too many managers. I was the best one. The best, but they gave me my papers. Oh God," he sobbed. He wiped his left eye with his hand, quickly returning it to the box.

      "The bank wants the house back? Over my dead body. Greedy, evil men. Kick you when you are down."

      "It's all in my hands now. I have to save my family from embarrassment, ridicule and shame. Shame, shame, shame."

      "Whoa, John. We must all walk our own paths," Katie said, again feeling stupid for trying to sound religious. But it sounded good. "God is pleased with you, John."

      "NO!" John shouted. "No, if He were pleased I would not be made to suffer like this. I must wipe the slate clean."

      As John spoke he slowly opened the beautiful wooden box. The lid was hinged, and as he opened the box the lid lifted up and swung towards Katie, resting on the table. The interior was velvet. He removed a black silk cloth covering the object within. Katie winced as she saw the revolver.

      John removed the revolver with reverence. Katie knew nothing of guns, but this was clearly an old revolver like she'd seen in old westerns. John picked out shells and started sliding them into the revolver chambers one by one. He was slow and methodical.

      "I have done all that I can do. What else can I do? I speak with the authority of a husband over his wife and children, and they don't obey. I pray, I get no answer or help...

      "I cannot allow this to continue. I must discipline them and put them on the right path. They must be saved..."

      Katie's stomach turned. She was watching a rerun of a movie where she knew the outcome. She was powerless to stop what was happening. Anger and rage at his attitude tore through her soul. This guy is nuts, she thought.

      The time was now 3:43. Katie felt desperate. Helpless. Sick. She wanted to run, but couldn't.

      "John, you don't have to do this," she said. She tried to be calm, but she could hear the fear in her own voice.

      "Thank you for being here. I had faith angels would come to comfort me," John said. His composure was back. He was sitting calmly again. He reached over, slowly, and closed the beautiful wooden box. He was holding the gun in his left hand and picked up his Bible in his right.

      "God is good. God is great. I love the Lord with all my--"

      Noise and activity came from outside the front door. Someone had arrived. Actually, it sounded like several people had arrived.

      "It is time. Please excuse me," John said.

      It was 4:44 PM.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      The front door burst open with Adelle beaming. "Daddy!" she called out enthusiastically. She ran to him and gave him a leg hug by the fireplace.

      She was quickly followed by Daniel. "Hi, Dad, you are home early!" He took Adelle's hand and led her to the kitchen.

      Agnes followed, carrying groceries. "What are you home for? You need to teach Danny to pull up his socks and help with these damn things, John," she said.

      She knew just the right thing to say at just the right time to set him off. If there was ever a sign that he was on the right path, it was this.

      "Daniel! Take your sister upstairs," John said. His voice was firm and disciplined. He meant business.

      Daniel knew that voice. It meant trouble. It meant Mom was in trouble for being tipsy again and a lot of shouting and Bible verses were about to fly. He grabbed his sister, who was terrified of 'that voice that Daddy makes.' They rushed up the stairs.

      It wasn't the first time John had raised his voice. Agnes knew what was coming. She loved it. She loved getting John mad. It made her feel like she had power over his obsessive and controlling nature. His way or no way.

      "The fire is nearly out. You can't even get a fire started properly, John. You make me sick, do you hear me--"

      "I lost my job. They gave me my walking papers, Agnes."

      Agnes was stunned. The air hung thick with an awkward silence. "Oh my God, what are we going to do?"

      Agnes's eyes began to well up. The first emotion she had shown in ages. Tipsy from alcohol, she lowered her head into her hands.

      John let out a sob. He reached out with his left hand, keeping his right hand behind his back. A breakthrough with Agnes? Is this the healing that the angel hinted at?

      Agnes slowly turned and started to move away towards the center of the library.

      Apparently not.

      John raised his gun and shot her point blank in the back of the head. Agnes dropped quickly face-forward with a loud thud onto the floor.

      Katie was frozen in shock as she stood in the kitchen doorway. She watched in horror as John calmly lowered the gun to his side and stepped forward to look at Agnes.

      John took a deep, deep breath and let out a loud sigh. "You shall sin no more, my beloved. In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, I give you back to God..."

      A feeling of pure evil seemed to permeate the air. It was like the air was thinner and hard to breathe. From the corner of her eye she saw Daniel at the top of the stairs. He was staring right at her.

      "Come quick! Dad is angry, come on!" Daniel said. He was pleading with Katie to come up the stairs. "Run!"

      Katie was gasping for air. Now she was pleading to wake up! She didn't want to see any more.

      Katie turned towards John, who was kneeling by Agnes. His head was down and he was checking to see if she was truly dead. She was. He raised his head and looked at the stairs. His eyes were bloodshot red.

      John growled. "I said take your sister upstairs!"

      "Run!" Daniel pleaded. Katie realized he was pleading to her.

      Katie turned and started up the stairs, tripping on the third step. She pulled herself up, grabbing the handrail on the right. She looked around the corner and Daniel had a look of utter terror in his eyes. Katie scrambled and got up, only to have her right foot yanked hard.

      Instinctively, Katie kicked hard in a backwards direction. Whatever had grabbed her leg let go, but pain seared her ankle. She ran as fast as she had ever run in her life.

      Daniel was by the empty bedroom when she got to the top of the stairs. He ducked in with a motion to follow him quickly.

      Katie ran in and slapped the door with her hand. The door slammed shut. Not the brightest thing to do when trying to hide. Too late. It's done.

      Daniel was standing by the wall. Katie was amazed to see that there was a large opening in the wall. A hidden cubby hole. Inside was Adelle, terrified. Daniel's eyes were wide as he franticly pointed to get in.

      "Get in here. Quick, before he comes!"

      Katie slid in as fast as she could, knocking into Adelle accidentally. Adelle immediately hugged Katie.

      "Stay here," Daniel said. He started sliding the hidden panel back into place.

      "Wait! Get in here!"

      "Not enough room. It's okay. I always take the beatings. I love you, Addy," Daniel said.

      Daniel slammed the sliding panel shut. Sudden blackness. Adelle squeezed her harder and was whimpering.

      "Shh. We have to be quiet, okay?"

      Katie could hear Daniel move to the other side of the room. She could only guess what he was doing. The room was empty; there was no place to hide. She hoped he was behind the door, but John was a big man and could easily overcome anything his son could hope to try.

      A feeble muffled voice broke the silence. "John? Johnny? What was that noise?"

      "Nothing, Mother. I dropped something. Dinner will be soon. I will bring it up for you."

      "Johnny. I want to know what that noise was! Answer me. Do you hear me? Johnny. Answer me!"

      The sound of footsteps slowly trod up two flights of stairs to his mother Ellen's room in the attic. A few moments of silence followed. Then a gunshot and another dull thud.

      Adelle cried softly, "Daddy is mad."

      "Shhh. We have to be quiet."

      It was probably only seconds, but it seemed like hours. Nothing in the house made a sound. When the silence did break, it came from an unexpected source.

      "I'm home," came a voice from downstairs. The door slammed. Then the voice screamed, "MOM!"

      Footsteps thundered across the floor upstairs, a door banged and the pace of the thundering continued down the stairs. John was going to shoot Elizabeth.

      Suddenly the bedroom door was heard to swing open. Daniel screamed, "Run, Elizabeth, RUN!"

      The thundering footsteps stopped dead in their tracks.

      "Are you okay? Where are you?" Elizabeth called out.

      "RUN, Lizzie, Ru--"

      A loud shot rang out. "Daddy. Please. No. Nooo."

      Another shot fired. Adelle buried her face into Katie's chest.

      The footsteps calmly climbed the stairs and paused. Then they calmly walked into the room. "Adelle? Where are you hiding, darling?"

      The footsteps were along the far wall. They moved to the center of the room. "Are you under the bed?"

      Bed? The room is empty... Katie realized that in this alternate reality, she was back in time and the bed was once again there for the family. Of course.

      John walked up beside the paneling. He was mere inches from Katie and Adelle. Could he not know of this secret hiding spot? Evidently not.

      The footsteps walked towards the door to the hall. "Adelle? Where are you?"

      Suddenly Adelle reached out and slid the panel open wide, exposing both her and Katie. Katie was in shock. She grabbed at Adelle but her hands seemed to pass through her.

      Adelle ran around the corner out of sight. "Daddy! Why are you mad at us? Wake up, Daniel..."

      Another shot. Silence.

      Oh my God. Adelle. That sweet innocent soul. The taste of vomit was in Katie's mouth. She felt sick. I can't stay here, I've got to save Elizabeth.

      Even Katie was surprised at the sudden rush of confidence. Fearlessness.

      Katie climbed out of the hiding spot and ran into the hall. Lying face up was Daniel. Two shots to his chest. She turned left to see Adelle lying face down in a pool of blood. Her hair and scalp were torn off from a bullet to the head.

      Rage filled Katie. She thundered down the stairs, her left shoulder hitting the wall as she was rushing so fast. She ran into the living room, expecting to meet John for a confrontation.

      He wasn't there. The front door was wide open. The smell of smoldering kindling came from the fireplace. She looked to the right and once again saw Agnes lying face down. A massive pool of blood lay under her.

      Katie looked out the doorway to see John walking towards Elizabeth. Elizabeth was crumpled up under the willow tree. She looked like she was crying.

      Katie rushed out the front door towards John. When she reached him, she grabbed his arm. Only her hand went right through him.

      "John. Don't do this. Please. Don't do this. This is making God angry."

      John kept walking. His face was expressionless and his eyes were...indescribable. The whites of his eyes could only be described as red. They seemed to glow under the reflection of the sunlight.

      John calmly walked up to Elizabeth and stopped a few feet from her.

      "Elizabeth, run!" Katie whimpered.

      Elizabeth looked up defiantly. "Mom was right. Your obsession with religion will destroy us all. You won't silence us, Dad. We will haunt you for eternity--"

      John calmly raised his gun and shot Elizabeth dead. Just as calmly as you would change a channel on a television remote, he simply turned her life off. Just like that. Calmly. Coldly.

      "Time to clean up," John said. He put the gun into the waistband of his pants, reached down and picked up Elizabeth like a sack of potatoes. He turned and headed into the house. He dropped her body--not placed it, dropped it--onto the floor by her mother.

      He walked to the kitchen and placed his gun calmly back in its box. He closed the lid. He turned off the light and walked out the kitchen door.

      Beside the back door was a wooden box filled with rags and gas cans. John set a rag alight and dropped it into the box. It smoldered for a bit and then set fire to the other rags. His face was expressionless.

      Little did John know that the fire would damage the back wall, but wouldn't have its desired effect. It would burn out by itself, causing only cosmetic damage. Ironically, another failure for John.

      Katie watched him as he walked off towards the woods, eventually disappearing into the bushes. He had nothing but the clothes on his back. It would be the last anyone saw of John, assuming that Katie was truly seeing him.

      Unfortunately, that would not be the last Katie saw of John.
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      Katie gasped for air as though she'd been underwater too long. She sat up in her bed, terrified.

      It was a dream. It was a dream, she told herself. I hate these damn dreams. They are driving me bonkers--

      Something was wrong. Katie took a deep sniff and realized she was smelling smoke. Faint, but there. She shook her head. She was just dreaming of a fireplace smoldering.

      The fire was out when I came to bed. I'm certain of it.

      Katie quickly turned on the light. A cloud of smoke was slowly rolling along the hallway floor. Jumping out of bed, Katie approached the doorway. Red and orange flickering light illuminated the staircase and the smoke was getting fuller with each second. She was trapped.

      I can make it down, around the corner and out the back, she thought. But reason kicked in. That fire appeared to be right at the bottom of the steps. And the smoke was getting heavier by the second.

      Just as she was about to turn away, she saw a shadow move.

      "Is anyone there?" Katie called out. Of course not, idiot, you're home alone.

      Katie slammed the bedroom door shut. She ran and grabbed the duvet and tossed it at the bottom of the door to keep the smoke from coming in the gap.

      She stood up and heard a voice say, "Run!"

      She jumped in fright. Turning quickly, she was startled to see Daniel standing by the window. Clear as day.

      "Dad is angry. You have to get out. Run."

      Katie ran to the window. Daniel stood by her and watched. It felt as though he was keeping guard. She frantically wiggled the levers and flung the window open. This was an old house and she was two floors up. She'd break her back jumping.

      Daniel encouraged her, as though he could read her mind. "Climb out and run to the back. There's the tool shed, jump on that and then down. It's easy. You can do it."

      Katie pulled up a chair, stepped on it and out the window. Daniel stood and watched. With both feet on the roof, she looked back at him. He smiled.

      Katie couldn't run. The roof tiles were sloped and too slippery. The opposite side of the house was now glowing, as was the front corner. Flames were jumping out of the chimney. There was no time to waste.

      Sure enough, Daniel was right. At the back corner of the house was a tool shed. It was only a four-foot drop.

      Katie paused, took a breath and jumped. She landed on the top of the shed but slipped. The roof was pointed to match the points of the house, and in her miscalculation she fell sideways and slid off the roof completely. She landed on the ground on her left leg with a sharp twist and an angry smack.

      "Ahhhhh!" she screamed. Her left foot was in excruciating pain. Sprained? Broken? She didn't know and didn't care as her ribs hurt so bad that it was almost impossible to breathe.

      "I'm too close to the house. Move it, bitch," she said to herself.

      She stood up with great difficulty. Her foot was screaming pain signals to her brain. With most of her weight on her right foot she hopped her way to the front of the house. Smoke was everywhere and seemed to follow her every move. She was coughing and gagging, working to get away.

      "Oh my God. I left my phone and keys upstairs!" Katie cried out. She hustled as fast as she could to the car. Did I leave the valet key in the glove box?

      Bad habits can pay off. Notorious for never locking her doors, she swung the door open and sat in the driver's seat. The relief of taking the weight off of her left foot was incredible.

      Katie leaned over and frantically opened the glove box, pulling out tissues, parking tickets, speeding tickets and other useless bits of junk. No key.

      Katie sat back up and punched the steering wheel. She watched in horror as the library and lower half of the house were engulfed in flames. Daniel was standing at the window, watching. Behind him was a faint red and orange glow.

      The armrest. Katie twisted to open the car armrest. She reached down and fumbled her fingers around and found...the valet key.

      She pulled her legs into the car and slammed the door shut, banging her foot on the brake pedal, sending a searing jolt of pain up her leg. Katie jammed the key into the ignition and cranked it. The engine fired up and she put the car into reverse. As she pulled away she looked up at the bedroom. Daniel was gone.

      But John stood watching. She shook her head and refocused her eyes, and flames engulfed her curtains and fire roared out the open window.

      Katie raced down the long private road to the main highway, turned left and put the pedal to the metal. In her heart of hearts she knew there was no saving the house. But she had to make an effort.

      Slow down, girl, you're going to kill yourself, she thought. Her tires were squealing on corners that were particularly hard. Fortunately, her reputation for being a speeding ticket magnet came true.

      "Christmastime," she said out loud. She almost had a squeal of joy in her voice. It was her favorite saying whenever she saw the police lights in the rearview mirror.

      Katie hit the brakes and pulled over. She quickly rolled down her window and stuck her hand out, waving violently. She wanted to jump out and run to the police cruiser, but given her foot being injured and police shootings being out of control, she thought it best to stay where she was.

      The police officer was walking towards the car cautiously and had his hand on his gun as a precaution.

      "Officer, my house is on fire! Please call the fire department!"

      "Why didn't you call?" said the officer, looking somewhat skeptical.

      "Sir! My phone is in the house, I have no way to contact anyone. Please. Blackstone Manor. It's burning to the ground as we speak."

      The officer reached up with his left hand to the walkie-talkie on his shoulder and headed back to his car at a run. Katie was getting very impatient. It was taking too long for her. She put the car into drive and did a U-turn, slowly so as to not alarm the police officer too much. It didn't help; he was already freaking out when she pulled her car to the side of the road across from his.

      "Stop! Don't move your car until I say so. If you--"

      "My house is burning down. When you figure out how to call the fire department I'm going back to it. Follow me, stay here, I don't care. I'm going back to my house!" Katie said.

      As she slowly drove away the officer looked furious. His left hand was on the walkie-talkie and he ran back to his car. Maybe he thought she was trying to get away. Whatever. Come and get me.

      It was only a few moments before the police car was right up on her behind. He was doing that annoying squawking with the siren but she ignored it. She had four-way flashers on, and wasn't driving fast or doing anything dangerous. She figured he was probably going to ram her off the road. Fine.

      She turned right onto the private road that led up the big hill to the house. The police car gave out one last squawk and then slowed down briefly.

      The next thing Katie knew the siren was on and he raced past her up the hill. At this point the flames could be seen a good mile away, she estimated.

      She rolled in right behind him, parking close to the willow tree. Not thinking, she swung open the door and jumped out. Being in the car and having a massive adrenaline rush had made her forget about the pain in her foot. When she jumped out a massive surge raced up her leg and she collapsed to the ground.

      The officer rushed over. "Are you okay? Is there anyone in the house? Any pets in the house?" The questions came fast and her answers shot back fast.

      "Yes, no, no."

      "What happened to your leg?"

      "I jumped off the roof."

      "Wow. I'm surprise you still have a spine!" he said, grabbing his shoulder walkie-talkie. "Need ambulance to Blackstone Manor, possible fractured leg, over." Then, to her, "Let me get you back in the car."

      "No. It hurts too much. I need to stretch it out. Can you please just rest me up against the willow?"

      "Sure thing," he said. He grabbed her left arm and put it around his shoulder and helped her hop to the willow. He wasn't particularly gentle; he was more military-like in function.

      "I'm going to leave you here for a moment. I gotta move your car out of the way for the fire department, and then move mine further over. We've got at least two trucks coming," he said. He didn't even wait for an acknowledgement. Terrible bedside manner, she thought, half-laughing.

      The house was totally engulfed in flames. They were at a safe enough distance and yet close enough that the slight breeze brought waves of heat.

      "You got your way, Blackstone. You destroyed everything. Your house could have brought so much joy to so many, you evil bastard..."

      Katie leaned back on the willow. Her left leg seemed to radiate pain with every heartbeat. Her ribs were sore as hell and her arms were scraped. She gazed down at her chest and noticed fresh blood--a lot of it.

      She took her right hand and looked down her shirt. Her chest was fine. Neck, fine. She touched her chin and it was dripping wet. She tucked her chin into the neck of her shirt and compressed the cut. Must have gotten it during the fall, she thought.

      How attractive I must have been to the police officer. He must have thought I was in a zombie movie. She laughed. But it hurt.

      Katie sat in daze, watching her house burn to the ground. She watched in morbid fascination as the 'third' floor collapsed. Everything seemed in slow motion.

      Fire trucks groaned up the hill. The fire chief arrived first. The officer ran over to him immediately and telegraphed the situation, "No people, no pets," and the fire chief yelled out to his crew, "Contain it."

      The crew got to work fast. They were worried about the trees behind the house and seemed to focus their attention there.

      An ambulance ambled its way up and parked close to the tree. A woman came to Katie's aid, and quickly assessed a broken ankle. She and her partner put on a temporary brace and lifted her to the stretcher.

      Other than a bad cut on the chin, which they bandaged, she was otherwise just badly banged up.

      A tall, lanky police officer looked into the back of the ambulance. "A Miss Mel Wragg wants you to know she'll meet you at the hospital--"

      "Is she okay?"

      "Uh, yes, I believe so. Her car broke down, and she has been at the dealership all day."

      "Thank you." Katie winced. Her foot was getting worse.

      As they drove away, she looked out the back windows at the house and the lonely willow tree and wondered what story the willow would tell if it could talk.
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      13 months later…

      

      "Hey chickie! How are you?"

      "I'm doing fantastic, Mel! How are you doing?"

      "I've got some amazing news for you. You will not believe it when I tell you --"

      "Don't keep me in suspense! I hate that," Katie said, laughing.

      "First, tell me how things are going for you in Seattle and that house flip?"

      Katie was actually standing in the living room of the house in Bellevue, Washington. A weathered and badly neglected 2500 square foot home on a huge piece of land, she transformed it into a thing of beauty. She was beaming as she spoke on the phone.

      "I'm putting the 'for sale' sign on the front lawn as we speak. House is complete, and it looks amazing. Very profitable flip, almost everything was cosmetic, so it was a fast and easy fix--"

      "Profitable?" Mel interrupted.

      "Oh, dear lord, yes. I'll clear fifty thousand on this one for less than a month of work--"

      "Holy crap. That's incredible. How do--"

      "What's the news? I'm dying here." Katie decided it was a perfect time to celebrate. She went to the kitchen and pulled out a plastic drinking glass, a bottle of Merlot and a bottle opener.

      "Well, I was going to suggest you grab a glass but clearly you are well ahead of me. Get ready for this: they found John Blackstone."

      Katie froze. There was silence for what seemed like an eternity. "Found him? What do you mean?"

      "Hikers were going through the woods and saw something weird, apparently. They found skeletal remains down a steep embankment near a ravine—“

      ”Oh my God. How do they know it's him and--"

      “Everything points to him falling down the hill. His skull was cracked. They found his identification on him. I didn't get all the details, but they found his wedding ring I know for sure and some other identifiers--"

      "Where? Where was he from the house--"

      "Katie. Calm down. Please. You're starting to sound upset--"

      "The bastard tried to kill me."

      "He's dead now. For sure. His house is gone. I'm sure he's finished with his time here in this dimension, chickie," Mel said. She tried to sound soothing and reassuring.

      "Mel. WHERE?"

      "He was about two miles away from what would have been the back door of your house."

      Katie stood silently. It was raining; after all, this was Washington. She looked out the window at the big back yard through the water streaked glass. A chill ran through her.

      "They are sure it was him?"

      "You know I've got connections with the police. They haven't officially got forensics back, but it looks like he probably died from the fall, I guess running away. Looks like he was planning a getaway and karma caught up with him. He rotted in the woods, just as he deserved. I just wanted you to know."

      Katie shuddered and decided it would be best to change the topic. She wanted nothing to do with that house and the whole fiasco freaked her out. She changed the topic to their upcoming trip to Mexico for a week of "partying and debauchery" as Mel called it. The trip was only weeks away.

      After a bit of gossip, Mel said goodbye. Katie hung up, sealed up her wine and drove back to her small condo downtown. Beautiful, and just a few blocks from the famous Pike's Place.

      Katie reopened her bottle of wine and poured another glass, in a proper and sophisticated wine glass. She took a swig and headed to her hall closet. On the floor was a cardboard file box labeled 'Blackstone Manor' on it. She picked it up and carried it to the living room, placing it on the coffee table. She tossed the cardboard lid onto the floor and started pulling out the contents.

      Out came the file folder with all the legal documents, results of the investigation and insurance claim. The sale of the land to the next owner, a developer.

      But these weren't the things she was looking for.

      "Where are you?" Katie said out loud.

      Buried at the bottom of the box was a plastic ziplock freezer bag. The big kind. Found you, she thought, grabbing it and placing it on the couch.

      Taking a deep breath, Katie felt the need for some 'medicine.' She got up, retrieved her glass of wine and bottle and sat back on the couch. She poured a very full glass of wine and sat back.

      The fire chief had visited Katie in the hospital the morning after the fire. As she lay in the hospital bed with a huge bandage on her chin to protect the stitches and her leg in a cast, he asked her only a few questions.

      Before he left, he said they found something strange in the rubble. A book. More accurately, a Bible. The black leather had been singed and the edges of the pages scorched. He gave it to her as a 'souvenir.'

      That Bible was in the bag that she was gently fingering with her right hand, as she slurped the wine. The memories and the horror were still there in her mind, clear as if it were last night.

      Suddenly placing the glass down she pulled the ziplock open with a surge of curiosity. The air filled with the scent of burned wood, still strong after all this time.

      How the hell did this survive-- She froze for a second and then burst out laughing at the fact she said 'hell' holding a Bible. It was a nervous laugh.

      Charred dust was falling from the Bible. It was dropping onto the rug and her couch. Didn't plan this out too well, she thought, placing it on the coffee table.

      Katie carefully opened the Bible, it's cover barely attached due to the damage and the first few pages fell out. The first page that she saw was the "Presentation" page. In thick black ink, it simply read, BLACKSTONE.

      It had an inscription. It was very faded. Katie leaned close to it and tilted her head to read it. It read:

      

      To Agnes,

      May you live ten years longer than I,

      and may I never die.

      Love, John.

      

      Katie sat back on the couch. A chill ran through her.

      May I never die? Katie thought. She let out a weak laugh and put the Bible back in its bag and got up from the couch. You better be dead, she thought, raising her glass of wine in a toast.

      "May your family rest in peace and may you burn in hell for eternity, John."

      As Katie chugged the last of her wine, she gazed out at the darkened city lit by street lights and signs. The rain was now drizzling softly and she enjoyed the quiet and the darkness...

      Scratch scratch scratch. Scratch scratch. Silence. Scratch scratch scratch.
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      Katie Pearson took the For Sale sign off the front yard. This was a big purchase for her. Flipping houses for resale had proven very profitable for her and now this three-story, turn of the century home was going to be one of her best investments yet.

      She had found this property, the former Knox Estate, entirely by accident. She had been reading the morning paper while having breakfast in a café up the road a few weeks ago. At the time she had been just passing through. There had been another property she’d come to look at here in the quiet Oregon town of Port Cable, but that one hadn’t worked out. Driving back to her hotel she’d stopped at that café, and there in the paper was a listing for this place.

      It had been love at first sight.

      The house was going to need a lot of work, certainly, from completely replacing the roof to repairing some of the brickwork to repaving the driveway. That was just the outside cosmetic work. She’d been inside three times so far and she knew that the real cost was going to come from replacing old copper pipes and wiring that predated the 1950s. There were suspicious stains on the walls in several of the rooms and she wouldn’t know how bad that would be for her until she started tearing down paneling and drywall.

      Hopefully it wasn’t black mold. That could add thousands of dollars to the repair costs and cut into her bottom line.

      The house sat on ten acres of forest, too. The acre or so immediately around the house had been meticulously landscaped just a few years ago when the bank had taken over the property, with flower gardens in the front and a three-tiered water fountain out back. The fountain was still there--it just wasn’t running anymore. She was hoping to get that added to the repair list as well.

      After the Knox family had moved out there had been a series of tenants up through the 1970s. That was the last time it had been occupied. For a home that had been empty for decades, it was in pretty good shape.

      Whistling a happy tune Katie took the small ring of keys out of her windbreaker and spun them around her finger. It was Autumn--September--and the days had been getting progressively cooler. Today the wind was blowing through the trees all around her, making them whisper things that she couldn’t quite understand.

      Katie took a moment to watch the gently swaying branches of pine trees all around her. It reminded her of another house, where secrets had been whispered by the ghosts of the dead.

      Well. Thankfully all of that was behind her now. She could get on with being the smart, successful businesswoman who had cleared five hundred thousand dollars last year in net worth.

      Spinning the keys again, she selected the one for the front door and let herself in.

      The front foyer was narrow and long, with doors leading off to the living room on the right and a dining room with its attached kitchen on the left. The appliances in there were relatively new, bought as she understood it by the last tenants, but the refrigerator was sea foam green and the stove was black. Extremely out of style. Everything would need to be changed over.

      As she went, she kept a running tally in her head like a ledger sheet. This was something she had done for years. Now, at the age of twenty-six, she knew the business well enough to know what different sorts of repairs would cost her at a glance. That’s why she was so good at this. She knew what houses were profitable, and which ones were not. This one? This was money in the bank even with everything that needed to be done.

      She stepped into the living room and frowned. The paneling was a nice, neutral beige color. The molding around the ceiling was intricately carved and probably original. Bookcases lined two opposite walls, made from heavy oak or cherry wood that wouldn’t need a lot of refurbishing. The carpeting was--to be honest--ugly as sin, but that could be easily replaced.

      What concerned her was the dark blotches that had seeped through the paneling on the far wall.

      It could be nothing more than weather stains, perhaps. Only there were similar stains in one of the bedrooms upstairs, and that made Katie worry this was an indication of a bigger problem. Mold, or wood rot, or something worse. That was going to have to be her first priority when she found a contractor to begin work on the house. Hopefully she could accomplish that tomorrow.

      There were other rooms downstairs. A bathroom, a sitting room, storage and closets, then the room at the far back of the house that had the huge stone fireplace prominently centered in it. A family room of sorts. There were lion reliefs at either side of the mantel and an enormous flu chain, and the whole piece was just beautiful. This was the sort of thing her trained eye looked for when she was inspecting a new property.

      The stairs to the second and third floors were back here as well. Switchback stairs with landings at each level. They creaked as she went up, and the second floor hallway was full of musical creaks with each step she took, too. There would be no sneaking around this house, that was for sure.

      The long central hallway of the second level had several doors to both sides. There were three bedrooms up here, and another full bathroom with an old claw-footed bathtub, and one very spacious room that seemed to serve no purpose other than to give a gorgeous view of the property through plate glass windows.  Yes.  This house had everything.

      She smiled at herself with her hands on her hips. “This is going to be fun.”

      That was her habit, to talk to herself and sort of narrate her life. Her friend Mel was constantly telling her that she did it because she was lonely. She needed a man in her life, Mel would say. Then again, Mel had never met a man she didn’t like. Katie was far more choosy when it came to male companionship.

      Choosy to the point that she hadn’t been on a date in two years.

      “There’s more to life than men,” she argued with herself. The words echoed up and down the hall, and no one contradicted her.

      There were just as many rooms up the stairs on the top level. Down below the first floor there was a full basement too, where the boiler sat waiting for winter and boxes of odds and ends from the previous tenants sat waiting for Katie to go through them and throw out anything that couldn’t be immediately used, sold, or given away to charity. She didn’t have time to store other people’s things.

      She hadn’t had time to go exploring for treasure down there yet. Sometimes people left behind the craziest things. Big screen televisions, old coin collections, that sort of thing. When she bought a house like this she always specified that it was ‘as is.’ Whatever was there, was hers. Exploring would have to wait, though. It was getting closer and closer to noon and her stomach was telling her that the breakfast burrito she’d grabbed from the gas station down the street was not going to be enough to last her through the whole day.

      “Guess I can start making a list after lunch,” she told herself. “I’ve got plenty of time.”

      Down the stairs again she took an extra few seconds to look up and into the chimney of the fireplace. She could see up to the damper. She could feel the cool breeze coming in from the outside. It looked okay to her, but she’d have to get someone in to check it out too. These days she was paranoid about fire.

      Her mind drifted to food and what she wanted for lunch. There weren’t a lot of choices in Port Cable. That was part of its appeal, being a small town away from the big city. There were more choices in nearby Yellow Fish, but she didn’t want to drive an hour away just to eat. There was the café, of course, and two pizza places, and some sort of pub that served hamburgers and sandwiches and other light fare. Actually, a burger sounded really good right now...

      At the door, hand on the knob, she stopped. Then she retraced her steps back to the living room entrance. There, kneeling down on one knee in front of the far wall, was a man.

      He was dressed in blue jeans and a black t-shirt that clung to the muscles of his arms and chest. His blonde hair was short and shaggy. His eyes were a cool ice blue. The toolbelt around his waist held a variety of things a workman might use if--say for instance--they had been hired to work on the renovations of an old house.

      Only, Katie hadn’t gotten around to hiring anyone yet.

      “Excuse me,” she said as calmly as she could so she wouldn’t spook the guy. “Can I help you? Is there some reason you’re in my house?”

      He turned to her with a smile--it was a beautiful smile, she couldn’t help but notice--and stood up. “Your house? I thought this was the Knox Estate.”

      “It is,” Katie snapped. “Or, it used to be, I mean. It used to be the Knox place. But I bought it. That makes it mine.”

      She realized she was babbling but she just couldn’t help herself. It wasn’t every day that a gorgeous man literally walked into your house and got down on one knee with a smile.

      Um. That wasn’t exactly what she meant...

      “Got some stains here,” the man pointed out, hooking his thumb at the wall behind him. He turned back to it now. “They’re pretty deep. Probably have to tear out the entire wall to get it removed.”

      “That’s what I was thinking, too.” She stared at him. There was a stranger in her house and she should probably be calling the police, but she didn’t feel the least bit afraid of him. Just the opposite, actually. There were times when you met someone and you were just instantly at ease with them. That’s how Katie felt now. “But this is my house. So, would you mind telling me who you are and what you’re doing here?”

      There was that smile on his again. “My name is Bill,” he said, “and what I’m doing here is easy enough to explain. I heard you needed a good contractor to help fix up the place. I’m here to apply for the job.”
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      Two days later Katie was lying on the new mattress and sheets that she had purchased for the wonderful wooden frame bed in the master bedroom upstairs. It was morning. Just before sunrise. The travel alarm clock that she brought with her to all her new investment properties showed her it was only just after six-thirty. It was early, but sleeping in was not something she had the luxury to do when she was flipping houses for profit.

      If she wanted to earn money, she had to work. “Because, Katie Pearson, there aren’t any money trees in the world to pluck twenty dollar bills off.”

      Laughing at her bad joke Katie sat up and stretched. The hem of her t-shirt rose up until she tugged it angrily down. It was comfortable to sleep in just her underwear and the old shirt. Not exactly presentable but after all it was just her in the house. The new contractors were hired but they couldn’t fit her into their schedule until tomorrow, which sucked, but she was a big girl and she knew her way around both ends of a wrench. For now she would do small things like replace the faucets in the upstairs and downstairs bathrooms and maybe check out the extent of the damage to the roof.

      “Breakfast first,” she told herself. “Then work. I’m hungry!”

      Scratching at her side, she stretched again and padded barefoot out into the hallway. The wooden floorboards were cold under her toes and she shivered. Central heating. She was going to have to look at central heating for the whole place. These old houses. Always drafty.

      She was just thinking that when she walked past the last bedroom before the stairs. Her teeth almost chattered when a draft that was positively frigid caressed the skin of her bare legs. Clutching her arms over her chest she glanced in through the open doorway. This was the room with that nasty stain on the wall. Now it was drafty as well?

      Her breath puffed out in a little cloud. Brr.

      After a bowl of cereal and a bagel she would start here. That window might need to be replaced along with a good section of the wall. Fun, fun.

      Downstairs it was warmer. The banister was loose on the stairs she noticed, and she added that to the list of things she could look at later.

      “Good morning.”

      The strong male voice took her by surprise. She spun around, the long strands of her dark brown hair whipping across her face. He shouldn’t be here.  He couldn’t be here.

      Bill. The handyman with his blue eyes and his beautiful smile. That smile was turned on her now at full voltage, and she felt it down in her core.

      It occurred to her to tug the bottom of her t-shirt down so that she was at least covering her hips. Her panties were pink with little butterflies on them and this was so not how she wanted him to see her! She could feel her cheeks burning as she tried without much success to glare at him.

      “What are you doing in here?”

      “Working,” was his answer. He hooked a thumb back at the living room doorway. “Still trying to fix the stain on the wall in there. Nasty thing. Figured I should get started early.”

      “I didn’t hire you,” she reminded him. “You asked for a job and I said I’d think about it.”

      “Good.” He took a step closer. “Did you have time to think about it?”

      “Bill, I’m not even dressed yet!”

      “No problem.” He lifted his hands to calm her. “You take your time. I’ll get started in here.”

      “But...I didn’t hire you!”

      He was already gone, but before he turned away she caught where his eyes went. There wasn’t a part of her that he hadn’t taken a great interest in staring at.

      Katie practically flew back upstairs and down the hall to her bedroom. All of her clothes were still in her two suitcases. She found a pair of jeans and socks and a cable knit sweater to throw on over the shirt that she’d slept in. What she wouldn’t give for a shower, but the lock on the bathroom door wasn’t locking currently and with Bill in the house--well, she didn’t want to take the chance he might see more than he already had downstairs!

      This time, she took a moment at the top of the stairs to prepare herself. With her fingers she combed her hair out and over her shoulders and then tied it into a ponytail. No makeup, no perfume, just herself. She should just tell him to get out. There were professional contractors coming tomorrow to look things over. What could one more guy do for her?

      She felt her cheeks heating again. There was something about this man. Something that she found strangely alluring. This was not the time for that. Not when she had this big, fantastic house to think about.

      So she was decided, then. Bill was out.

      Downstairs she heard the banging of a hammer and cringed. What was this man doing to her newest purchase?

      Rushing to the living room she found him there on his knees again, toolbelt in place around his waist, and yes a hammer in his hand. He was using the claw side to pull out the molding around the bottom edge. She knew the boards were full of dry rot and needed to be pulled out and replaced but she still cringed every time he sank the edges of the claw in.

      “Bill?” she called to him, and then louder again: “Bill!”

      He heard her that time and stopped, turning to her with a piece of the board in his hand. “Gotta get rid of this whole piece. Figured if I removed it now we could see what the wall in behind looks like.”

      “You need to stop,” she told him. “Look, I’ve hired a company to do the work on the house. I don’t have the budget to hire an independent contractor plus a group of men besides. There’s a lot of work to do here and one man just isn’t going to be able to do it all. I’m sorry, but I just can’t use you on this project. If you want to maybe leave me a business card I’ll keep you in mind for anything in the future.”

      He stared at her. Then he flipped the hunk of molding over in his hand. “If you’re going to use somebody else to work on the house you’ll need to tell them a few things. See the grain of the wood on this side? This was all hand cut, and hand carved. If you’re going to keep the original look of the house you’ll need to find someone who does this sort of work by hand. I know a few people in the area. Jackson Moreno would be my pick. I can get you his address.”

      Katie couldn’t see what he was talking about but she was familiar with the concept of matching replacement parts to the original materials. It wasn’t always possible, but sometimes a house just didn’t look right if you couldn’t use identical replacement pieces. It would be like putting a jigsaw puzzle together with pieces from several different boxes. Even if everything fit the final result wouldn’t look right.

      Okay, so maybe this guy did know his stuff. “Have you had a chance to look at the rest of the house?”

      Sensing that Katie wasn’t going to throw him out on his ear right away, Bill smiled at her. “Yes. I have. You know there’s big stuff to fix like the roof and the driveway. This wall, too,” he said, slapping his palm against the dark, irregular stain. “That’s all fine, but have you seen what’s under this carpet?”

      Katie looked down at the wall-to-wall rug. She still thought it was ugly. Yellow and pink swirl patterns spread across the shag in repeating patterns that reminded Katie of barf. “I’m going to have this whole carpet removed. It’s on the list.”

      Nodding his head as if he figured that would be her response, Bill knelt down right where he’d broken up the strip molding from the wall. It exposed the edge of the carpet as well. The claw end of the hammer dropped down abruptly and caught at the fabric. Bill pulled, and up came a strip of the rug with a fierce riiiip.

      A good two feet of the carpet peeled back to show that the stain Katie had been so worried about on the wall had worked its way into the floor, too. Under the rug it was more brown than black and she wondered if that was because the rug had kept it from being exposed to the open air.

      “How’d you know that was there?” Katie asked.

      Bill let the torn piece of rug flop back down, and then he shrugged. “I’m good at what I do. Plus, I grew up in this area. I could tell you stories about this house, and this town, and the people who lived here. This place used to be the center of town, once upon a time. A meeting place for everyone to come and have parties and social gatherings. I know what the original house looked like and I can help you make it great again.”

      “That’s a pretty bold statement. You sure you can back it up?”

      He nodded confidently. “Give me a try.”

      She considered that. There wasn’t really a timeframe when you were flipping houses for yourself. You could plan to do two or more a year, or you could end up doing several right after each other if the right deals came along. Katie was on a roll recently. Getting tied up on one project meant less money in her pocket. She didn’t get paid for all her hard work until someone bought the house.  Anything that would help her finish the project quicker was something she was in favor of.

      So one more set of hands couldn’t hurt.

      “Fine, you can stay and work. For now. We’ll figure out a budget for you later. If you’re as good as you say you are, then maybe I’ll have more work for you later on. For now, just work on the molding along that wall, okay?”

      “You don’t want me to get into the wall too, and see what’s causing the marks?”

      “Just the molding for now, thank you. One thing at a time.”

      He added a wink to his smile. “That’s the way I like it.”

      Katie stayed and watched him for a few minutes as he tore at the molding and made sure to remove every single nail along the way. She told herself that she didn’t leave because she needed to make sure he was going to do what she asked him. Just protecting her investment.

      The truth was that Bill was easy on the eyes. She enjoyed spending that time watching him.

      When her stomach growled she went into the kitchen to get herself the breakfast she had nearly forgotten about. She offered Bill something, but he turned her down and said he wanted to keep working because he was nearly done with the molding and he wanted to see what she gave him next.

      It was so odd, the way he affected her. Katie had been on her own for years. There had been men to hang out with in that time, and a few who she actively dated, but no one who held her interest. Bill wasn’t like that. He was cute and smart and obviously knew what this house needed. Crazy as it was that he had just wandered in off the street and into her life, she allowed her thoughts to wander into the realm of what could happen, if she was willing to let it.

      The toaster that she’d bought yesterday popped up her bagel, hot and ready, and she gingerly pinched each half between her thumb and forefinger to transfer them to a plate. She moved to the table on the other side of the spacious room and ate there. As she chewed, she went over her list of things to do in the house again. Yes, a lot of work, but it was going to be such a wonderful home when she was done with it. One of these days, she might end up keeping one of these homes that she’d flipped for herself. Looking around the kitchen, imagining what things would look like when she was done, she could almost believe this would be the house that finally allowed her to settle down in one spot.

      Or maybe that was just too farfetched.

      “Get a grip, Katie,” she told herself. “A cute guy walks in and suddenly you’re dreaming of playing Little Susie Homemaker.”

      Laughing, she spread more jam on her bagel and took a bite. It tasted really, really good.
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      It was lunchtime before she got back to the house. Against her better judgment she’d left Bill at the house so that she could run into town for some supplies. Plumber’s putty, a broom, and the fixings for nice turkey sandwiches from the deli on Main Street. Thick sliced cold cuts, crusty white bread, lettuce and spicy brown mustard. A couple of bottles of soda as well. One cola, one root beer. She’d gotten both because she didn’t know what Bill liked.

      “Because,” she said, “I’m just that kind of fool.”

      Katie rolled her eyes at herself as she parked her blue two door sedan up close to the Knox Estate. First the man comes into her new house without an invitation, then he worms his way into getting a job from her, and now she was going to feed him lunch. This was really not like her. There was just something about this guy though. She could just tell she was going to like having him around.

      Taking the bags and the broom from her trunk, she hurried inside to see how much work Bill had managed to get done.

      He was standing in the entryway when she came in, wiping his hands on a white rag, and smiling at her.

      He was also naked from the waist up.

      Without his shirt on Katie could see the hard lines of the muscles in his solid core, and his supple arms. Sweat glistened on his skin. She was glad she had her bags to hold onto. She wasn’t sure she’d know what to do with her hands otherwise.

      “Hey, Katie. Got quite a bit done. Is that lunch? I’m starving.”

      “Uh, hi. Yes. Me too. I mean, yes, it’s lunch. Do you, uh, always work without your shirt on?”

      “Hmm? Oh, sorry. I figured there was no one here so I wouldn’t be bothering anyone. Let me just slip it back on.”

      He was through the archway and into the living room before she could decide if that was a good idea or a bad one, and then Katie saw what Bill had done while she was gone. She nearly dropped her grocery bags. He’d gotten a lot of work done all right. Much more than she had expected.

      That didn’t mean it was good work.

      The molding had been taken off from around the bottom of the wall on the two sides without bookcases, some of it in chunks. The broken pieces had been laid out in the middle of the room waiting to be taken away. The rug had already been torn out and rolled into a--more or less--perfect cylinder and set off to the side revealing what could be gorgeous hardwood planking. It would need refurbishing, and the ruined parts replaced, but that was the name of the game, after all.

      Katie was more concerned with the state of the room rather than the work that had been done. Piles of used nails sat beside the broken pieces of molding. Wood dust had spread across everything. The rug was leaning up against the stained wall and would have to be removed before they could start work. The room was in a horrible state.

      Bill looked at her, correctly interpreting her expression. “I can clean it up after lunch if you like. I wasn’t sure where you wanted the debris and the stuff we’re getting rid of--"

      “How about in the waste bins out back?” she blurted out. “That’s what they’re here for! We’re not going to be able to get to that wall for another whole day now. I mean, is this the way you do your work?”

      He shifted on his feet and had the good sense to look embarrassed even as his eyes hardened. “I’m sorry, Miss Pearson. Sometimes, you have to make a mess to make things better.”

      “Huh. That’s an odd way of looking at it.”

      “Sometimes it’s the only way to look at things. You said you do this for a living, right? Well, you must understand the concept. Sometimes the stuff that needs to be fixed is just in your way. So you tear it out, and set aside, and then you throw it away as soon as you have the chance.”

      “We still talking about home repairs, Bill?”

      He slipped on his t-shirt again. “This is one of those philosophies that works for both your business and your personal life.”

      Katie wasn’t sure she understood him completely but she loved to hear him talk. Was it really so bad, what he had done? So, the room was a little bit of a mess. This was how it went with renovations sometimes. She could handle a little destruction as long as the end product was worth it.

      “Why don’t you wash your hands and clean up a little.” She set down the broom and the bag from the hardware store inside the living room. That left the bag of food. “When you’re done I’ll make us some lunch. After that you can go home for the day. Come back tomorrow. The contractors will be here then. We’ll figure out a way for everybody to work together.”

      His eyes scowled at her, but she couldn’t tell if it was because she had told him to go home for the day, or because he was going to have to share the paycheck for the repair work with other people. Well, that was just the way it was. She was on a schedule. Besides. She was making him lunch. What more could he ask for?

      She started to show him the way to the downstairs bathroom but he waved her off and said he knew where it was. Katie couldn’t help watching him walk away. He had a tight little bum in those jeans.

      “Get a grip, Katie,” she said to herself. “He’s just a guy you’re hiring to do work on a house. This isn’t a Harlequin romance novel!”

      In the kitchen she placed the sandwich fixings on the center island. Last night before bed she’d spent time cleaning down every surface in this room. The appliances were still ugly as sin but they worked, and she’d run enough water through the pipes that it wasn’t brown anymore. It still smelled and tasted funny, though. Another thing to add to the repair list.

      When Bill got back she had paper plates out and a turkey sandwich assembled on both. She’d already stocked the cabinets with snack foods, so she was able to add chips to both plates as well. He came in through the dining room door as she was finishing up, drying his hands on his pants as his eyes drifted from the food to her.

      “Listen,” he said. “I’m sorry about the way I acted just now. I’m grateful that you’re hiring me. I really feel like I belong here. This place is such a great house, or it will be once we’re done with it.”

      Katie popped a chip in her mouth and sucked the salt off it before chewing and swallowing. She was making him wait, letting him twist a little. She didn’t want him to think he could take out his issues on her and then just apologize to make everything all right again.

      “If I’m going to be your boss, you’re going to have to treat me like a boss.” That was one of the lessons she’d learned from the guy who had taught her the trade of flipping houses--the same guy who had been her very first serious boyfriend. Bill sort of reminded her of him, to tell the truth. “Just remember that, okay? Treat me like I’m your boss, because I am.”

      Stepping around the island to where she was standing, Bill pushed aside both plates of food. Staring into her eyes, he laid his hand over hers. “You’re my boss. I’ll just have to let you take the lead.”

      Katie swallowed. He was so very, very close. She could smell the musk of his cologne. She could feel the warmth of his skin on hers. A shiver went up and down her spine, forcing a little gasp through her parted lips.

      “I respect you,” Bill repeated, “but what if I want more?”

      He leaned in, and she let him. His mouth brushed up against hers in a kiss that was exciting and intoxicating and probably the worst thing she could let happen with a man who was going to be her employee.

      It was crazy. It was too quick. She knew there was no way that she should let this happen.

      Only, she wanted it to happen. If it was just harmless fun, who would it hurt?

      “Let it happen,” he ordered softly, his lips tickling hers. “Don’t fight it. Let it happen.”

      The kiss continued, and his breath mixed with hers, and she lost all track of time. At some point, he was leading her up the stairs, and she was following him hand in hand. She giggled like a schoolgirl as he stopped her at the top of the stairs and put his fingertips on her cheeks, her neck, her shoulders...

      And then he stopped.

      “What?” she asked. “What is it?”

      He looked over her shoulder and down the stairs, and then his gaze returned to hers. “It’s nothing. I thought I saw something.”

      “Are you having second thoughts?” she said. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to. I am your boss, after all.”

      “You said I was off the clock after lunch. You aren’t my boss now.”

      Bill pulled her to him tightly and kissed along her face until their lips met again. It was as if she was caught up in a whirlwind tugging her forward, inescapable and strong, that led them both to the master bedroom.

      As they passed the first room off the stairs, she felt that same cold draft wafting out through the open door.

      For just a moment, her brain worked to remember if she had closed that door earlier. She thought she had, but here it was, open wide.

      Then his hands were slipping down her arms and his lips were setting every single thought in her head on fire.

      When he laid her down on the bed his mouth moved to the open neck of her shirt and she knew this was really happening. She’d come to this town hoping to find a property to make money from. She hadn’t come looking for a man to spend time with.

      It looked like she had found both.

      The afternoon became the evening, and then the night, and Katie found herself tangled up with Bill, skin on skin, laughter and emotions without words filling the bedroom until the two of them fell into the sheets, exhausted and content.

      It was the most relaxed Katie had felt in a very long time. It was bizarre to think she had just, um, fallen into bed with a man she hardly knew, but at the same time it felt so right.  With a yawn, she stretched herself against him and told herself to stop borrowing trouble.

      Just enjoy it, she said, as she fell asleep.

      Just enjoy it...
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      The alarm on Katie’s cellphone woke her up the next morning, way too soon, and way too loudly.

      “All right, all right,” she mumbled, rolling over in bed to slap her hand at the little device on the nightstand. When her fumbling fingers couldn’t find the big red off button she finally sat up and made her eyes focus on the screen. She pushed the button, and silenced the alarm, and rolled over to say good morning to Bill.

      He was gone.

      Foolishly she smoothed her hand across the sheets on his side of the bed, as if she couldn’t trust her own eyes. Pulling her knees up to her chest, she combed her hand back through her long brown hair.

      Suddenly last night seemed like the biggest mistake of her life. She never did stuff like that. Ever. Any guy she chose to...get close to had to wait through a series of dates before she felt comfortable enough to do something like this. She wasn’t a bad girl. She left that up to her friend, Mel Wragg-Brattle. She was the femme fatale, not Katie.

      “Whatever,” she mumbled to herself. No having it back. Plus, he might just be downstairs getting his butt back to work.

      She smiled as that thought lifted her spirits. Sure. He’d come to her for a job to help flip this house. Where else would he be?

      Getting dressed in a hurry in her jeans and a faded red pullover she put her hair up in a ponytail, promising to give herself an extra long shower later. Right now she’d set her alarm for a reason. The contractor and his crew were coming out to meet her this morning at eight A.M. sharp. She wanted to be up and around and ready for them when they got here.

      There was lots of work to do. So far, what Bill had done in the living room was all they had to show for it.

      The floorboards in the hallway creaked under her feet as she made her way to the stairs. She had to remember to put that on the list of things for the contractors to look at. One thing Katie had learned the hard way was that creaky floors often brought down the selling price of a home. People liked to know that the home they were purchasing had history. They didn’t like it to feel old.

      The cold from the last bedroom before the stairway touched her as soon as she got close. The door was open again. Last night, when she and Bill had come stumbling up the stairs in each other’s arms, she had closed this door. She wanted it closed because she wanted to keep the draft confined to this one room.

      Now it was open again.

      Katie shivered, and not just because she could suddenly see her breath in a plume of mist. She reached out for the knob, and pulled the door closed. No way it was that cold outside.

      The knocking on the front door seemed to shake the whole house. Katie’s breath caught in her throat. Then the knocking came again and she realized it was just her contractor. A chuckle turned to mist and vanished. Brr.

      Still laughing at herself, she went downstairs.

      “Bill?” she called out, looking into the living room, and then the dining room. Their plates and sandwiches were still there, but no Bill. Where was he?

      Another knock on the door. The contractors wanted in. She gave up looking for Bill. Getting this house ready for resale was her main priority. Her love life would have to take a backseat, so to speak. He’d show up later today and when he did she could ask him then if this was the way she treated all of the women in his life.

      When she opened the door a middle-aged woman stood there in a flannel shirt and brown overalls. Her brown, curly hair framed a pudgy face. Arms the size of a linebacker’s were folded over her chest. When she saw Katie she smiled and stuck out a calloused hand in greeting.

      “Hey there. I’m Samantha. Guess I’m your new contractor.”

      “Samantha?” Katie remembered the ad in the paper. “You’re the owner of Sam’s Home Repair?”

      “Sure am,” the hefty woman laughed. “Sam. Short for Samantha. You don’t have a problem hiring a woman to do this job, do ya?”

      Katie laughed. “If you haven’t noticed, I’m a woman, too! I figure we need to support each other.”

      “You bet your life, we do.”

      “So, do you have any experience in this sort of work? I mean, top to bottom repairs?”

      “Honey, if there’s something I can’t fix then it ain’t worth fixing. I’ve got my guys waiting out in the trucks. Just three of them for today. Got anyplace you want us to start?”

      “Oh, so many. I have a list. Would you like to take the walking tour first?”

      “Might be a good idea. I’ll just tell my guys to get set up, maybe have one of them scope out the exterior?”

      “That would be great. There’s some places that really need attention. Could they look at the landscaping, too?”

      “I’ve got a landscaper I work with.” Sam scratched at her ear. “I can have him swing by tomorrow, maybe. He’s not cheap...”

      “Well. Let’s hear what he has to say first. Tomorrow would be fine.”

      “Okay. Back in a sec.”

      As Sam went back out to the driveway Katie went through the first floor again looking for Bill. She couldn’t help herself. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t here. She was just going to have to accept that. Stepping back into the living room she looked over the mess that he had left her. He could have at least stayed to clean up.

      “Hoo-boy,” she heard Sam say as she came back in the house and stood beside her. “Somebody sure did a number on this room.”

      “It was a...friend of mine,” Katie said. “He was trying to help me out.”

      Sam rubbed her chin. “Well, I suppose that molding was going to have to go anyway. You can see the dry rot.” She walked over to the far wall and ran her hand along the edge of the dark stain. “Why didn’t he tear this out? Gotta replace this. Maybe what’s in behind, too. Won’t know until we get in there.”

      “Uh, my friend didn’t have time to get to the wall. Before he had to leave.”

      “That so? Well. My guys can take care of it.” She rapped her knuckles against the wall. “Sounds solid, but there’s gotta be something wrong in there. Got any other places like this in the house?”

      “Yes, I do. Upstairs.”

      Sam made a sour face. “Ooh, that’s not good. Could be some kind of mold and if it’s widespread in the house this could end up costing you a lot more than you bargained for.”

      “Oh, Sam, don’t tell me that.” Katie tried to stay upbeat but her profit margin depended on putting as little into the renovations as she could. “Why don’t we do our walkthrough and you can give me an estimate of your costs, okay? Just a preliminary estimate. I’m not expecting to lock in a price today.”

      “Now, honey, I’m so good at this that I won’t step off your property today without a firm contract signed between us, price included.” She looked doubtfully at the spot on the wall again, though, and pursed her lips. “Tell you what. I’m going to get one of my guys in to take this wall apart while we look through the rest of the house. Okay? No charge, I just want to see what I’m dealing with here. That’ll help me do up your contract.”

      That sounded good to Katie. She could get a head start on the work, and Sam could see the rest of the house and decide what things would cost.
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        * * *

      

      After the basement, Katie showed Sam the big living area with the fireplace on the first floor, and the bathroom where there were only a few things that needed to be done. Instead of writing anything down Sam nodded to everything she saw, making a mental list. Katie had known contractors who could do that and as long as all the work got done on budget it was fine with her.

      She liked Sam. Sure, the buff woman was a little rough around the edges, and Katie did not like being called ‘honey’ but those were little things. Sam was obviously good people, as they say. She laughed and made jokes and impressed Katie with her knowledge of what needed to be fixed, and might just need a fresh coat of paint.

      “So here’s the kitchen,” Katie said as they made it to the last room on the ground floor. “I want to replace the appliances, of course, and you’ll need to check the plumbing and wiring. Standard stuff.”

      “Uh-huh, yeah I can see that. Ugly stove. Uglier refrigerator.” Sam nodded at each as she spoke. “Might have someone who would buy them off you. Reduce your overhead.”

      “Sounds good. Now. Let’s go upstairs. I can show you the other room with the stain and a few other issues--”

      “Hey, Sam?” They heard her employee calling from the living room. “You should come in here and see this!”

      Sam rolled her eyes. “That’s Jake. He’s always losing his head over something. Best go see what his problem is.”

      Katie winced and took a moment to settle herself. If Sam’s worker had found something serious in that wall then she might have paid good money for a house that wouldn’t be worth saving.

      In the living room, they found Jake standing, twisting a crowbar in his hands. His face looked pale. His eyes were wide. The wall had been torn apart, through a layer of drywall and the slat boards underneath, down to the support studs. It was a good sized space that had been opened up.

      “What is it?” Sam pushed Jake out of the way to get a better look. “What’d ya find...oh, my God.”

      “What?” Katie asked. Now she was behind Sam, and her girth was enough to block her view of what the other two were seeing. “Sam, what is it?”

      Sam stepped back, and then pointed at the hole in the wall.

      Inside, between two upright studs, was a bundle of something wrapped in ratty old blankets. There was cobwebs and dust and it looked like the blankets had been chewed on by mice. That was a common hazard in houses left abandoned like this one, out in the country.

      Katie took a step closer, and then recoiled.

      Peeking out from the top of the blankets, the dead girl’s face stared back at her. One arm was bent up, the desiccated fingers of the hand spread out as if she was waving. On one finger, a gold ring sparkled with tiny diamonds under a layer of grime.

      She’d been in that closed up space for a long time, waiting for the day that someone would find her. Today was that day.

      “Oh no,” Katie whispered. “Not again.”
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      The universe was out to get her. That’s what it was.

      This wasn’t the first time that she had purchased an amazing house with the intention of flipping it for profit, only to find out there was a gruesome death somewhere in the home’s past. Not exactly something that helped property values.

      Bad things happened in houses where murders had taken place. In fact, the last time this had happened to her Katie had ended up selling just the land after the home itself burnt to the ground...almost on top of her head.

      Not that the fire was her fault. That had been the ghosts who did that.

      “Please God,” she whispered to herself, “don’t let there be ghosts this time!”

      She was at the library in town, the last stop she had planned for the day. There was nothing more she could do on the Knox Estate today since it had become an active crime scene. Police cars, a coroner’s van, and a State Police forensics unit had been parked outside for hours after the gruesome discovery had been made this morning. It was now four o’clock in the afternoon. Katie hadn’t eaten, her plans were way off schedule, and she was ready to chew nails.

      What she really needed was information. The police had been very careful about what they would tell her. Which was to say that in order to err on the side of caution they had decided to tell her almost nothing at all. They had simply taken her statement, and statements from Sam and her crew, and removed the body--after taking about a million snapshots with measurements to go with each.

      The only thing they had told her was that the body was female. Katie had known that just by looking at her. She wasn’t sure how, but she knew. Maybe it was the ring, she decided. So, thanks for nothing on that one, she had mumbled after the police had gone and left her in her new house with its hole in the wall and secrets that were only now coming to light.

      If she was going to find out anything, Katie knew she was going to have to do it herself.

      She had already made all the proper inquiries when she bought the place. The realtor hadn’t mentioned anything about a murder at the Knox Estate. That was something they were legally obligated to tell her but there were always those dishonest realtors who left out details that might negatively impact a sale. Now she was going to have to do things the hard way and search the internet and newspaper records here at the Port Cable Central Library.

      That is, if they even had WiFi capability here. Looking at the place from the outside she didn’t hold out a lot of hope. It was a one story building with vinyl siding the color of moss. A letter board out front advertised “Free Book Giveaway – Tuesday.” It was the picture of a small town America library that was there just because every town should have one.

      The inside smelled of books and dust. Floor to ceiling metal shelves were crammed with paperback and hardcover books lined up in their different sections. Behind a counter to one side stood a tall woman in glasses. She smiled at Katie. “Why, hello there. I was afraid I wouldn’t have anyone come in today at all. I was just about to close up.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t,” Katie told her. “This has been a really bad day for me.”

      “Oh, dear me. What can I do to make it better?”

      Service with a smile, Katie thought to herself. One of the reasons why she loved small towns. “If you have any articles about the Knox Estate, that would really help.”

      The librarian stared at her for a moment over the edges of her glasses. “I heard about the trouble up there today. Are you the new owner, then? I didn’t think I’d seen you in town before.”

      “That’s me, the new owner.” Even if she was beginning to regret it. “So. Newspaper articles? About the house?”

      “I don’t think so. Nothing ever happened in that house that I can think of. I’ve lived in Port Cable all my life. My mother, too, and I don’t recall her telling any stories of the place. The Knox’s were such a nice family. They had a daughter, I believe, but she moved away to college and I don’t believe she ever came back after she graduated. Emily was her name. Yes. That’s right. She moved away before her mother and father split up. Haven’t heard from her since.”

      “Wait, her parents divorced?”

      “Oh, sure. It was a big scandal for the longest time. Back then people just didn’t do that. Is that the sort of story you were looking for?”

      “Not exactly.”

      That must be why the house had been rented out to tenants for years. The Knox family wasn’t in residence any longer. A split home, with the mother and father going their different ways, and abandoning the house they’d built together. Didn’t that usually mean there was trouble of some kind?

      Katie looked past the counter and saw a table set up with three desktop computers. “Could I use one of those for a while? I’d like to do an internet search.”

      “Oh yes, please. Feel free.” She came around the countertop with a smile. “I’m Bethany, by the way. Just ask me for anything. The computer takes a minute to boot up so you’ll have to be patient. I’ll give you the password. It’s only active for an hour but I doubt you’ll need more than that.”

      She didn’t even need half that time. Every search she did came up empty. She tried searches for the Knox Estate in Port Cable, and then added the word murder, and then several variations as well. Nothing. Perhaps, she thought, it was because the Knox’s had gone their separate ways long before the age of the internet, before the police and newspapers and every Joe Schmoe with a laptop began posting copies of newspaper reports and police records for the world to see.

      There was only one bit of information that she was able to find. An obituary for W. Frank Knox, of Port Cable, Oregon. The previous owner of the Knox estate.

      It was a scanned copy of a very old newspaper that someone had put up on their personal blog--she checked the name of the blogger just for fun but it wasn’t Joe Schmoe. The quality of the scan wasn’t that good but Katie read it with interest. Died, June the 7th, of unknown causes. Body to be returned to Port Cable for burial. Survived by his wife, Justina, and his daughter, Emily.

      That was all.

      Unknown causes, Katie thought to herself. That could be any number of things. Still, if he died out of town, what could that have to do with the dead girl in her walls? Who was she?

      There was no way for her to know.

      Defeated and feeling more tired than she had before coming here, Katie thanked the librarian and went back to her car. Where to now? Could she even stand to spend another night in that house? There were a couple of motels here in Port Cable, including the one she had been staying in before buying the Knox Estate. No doubt she could find a room there again.

      Her stomach growled at her and she nearly laughed. After everything that had happened today, her body still needed food.

      “Okay then, belly.” She patted a hand around her flat tummy, trying to calm the beast inside. “Let’s get you some food. Maybe the answer will come to me after a nice cheeseburger with a side of fries.”
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        * * *

      

      This was not a nice cheeseburger.

      It was mediocre at best. The fries were nice and crisp though. All in all it was an okay meal that she had at the Meadowlark Café. She sat in a corner booth by herself, which gave her lots of privacy to think. She kept coming back to the same question--how much money would she be willing to sink into the Knox Estate before it became unprofitable?

      It wouldn’t be the first house that she had to give up on, and then sell at a loss. Those things happened sometimes. It was the cost of doing business. Usually she was very good at only buying into properties that could turn a hefty profit. You didn’t make money in this business by spending it. Sometimes you had to know when to cut and run.

      But the house and the property it sat on were just so beautiful! She knew that if she could restore the home to its former glory and do just a little bit of landscaping to the back lawn, it could easily be a million dollar home. Maybe even a million and a half. Minus her overhead, and what she paid for it initially herself, that could mean enough of a payday for her to spend the rest of the year relaxing with her feet up.

      Unless no one wanted to buy it because a girl had been murdered there and then stuffed behind a wall. There was no money in that!

      Maybe the girl was a drifter who had been squatting at the house while it was empty all these years. Katie thought that threw as she chewed. A drifter, killed by other squatters. Things like that happened. Katie thought that made sense, but then how did she get behind the wall? The stain was obviously from the process of her body decomposing--as gross as that thought was. The girl had been in the walls for a long, long time.

      Plus there was that ring on her finger. Katie doubted that any drifter could be able to afford a ring like that.

      She took another bite of her cheeseburger, then grimaced and set the sandwich down on the plate. Lifting the top bun she added more ketchup. It was way overdone. If she was going to be in town for a while, she was going to have to find a place that could make a good cheeseburger.

      “Come on, Katie. Forget the cheeseburger. Make a decision. Stay and work on the house, cut your losses and leave town. What’s it going to be?”

      “Are you speaking to me?” an elderly woman said. Katie hadn’t heard the woman approaching over the soft din from the other diners in the café. Now the woman smiled and took another shuffling step closer, holding a huge flowered purse up in front of her like a shield. “I’m sorry. Am I disturbing you?”

      “Er, no.” Katie smiled at the woman. It was always best to make nice with the people who lived in town. They would be the ones to give Katie a good word when it came time to sell a house that had been in their neighborhood for years.

      She must be about ninety years old, or so, with fine wrinkles etched in her skin from a life of laughter and frowns. Her hair was thinning and completely white. She seemed like a nice woman.

      Katie didn’t think this woman was a local, though. Beside her stood a suitcase with a long handle. Just a little thing of black leather and zippers but most people who lived in a town didn’t carry their luggage around with them.

      “Would you mind...” she said to Katie, motioning to the empty booth seat opposite her. “May I sit with you?”

      Katie was burning with curiosity. “Yes. Please, sit. I’m Katie Pearson. Who might you be?”

      “I know who you are.” The woman smiled at her again. “You’re the woman who bought the Knox Estate. Such a nice house. At least, it used to be, back when I lived there. My name is Justina Knox.”

      The room seemed to go quiet around them, or maybe that was just the sound of blood rushing in Katie’s ears. “You’re Mrs. Knox! You used to own that house? You and your husband Frank?”

      As she settled herself into the booth, Justina’s eyes were sad. “Yes. My poor husband Frank. He never got over Emily’s leaving us. It weighed on him, you see. And maybe if I’d stayed with him... Well. That’s a path I’ll never know, I suppose. I always thought that my daughter had good reason for leaving, but sill. Something like that tears a man apart.”

      “A reason to leave?” Katie couldn’t believe her good luck. Here she’d been looking for the history of the Knox Estate and completely striking out, and now the woman who had lived that history herself was right in front of her. “What do you mean, it tore him apart?”

      Justina had tears in her eyes as she fiddled with the paper napkin on her side of the table. “My husband was a hard man, Miss Pearson. He did things his own way. Sometimes his hand was heavy, as they say. Oh, never when we didn’t deserve it, mind you.”

      For a moment Katie couldn’t understand what Justina was talking about. Then she got it. Justina was saying that her husband used to hit her, and hit their daughter, too. She was shocked to hear anyone say that could ever be okay.

      “That was a different time,” Justina said quickly. “A time when the husband was the undisputed head of the household. He did it for us, you see. For the best interests of his family. Emily...she never understood that. She took things so hard, always crying and running away like she did. She never understood.”

      Neither did Katie. She didn’t want to say anything that would make Justina leave but abusive relationships were never right. Ever.

      She pushed her plate of half-eaten burger aside.

      “The town librarian told me that your daughter went off to college before you and your husband broke up. That seems to be the story going around town.”

      Justina nodded. “That was what we told everyone. We couldn’t bear to have anyone know what had really happened. It would have been so embarrassing. So we just told everyone she was at college. It weighed on us, though. It tore us apart. The next thing I knew we were divorcing, and moving away, and then poor Frank...he took his own life. I tried renting the house out to other people for a few years, but no one wanted to stay for very long. So I gave up and let the bank have it. I think the house is just sad, is what I think.”

      “So you never found out where your daughter went? I’d love to talk to her.”

      Now the tears rolled out of the corners of Justina’s eyes. “I came as soon as I got the call from the police. I only live four hours away, you see, and I’m still friends with the chief here in Port Cable and he was doing me a favor by calling... I needed to see you, Miss Pearson. I needed to know.”

      “I’m sorry, you needed to know what...?”

      In a flash, she understood. Justina wasn’t just here to talk. She wasn’t here to tell Katie her family history. She was here because a young woman’s body had been found buried in the walls of her own home.

      “You think it might be Emily?”

      Justina nodded. Her lips were trembling so badly she couldn’t say anything.

      Katie reached across and held Justina’s hand. This poor woman had been through so much and now a daughter that she thought had run away so many years ago might actually have been dead all this time, right there under her nose.

      “I’m sorry,” she told Justina. It seemed like the right thing to say.

      “Is it my daughter, do you think?” Justina asked. “We were so certain that my Emily had run away from us but what if this is her? I never heard from her after she left and I have to wonder, could this girl you found today...could it be her? Did my daughter die in our house, Miss Pearson?”

      “I really don’t know.”

      “Is that why we could never find her?” Justina continued as if she was lost in her memories. From her purse she took out an old photograph of a teenage girl’s smiling face. “You’d know if it was my daughter, I’m sure of it. She was so pretty. Long flowing hair. Intelligent eyes, green just like her father’s.”

      Katie didn’t have the heart to tell the woman what sort of state they’d found the body in. No flowing hair. No pretty eyes. Maybe dental records--

      “There was a ring,” Justina said.

      “What was that?” Katie was surprised. A ring. Yes, there had been a ring but how would Justina know that?

      “My daughter always wore a ring on her right hand. Her father gave it to her. A little gold band, with diamond chips all around it. Was this poor girl you found today wearing a ring like that, by chance?”

      Katie remembered that ring. A bright spark in that dark space.

      Now she knew the girl was Emily Knox, dead all these years.
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      Justina remembered the way to the Port Cable police department. She gave Katie directions as they drove there together. She was quiet the whole way, no doubt thinking of her daughter, and the years that had been stolen from them. Someone had murdered Emily Knox.

      But who?

      Inside the station they were met by an older man in a crisp blue uniform, wearing a stetson and a stern expression as he greeted them. “Hello, Justina.” He held his arms out to her, and they hugged. “I never thought I’d see you back in town.”

      Justina managed a smile for him. “I never wanted to come back like this, Chief Anson.”

      “Please, Justina. It was always just Peter to you.”

      “All right then, Peter. I’m so upset. What should I do?”

      “We won’t make you look at the body,” he told her. “When Katie called us she said you could identify a ring the victim was wearing. Why don’t you come in with me to my office. I’ll show the ring to you, and then you can tell me.”

      “Excuse me, Chief?” Katie wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do. “Should I stick around for Mrs. Knox? Will she need a ride, I mean?”

      “I’ll take care of that, Miss Pearson. Thank you.”

      When he said thank you he somehow managed to make it sound like he was telling her to leave, and not in a nice way.

      “Sir, I don’t mean to bother you but is there anything you can tell me, maybe? I mean, it is my house now. The...victim was found by people working for me. Maybe I could come in as well and--?”

      “No, thank you.” There it was again. Like she was being politely told off. “We don’t need your help.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I don’t care what you meant,” Chief Anson barked. “Justina is an old friend of mine. I’ll take care of her from here. Thank you.”

      Screw you, in other words.

      Katie folded her arms and leaned on her hip. “Don’t much like outsiders, do you, Chief?”

      “Wow, Miss Pearson. You should’ve been a cop.”

      With that he led Justina by the hand into an inner part of the office, and closed the door on Katie.

      She stood there in the foyer of the police department, seething, wondering what she was supposed to do now. Her beautiful investment was now part of a tragic death. She could take a hundred thousand dollars off what she had planned to set as the asking price, that was for sure. A hundred thousand at least!

      Not that she was insensitive to Justina’s pain. It must be terrible to find out your daughter had been murdered. Not to mention the fact that her body had been dumped right in Justina’s house. Perhaps Emily had come back home after running away, years after her parents had split up and moved out. Maybe that’s where her squatter theory came in. Say a homeless person had moved into the Knox Estate after it had been empty for years. Emily had run away. She could have come back after her father’s death, thinking to reclaim her childhood home, only to find someone squatting inside.

      She confronted the squatter, and he killed her.

      “Makes sense,” she said to herself, “but how am I supposed to know anything if the police keep shutting me out?”

      “Excuse me?” a woman’s voice said. “The Chief asked me to escort you out.”

      A female officer had come into the foyer. She didn’t have the gold braid on her uniform that the Chief had, and she didn’t have his severe expression either. On the contrary, she actually smiled.

      Katie told herself that she had to stop narrating her life. At the very least she had to make sure she was alone before she started jabbering away at herself! “I can find my own way out, Officer. Thank you.”

      “It’s all right, Miss Pearson. I don’t mind walking with you.” She leaned in closer to Katie to whisper, “I know the Chief can be a hard man to take. He’s got the town’s best interests at heart though. You can count on that.”

      “Whatever. I had a dead girl in my house, from a murder that happened in his town, and he won’t tell me anything. How is that having the best interests of the town at heart?”

      “How do you know the girl was murdered?”

      Katie thought that was a silly question. “I doubt that Emily Knox stuffed herself in the wall.”

      The officer nodded. “That’s a very good point. The Chief is right. Maybe you should’ve been a cop.”

      “No, thanks. I’m doing just fine flipping houses.”

      “Well. I’m Officer Debbie Clausen. If you need anything, let me know.”

      “What I need is answers.” Katie looked at her watch. The day was getting away from her. You couldn’t afford too many wasted days if you expected to make money. Quick turnover was the key. “You guys aren’t willing to give me any information, so I’ll just take myself back to the Knox Estate and see what I can find myself.”

      “I don’t recommend that,” Officer Clausen said. “You should leave that to the professionals.”

      “I tried that. It seems whatever answers the police have, they aren’t willing to share.”

      Officer Clausen shrugged. “If it’s answers you’re looking for you should talk to Emily’s boyfriend, Miguel Sanchez. He’s still in town.”

      Katie was shocked. After the Chief’s brush off she expected that the police would stonewall her at every turn. Apparently Debbie Clausen was cut from a different cloth. “Uh, thank you. I just want to find out what might have happened in the house. By law, I have to let any potential buyer know everything I can.”

      That wasn’t the only reason. Normal human curiosity was a big part of it, too. Either way, she had another part of the puzzle now. Emily Knox had a boyfriend before she ran away from home. If she came back like Katie suspected, would she have tried to contact an old flame?

      Of course she would. Women were like that.

      Which reminded her of Bill, and the way he had made her feel last night. Would she see him again?

      Well. That wasn’t important. Katie had spent years living without a man to keep her bed warm. The breakup with her last boyfriend still stung. No man had been able to lay claim to her double-d’s ever since!

      Maybe Bill would be that guy, and maybe he wouldn’t. She would worry about it if he ever showed up again.

      For now she wanted to get back to the Knox Estate and take stock of her situation. Thanking Officer Clausen, she walked herself out to her car, and hoped that would be the last she ever saw of Chief Peter Anson’s police department.
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        * * *

      

      The Knox Estate had a sinister look to it now, in Katie’s eyes. That always happened when you knew something bad had happened in a home. What had once been a wonderful construction of brick and wood and mortar now turned into a place built on lies and evil. Or something like that. Not that she was a big believer of God and the Devil, but she knew from experience there was something after this life. Some of it was good.

      Some of it was not.

      “Well, house. I guess it’s just you and me.”

      She put the car in park and got out, and looked over the home and the grounds again with a critical eye. Yellow police tape flapped loosely around the steps, blocking absolutely nothing. Everything else looked just like it had before. It was still just roofing tiles and plaster, windows and doors and eaves. The evil she was seeing here was all in her head, and she needed to remember that.

      Late afternoon was quickly becoming early evening. She hadn’t eaten all of her lunch and she was still hungry. She had to decide if she was staying here tonight, too, because if she wasn’t then she needed to book a room for herself. “No more wasting time, Katie. Go do your inspection. Make a decision and stick to it.”

      That was sort of her unofficial life motto, and she liked to bring it out every once in a while and remind herself that success came to those who made choices.

      Marching up the steps she put her key in the lock only to find that the door was already open, just a little bit. It pushed open wider now, thumping against the wall with a low bang.

      Hadn’t she locked up when the police left? Yes. She knew she had. That’s why the keys were in her pocket. It was open now--

      “I’m in here.”

      Bill’s voice. That was Bill’s voice, coming from the living room.

      “Of course he comes back now.” Katie marched inside, and right to the living room. There he was, shirt off, his muscles flexing as he ripped out more of the drywall from where the police had removed Emily Knox’s body. With a crowbar he made the hole wider, exposing more of the studs underneath. “What are you doing! Didn’t you see the police tape?”

      He stopped, turning to look over his shoulder and flash a bright smile in her direction. “I saw it. There wasn’t any notice that it was an active crime scene. Did they tell you not to do anymore work on the house?”

      “Well, no...”

      “Then why should we wait? There’s too much work to do.”

      Even so, he put his crowbar down and came over to her, scrubbing dust from his hands on his pants. Still smiling he reached up and stroked a finger along her chin.

      Then he leaned in and kissed her.

      Katie felt her breath catch in a little gasp, and felt her eyes flutter. This man was amazing. In just a few seconds he’d completely swept her away. Everything was going wrong, but with Bill here it felt like at least one thing in her life was all right.

      She didn’t remember wrapping her arms around his sweaty, bare skin but there they were, holding each other in an embrace. His fingers were warm on the slope of her neck. His lips were soft and insistent. She remembered again what they had done last night and it sent heat coursing through her blood.

      In the next moment she remembered she was mad at him. She put her hand against his hard chest and pushed her way out of his arms. “Where were you? I woke up this morning and you were gone.”

      “I am sorry about that. I really am. I can’t always be around.”

      “You can’t just show up when you feel like it.” She didn’t like the way he’d said that. He wasn’t going to get to just use her like this. For work, or for pleasure either! “How did you get in here?”

      “Hmm? Oh, the door was open.”

      “It was not,” she insisted.

      “It was for me.”

      This man was so infuriating. Everything he said was so self-centered. It was more than confidence. It almost felt like he was trying to control her. That was crazy, she knew. She was just nervous about starting a new relationship--if she could call it that.

      “Listen,” she said to him. “I want to give the house another once-over. Now that we’ve had a murder on the premises I have to look at the place much more critically. I need to know if it’s worth my time and money.”

      “Of course it is,” he said, reaching for the shirt he had discarded on top of his work bag. “This house is going to make someone a home very soon. Can’t you just picture raising a family here?”

      “A family?” Well now he was definitely getting ahead of himself. “I mean, sure, it’s big enough for a family. You can do a lot with three stories and a basement but if it’s going to cost me too much money to fix up, then it’s going to have to be someone else’s problem.”

      He put his hand on her shoulder, rubbing little circles with his fingers. It felt nice. Really nice. “Don’t give up on this house yet. Come on. Let me show you this place the way I see it.”

      Katie felt herself being pulled along by his enthusiasm. He brought her out into the kitchen and the dining room and showed her how the light from the window fell just perfectly on the table. He showed her how carefully laid out the working space was, with the cabinets and the island and the drawers all within easy reach.

      He brought her into the huge gathering area around the fireplace and painted a picture with his words, how the right furniture would fill the room and make it a central focus for family and friends, and how the fireplace had been situated just so to give just the right amount of heat even in the dead of winter. He had her stand very close to him, and look up at the vaulted ceilings, and imagine giving a party for twenty here. Fifty. Maybe even a hundred...

      The way he described it, Katie could envision the possibilities. This was what she had seen that first time she’d stepped foot through the front door of the Knox Estate. The real soul of the place. She’d lost sight of all that, but now it was back--thanks to Bill.

      It occurred to her that she didn’t even know his last name.

      “You’re right,” she told him at last. “The way you lay it all out for me...this is a wonderful place.”

      He held her hand in his. “Come on. Let me show you upstairs.”

      “We’ve been upstairs,” she laughed softly.

      “Sure, but you need to really see it.”

      They went room to room, starting at the far end of the second floor hall and working back toward the stairs. Bill showed her everything. Original molding, careful use of space, the way the tiles in the bathroom had been laid by hand. They skipped the master bedroom. They’d seen plenty of that yesterday.

      The hallway creaked under her feet with every step as they went. It was an ever-present background music.

      Bill was about to bring her up the steps to the third floor, but they hadn’t been in that last bedroom yet. The one that was always cold. “Hold on. Tell me what you see in here. There’s some kind of weird draft--"

      “No, I want to show you upstairs. The sunroom on the third floor is amazing. I was up here earlier while you were gone.”

      “Sure, sure, just let me show you this.”

      She tugged her hand free of his and pushed open the door of the bedroom. The handle was cold to the touch.

      “Katie, hold on--”

      “Brr. Can you feel that? I mean it’s seriously cold, right? What would cause something like this?”

      She stepped into the room, hugging her arms against herself, and turning around in a slow circle.

      Bill stayed out in the hall rather than follow Katie in. “Okay. We’ve seen the room. Let’s go upstairs now. Come on.”

      “Not yet. I want to show you this stain over here on the wall.” It reminded her that no matter how nice Bill was making the house sound, she had to take the good with the bad. “I mean, look at this.”

      “Katie, come on.”

      “I’m going to need this whole wall replaced.” She laughed, although it left a sour taste in her mouth. Her breath plumed in the air. “Guess I better hope there’s no dead bodies behind this wall too.”

      “I don’t think we should spend any more time on this.”

      “No, just look at this.”

      She put her hand flat against the wall, right at the edge of the stain.

      “Stop it!” Bill screamed at her, and then he stepped through the doorway of the bedroom in a rush.

      Instantly, the temperature in the room rose. The cold lifted so quickly that it left goosebumps behind on Katie’s arms and condensation forming on the windows.

      She shrank back from Bill as he continued to yell. “How dare you! There’s no reason to be in here! This girl died and you’re making jokes and poking around in here when you have no right! Leave it alone! Just leave it alone!”

      Katie didn’t understand why he was so upset. He was out of control and angry and she didn’t know why. “I’m...I’m sorry.”

      “You either need to make this house your own, Katie, or you need to leave it alone. Do you hear me? Well, do you!”

      “I’m sorry!” It was all Katie could think to say. In that moment, she was terrified of Bill. The cords in his neck were bulging. His face was red. His hands were clenched in fists. She was certain if she stayed here that he was going to hurt her.

      So she ran.

      Pushing past him she ran to the stairs and down to the first floor. She couldn’t stay here. Not with him in the same house.

      “Katie!” he called after her. “Get back here! Katie...!”

      She was in her car and driving away before she realized she didn’t have anywhere to go. She needed a friend, and she knew just who to call.
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      “Hey, chickipoo!” Mel’s voice greeted her once the line connected. “How’s the cold, cold state of Oregon?”

      Katie was sitting in her car, parked at the curb of a street in town. She wasn’t even sure which one it was. She knew the basic directions to get where she was going in Port Cable but she hadn’t been here long enough to learn street names.

      “Northern California’s not that much warmer, Mel. Remember?”

      “Sure, sure. Hey, when are we going to get together and find two strong men to keep us warm?”

      Katie’s throat clenched up for a moment. She’d had a man to keep her warm last night. In the morning light he’d disappeared, and in the afternoon he’d turned downright scary. She didn’t need a lover right now. She needed a friend.

      “I’m on another job up here in a town named Port Cable.”

      “The one you e-mailed to me?”

      “No.” Katie shook her head even though she knew Mel couldn’t see her through the cellphone. “That one fell through. I found another one. It’s um, complicated.”

      There was silence for several long seconds. “Complicated?” Mel repeated.

      “Yes.”

      “Like last time complicated?”

      “Just like that.”

      “Huh.” She said, her voice muffled as she shifted the phone from one ear to the other. “I’ll be on the next plane.”

      “What? Mel, you don’t have to--”

      “Hey, this is what girlfriends do for each other.” Katie could hear the smile in her voice. “Didn’t you run interference for me when I wanted to dump Dave but couldn’t say it to his face?”

      “Yes, I did,” she remembered. “It’s the only time I’ve seen you turn into a chicken with a guy.”

      “Hey, Dave was seriously cute. I just couldn’t tell him we were over because of that little problem.”

      “What problem?”

      “My clothes kept falling off whenever I got close to him!”

      They laughed together at that like a couple of school girls. Mel had always had all the luck with guys. She was shorter than Katie and a little heavier, but in all the right places. She kept her light brown hair trimmed short rather than wear it long like Katie did hers. She was seriously cute and guys were drawn to her. Usually she didn’t take them up on their offers any more than Katie usually fell into bed with men she had just met. Some men were just kryptonite to girls. Like Dave had been for Mel.

      Or like Bill was becoming for Katie.

      Even knowing the way he had treated her at the Knox Estate she wanted to go back to him now and apologize and make it right. Only, she knew there was nothing to apologize for. Not on her part. She was just so drawn to Bill that she wanted to do something, anything to be back with him.

      She bit down on her lip and tried to banish those thoughts to the back of her mind where they belonged.

      “Katie?”

      “Oh, sorry Mel. I was thinking about something.”

      “This place has you rattled,” Mel asked, “doesn’t it?”

      “A little. There was a murder here and...they just found the body today.”

      “Ah.”

      “Wait...what does that mean?”

      “You’re thinking there’s ghosts.”

      “In the house?” Katie almost denied it because she didn’t want to admit that possibility. Only, the cold spot in that room, and the tragic death of a girl that everyone thought had run away... “Yeah. That’s what I’m thinking.”

      “I’ll be there in a few hours. Give me the address.”

      “Thanks Mel. I knew I could count on you. I’m going to be staying at a motel, I think, until I know more. Let me give you that address. Oh, that reminds me! I need to call the contractor back and make sure they’re still willing to work on the house. They found the body. In a wall, if you can believe that!”

      “Oh! You get into all the fun. Let me get a pen to write down the name of the motel. Then I’m on the first flight out.”

      Katie gave her the name and address. That settled it, then. She would be spending the night in a motel.
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      “A room with two beds, please.”

      The man working the desk at the White Oak Motel had the strong features and ruddy complexion of a Native American, and a very outgoing personality. He made Katie’s reservation with a smile and handed her the set of keys to the room in a tiny manilla envelope. “Enjoy your stay.”

      There were vending machines out in front of the long building. Twenty rooms with ten on the bottom floor and ten more on the top. Katie’s room was number eight in the middle of the top floor. She stopped at those vending machines first to get bags of Cool Ranch Doritos and two cans of cola. Dinner, motel style.

      Inside the room she dropped her food on one of the beds and sat down hard on the other. She couldn’t wait for Mel to get here. Taking out her cellphone she sent a quick text message. In room 8. Bring pizza, please.

      Not that Doritos weren’t delicious, but she was getting hungrier just eating them. In a few minutes they were both gone. So was one of the cokes. She’d flipped through every channel on the television, twice, and found nothing of interest to watch. Settling on an old Adam Sandler movie she laid her head back against the pillow and closed her eyes.

      It felt like only a few minutes before the knock on the door woke her up. The clock on the nightstand between the two beds told her it had been four hours. It was after eight o’clock at night. Her mouth was dry and tasted like flypaper. Her eyes took a moment to focus and then she realized it would be Mel knocking. “Mumph. Just a minute!”

      She took the can of cola from the nightstand and chugged half of what was left. It jolted her awake and cut the taste out of her mouth, and then she was able to function as a human being again. Stretching, she got up and opened the door.

      Mel smiled at her as she balanced the pizza box in one hand and held her suitcase in the other.

      “Hey, chickie! Boy did the taxi guy love the extra tip for stopping at the pizza place! I couldn’t remember if you liked mushrooms on your pizza so of course I got one with everything on it. Let’s eat!”

      They used washcloths from the bathroom as plates--and napkins--and talked while they ate. It was the best pizza that Katie thought she had ever tasted. After they had exhausted every other topic of conversation, Katie began to tell Mel about the house.

      “I’d rather hear about this man you found.” Mel bit off the end of her fourth slice and chased it with her a drink from her own can of cola. “He sounds much more interesting.”

      “I’m actually trying to forget him. If he shows up at the house again I’m going to have to tell him to leave. I can’t work--or live--with someone who treated me like that.”

      “Then I’m glad you told the guy off. Even if he did sound absolutely dreamy.”

      “I don’t know if I’d call it dreamy.”

      “I would.” Mel waggled her eyebrows. “Come on, let a girl live vicariously through her friend, will you?”

      “Let’s just concentrate on the house, all right?” Katie set her own unfinished third slice back in the box. “Either I’m going to finish this flip and move on to another town, or I’m going to give up and move on to another town. Either way I’m never going to see the guy again. I’m not going to get worked up over a man when there’s so much else to worry about.”

      “Like the house,” Mel suggested.

      “Right. Ike the house.”

      “Like...is there ghosts there?”

      Katie shivered in spite of herself. “I don’t know what to do about that, Mel. I can’t just walk through the house saying, here ghost, come on out now! I think I just need to find out as much about the death as I can to decide if I’ll be able to sell at a profit, or not. A death like this can artificially depress the sale price of a house for years. A decade or more in some cases. Remember that house in Amityville, New York? They were years and years trying to get someone to buy that place.”

      “How will you find out anything else? You said there’s nothing online and the police weren’t giving you anything.”

      “Well...almost nothing. There was one officer who told me to look up the victim’s boyfriend. Miguel Sanchez.”

      “Hmm. Shouldn’t be too many of those in town.”

      “That’s what I was thinking.”

      “But,” Mel said, finishing the crust of her pizza, “I might have a better idea. Let’s try looking for the ghost!”

      “Mel! How am I supposed to do that? The last time we had a clairvoyant and a priest, remember? And the priest died!”

      “Well, I didn’t pack a clairvoyant with me, but I have the next best thing!”

      Rolling over on the bed she leaned over to her suitcase. Katie heard the zipper being undone, and then Mel was sitting up again with a flat brown board in her hand, printed with letters and numbers.

      Katie stared at it. “You aren’t serious?”

      “As a heart attack!”

      “A Ouija board?”

      “You know a better way to contact a ghost?”

      “Well...clay pottery worked for Demi Moore and Patrick Swayze. Can’t we try that?”

      “Katie,” Mel scolded. “That was a movie. This is real life. Come on, it’ll be fun!”

      The magic eye at the top of the board stared back at Katie. She’d done séances in college, with her sorority sisters, but that usually involved sitting around in her bra and panties drinking beer and asking the stupid board who each of them was going to marry. The answers were never the same twice, and sometimes they were just plain ridiculous. No way was Katie ever going to be married to Justin Bieber!

      “These things don’t work,” she told Mel. “I mean, they’re fun little toys, I guess, but they don’t actually connect you to the other side.”

      “Oh, yes they do, Katie. I’ve seen them work. You just have to know how.”

      “And you know how?”

      Mel nodded, looking so serious that Katie almost wanted to laugh. Instead she blew out her breath. “Fine. We’ll do the stupid séance. I suppose you’re going to tell me that we have to do it at the house?”

      “Of course. We can’t very well contact a ghost trapped in a house if we aren’t in the house where the ghost lives!”

      Katie sighed. “You’re getting way too much enjoyment out of this.”

      “Come on. My life in real estate sales is just plain boring. Let me have a little fun.”

      A yawn swept over Katie that she couldn’t fight off. “We can do that tomorrow. We’ll try your little Ouija board thingee but if it doesn’t work you’ll help me find Miguel Sanchez, right?”

      Mel nodded enthusiastically and eyed another piece of pizza. “Sure thing. Um. Are you going to eat any more?”

      “Take it, it’s yours. When this is done I’ll treat you to a steak.”

      “And some good wine, right?”

      “Of course.” Katie yawned again, her eyes already starting to drift closed. She hadn’t brought anything from the Knox Estate with her but she still had a travel bag in the car so she at least had toothpaste for the morning. Everything else could wait until they got back to the house.

      She was asleep before another second passed, trusting that Mel would turn out the lights.
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      The hallway upstairs was quiet, until she took a step. Then the floorboards started their discordant symphony again.

      Creak. Creak. Creak.

      She stepped out of the master bedroom in her bare feet and pajamas. She didn’t remember falling asleep in the house. It was time to be awake now, that was all she knew. Time to take care of the house.

      There was a lot of work to do, but sometimes you had to make a mess to make things better.

      She got to the last bedroom in the hallway, and stopped.

      Creak, cre--

      The door was open again. Katie could see inside the room, see the ornately carved four-poster bed, see the dresser painted pink and white, the nice flower prints in the rug. It was a nice room for a young girl.

      Emily Knox stood against the far wall. The wall that Katie remembered having the foul black stain. It was painted a pure white now, and Emily leaned against it, looking out her window.

      Katie recognized her from the photo that Justina Knox had shown her. This couldn’t be real, she decided. It must be a dream. It had to be a dream.

      So why couldn’t she wake up?

      “He’ll be here soon,” Emily said. She drew back the curtain with her right hand, and that gold ring with its diamond flecks sparkled in the sunlight. “He’ll come driving up the driveway like he owns the place and expect me to... I can’t do it anymore. I won’t do it anymore. He does not own me.”

      “What do you mean?” Katie asked, even though she knew this was a dream. “Emily, what’s wrong?”

      The girl turned to Katie. Her lips were trembling. On her cheek was a livid purple bruise. Blood had dribbled out of one nostril.

      She’d been beaten.

      Staring Katie in her eyes, Emily took a deep breath. “I’m scared.”

      Sudden light flared all around her and Katie flailed her arms and legs trying to get her balance. Something was holding her down. Something was pinning her arms and twisting itself up between her feet.

      Just as she was about to cry for help she realized it was the blankets of her bed in the motel room. It had been a dream all along, just like she thought.

      “Whoa there, Katie.” Mel helped her untangle herself. “You’re going to fall out of the bed!”

      “Uh, thanks. I was having a bad dream. I think. It’s all jumbled up in my head and I guess I’m just worried about the house.”

      “Then let’s get over there. I want to try out the Ouija board! Oh, do you think maybe we can stop for breakfast on the way? My treat. Business has been good this month!”

      They stopped at the Meadowlark Café on the way, eating pancakes and bacon and coffee that probably wasn’t as fresh as the specials board promised it would be. They talked a little, and read the morning paper which was full of stories about the body discovered in the Knox Estate.

      “They still aren’t identifying her as Emily Knox,” Mel pointed out. “Just says that workers hired to refurbish the house found a body while removing a section of wall.”

      Katie grimaced at the memory. “They probably don’t want to taint whatever investigation they’re doing. If any. The Chief didn’t impress me very much. We’ll get to the Knox house by nine o’clock and we can see what’s going on then.”

      The waitress came over to their table, refilling their water glasses from a pitcher in her hand. “Excuse me? Are you talking about the girl they found up there in the old Knox place? You’re that woman who bought it, aren’t you?”

      Katie was instantly on her guard. Here it starts, she thought to herself. The locals are going to turn on the big bad businesswoman who wants to profit off their misery!

      “That’s me,” she said out loud with a smile. “I’m sorry, me and my friend were just having a private breakfast together--”

      “I don’t mean to intrude,” she said to them with a crooked smile. “I just wanted to know if you’d heard the gossip. Is it true that it was Emily Knox they found?”

      “I don’t think I can say anything more than the police have said.” Katie finished the last of her bacon. She really just wanted to get out of here. “Do you have the check for us?”

      “Sure, sure, but did you know Emily was pregnant with her boyfriend’s child when she went off to college all those years ago? Such a shame, a pretty girl like that fooling around with a boy and getting pregnant.” She tsked to herself as she wrote up their check by hand on a pad from her apron. “Kids will never learn, am I right?”

      Katie mumbled some sort of response but she wasn’t paying attention to what she said. Emily was...pregnant? Did her mother know? Could Katie possibly find Justina again to ask her about it and if she did, would she be too upset to even talk about it?

      “Well.” The waitress said after a long moment of silence. “You come back in when you know something more, okay? I’m Heather. Make sure you sit at one of my tables.”

      Mel laid down the money for the food and they collected themselves to head out to Katie’s car. “Nosy busybody,” Mel grumbled under her breath. “Is the whole town like this?”

      “Just about,” Katie sad. “Since when don’t you like to gossip?”

      “Since everyone else knows more than I do!”

      It didn’t take them long to get to the Knox Estate. Katie held her breath as they got out of the car. She half expected Bill to be there waiting at the front door, with that smile that she fell for every time and that body that made her hands itch to touch. She had never been so happy to see a closed front door on a house in her whole entire life.

      Bill wasn’t inside, either. Not in the living room, not in any part of the downstairs. She listened to the whole house, and there wasn’t a sound from anywhere upstairs. The floors creaked at the slightest movement anyone made, so they were alone.

      She let out a sigh of relief. She hadn’t been this upset over a man in a very long time. She sort of hated what he was doing to her, but another part of her wanted to know if another turn with him in bed would be as good as it had been the first time around.

      Then she thought of young Emily Knox, fooling around with her boyfriend and getting pregnant as Heather the waitress put it, running off and ruining her life. Not to attend college as everyone thought. Just out there on her own, and then returning to town to be murdered. Maybe the lesson that Katie could take away from that was stay away from one night stands. At least for now.

      Mel whistled. “Nice place. Should rake you in big bucks once it’s finished, considering what you paid.”

      “Think so? Even with the murder?”

      Katie pointed to the big hole in the wall for emphasis.

      Putting down her suitcase on the floor in the entrance hall, Mel shrugged. “You’ll disclose it just like you’re supposed to and people will know what they’re getting. Might even draw some attention from potential buyers. Especially if we can tell them we had the place cleansed!”

      “I never knew you believed in this sort of stuff.”

      “Yup. I believe in God, I believe in ghosts, and I believe in keeping an open mind, too. There are more things in Heaven and Earth, than are dreamt of in your philosophy, you know.”

      “Sure, and what light through yonder window breaks,” Katie giggled, reciting the only other line of Shakespeare that she knew. “Think we should start in here, where her body was?”

      “Sounds like a good idea. Unless there’s anywhere else in the house you think might have more of a connection to the afterlife? Did they have a chapel in this place?”

      “No, there’s no chapel...” Then she remembered her dream. “Hold on. Come upstairs with me. I think I know where Emily’s bedroom was.”

      “Oooh. Perfect.”

      At the top of the first flight of stairs Katie stopped them in front of the bedroom. She held up a finger, making sure Mel was ready for it, and then pushed the door open.

      The cold air rolled out at them, and their breath condensed in little clouds of vapor. “See what I mean?”

      “An actual cold spot!” Mel said with glee. “That’s perfect. Isn’t that always where the ghosts are?”

      “If you believe all those ghost hunter shows on TV, sure. I think this might be a matter of repairing the exterior wall to keep the wind out.”

      “But Katie, it’s warm outside. I’m shivering. This is so exciting!”

      They sat in the middle of the empty floor space, opposite the walk-in closet, kitty-corner to the window. The wall with its nasty black stain was right in front of them. Katie remembered seeing Emily there in her dream, and remembered the things she’d heard the teenage girl say. It had felt so real. She remembered Emily’s fear, and the bruises around her face. Was she really that scared of her boyfriend?

      The boyfriend who got her pregnant, if she was to believe the gossip from the town café.

      Mel put the Ouija board down, and settled the triangular heart-shaped planchette down so the open circle on its top was centered over the letter G. “Okay. You put your fingers on that side, and I’ll put my fingers on this side. Ready?”

      “This is ridiculous,” Katie muttered. For some reason, she felt like she should be quiet.

      “We are speaking,” Mel spoke in a very serious voice, “to the spirit of Emily Knox. Is Emily Knox in this room?”

      Silence met the question. Despite herself, she waited for the planchette to move. Nothing happened.

      “Emily Knox,” Mel continued, adjusting her legs so she was kneeling with her rump resting on her heels. “Are you here with us? Does your spirit inhabit this house?”

      They waited, and Katie counted off seconds until she got to thirty. “Mel, nothing’s happening. You sure you read the directions on the box correctly?”

      “This isn’t a toy.” Mel was offended. “I got this from my mother, and she got it from her mother, and then I think it came from her mother too... The point is, that it’s old. It’s the real thing. This ain’t from Hasbro!”

      “I’m sorry, Mel, I just don’t believe this sort of thing really works.”

      “One more try, okay? Maybe there isn’t a ghost in the house. Maybe that’s what the problem is. Or maybe we should just ask Emily some questions. Spirit of this house,” she tried again, not asking specifically for Emily this time, “we call upon you to show yourself! We call upon the spirit of the Knox Estate to come forth and answer our questions.”

      Katie sighed. This was pointless.

      “We call upon you...”

      They should just give up and go.

      “Come out and talk to us. Come out and answer our questions.”

      There was no ghost here. Just bad memories soaked into the wood and bricks like mold.

      She flicked her eyes over at the wall with its stain, and wondered again what had caused it. Somehow she doubted she would find the answer here, with Mel and her Ouija board.

      With a deep breath, Mel tried once more. “We call upon the spirit trapped in this house to come forth and speak to us!”

      Behind them, the door to the bedroom slammed shut.

      Both of them startled, taking their hands off the Ouija board. Katie fell backward onto her ass. Her breath hitched. Her heart hammered.

      Looking up, she saw Bill standing there, in his t-shirt and jeans again, pretty in that way that no man had a right to be, smiling that smile that always undid her.

      “Thought I heard someone,” he said. “What are you guys doing?”

      Katie hadn’t heard him coming. Now that he’d snuck up on them Mel recovered first. Pushing herself up off the floor, she stuck her hand out to him with a little mischievous look in her eyes. “You must be Bill. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      “All good things I hope?” he asked, taking her hand and shaking it firmly.

      Mel’s expression evened out. “No. Not all good.”

      Katie could have strangled her friend for saying anything. She’d told Mel about Bill’s shouting at her in confidence. “Don’t worry about that,” she said quickly, hoping her face wasn’t burning as red as it felt like it was. “Uh, we need to talk.”

      “Yes, we do.” He looked embarrassed, and even more attractive because of it. “Listen, I’m sorry about being so angry yesterday. I didn’t have any right to talk to you like that. I mean, if we’re going to be working together under the same roof we need to get along, right?”

      Mel cleared her throat. “The way I hear it, you’ve been doing more than working under this roof.”

      Bill’s eyes flashed in her direction. “I know that. Katie, I’m sorry. Is there any way I can make it up to you?”

      Actually, Katie thought, there might be. “You’ve lived in this town all your life, haven’t you Bill?”

      “Most of it, anyway. Why do you ask?”

      “You must know the gossip about this house. The police aren’t saying so but I’m sure the body they found downstairs was Emily Knox.”

      His smile slipped further. Obviously this wasn’t what he’d been thinking of to ‘make it up to her.’

      “Have you heard any stories about how Emily died?”

      “There’s always stories about a death in a small town.” He shrugged, leaning his shoulder against the wall. “The story around town was that she had gone off to college. There was never any talk of her killing herself. Just that she left without any word, and it eventually was too much for her father.”

      “Frank Knox killed himself. Right, we know that part.” There was a part they didn’t know, however. “Did you ever hear if Emily got pregnant? There was a boyfriend. A Miguel Sanchez. I heard today she was pregnant when she left town. Could that be true?”

      Bill stared at her for the longest time. Then he turned and opened the door to leave. When he did, the cold air rushed around Katie again.

      “I never gave a lot of thought to rumors,” Bill said. “I’m going to do some work downstairs. That hole in the living room won’t fix itself. You should have left it for me to do, Katie.”

      Then he was gone.

      Mel looked over at Katie. “Weren’t you going to fire him?”

      Right, Katie remembered. That had been the plan. Why hadn’t she followed through? She knew the reason, of course. Seeing him in that t-shirt, and watching him flirt with her with just a smile...how could any woman deny him? “I can fire him tomorrow, I guess. Come on. Let’s pack up your great-grandmother’s Ouija board and go find Miguel Sanchez. If we’re lucky he won’t mind talking about the fact that his ex-girlfriend just turned up dead--”

      She stopped midsentence, staring down at the board. Mel followed her line of sight, and gasped.

      The planchette was now covering the word YES.

      “Is that an answer?” Mel wondered out loud. “Did one of us knock that thing sideways when Bill came in here or is that an answer to our last question? Oh, man, what was our last question?”

      Katie swallowed back against a lump in her throat. She remembered the last question. It was the one she’d asked Bill.

      Was Emily Knox pregnant?

      Yes.
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      It turned out that Sanchez was a very common name in Port Cable. There were ten different people named Sanchez in town. Only one Miguel.

      In a little house near the edge of town Katie parked in the dirt driveway and she and Mel got out of the car. The house was small and the siding had fallen off near the far corner. It was obvious that the person living here didn’t spend a lot of time keeping the place up. A little two-door green car with rust spots around the fenders sat half in and half out of the unattached garage.

      “Well.” Mel smacked her gum. “Looks like Miguel is still single after all these years.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because this place seriously needs a woman’s touch!”

      Before they could get close to the porch a large Hispanic man came out of the house, pushing open the screen door with a horrendous squeal of metal springs. He was out of shape, and the white undershirt he was wearing was stained with brown blotches of coffee or something more foul. The hairline of his curly brown hair was badly receding. In his hand he clutched an open bottle of beer.

      Katie estimated he was in his late sixties or early seventies, just the right age to have been Emily Knox’s boyfriend.

      “Help you?” he grunted. “If not, go away.”

      Friendly greeting, Katie thought to herself. “Mister Sanchez, we don’t mean to intrude. We were wondering if we could ask you about Emily.”

      He blinked at them.

      “You know?” Mel put in. “Emily Knox. Your girlfriend.”

      The man’s eyes glazed over. Katie had the impression he was looking back through the years. “Emily. She left town. College. That’s what they said.”

      “We know.” Katie had the feeling of walking on thin ice. What did Miguel actually know? He was obviously a mental wreck already. If she said the wrong thing, would he break? “They said she went away to college, but she didn’t. She ran away, didn’t she?”

      He shook his head very, very hard, and then drank some more of his beer. “Never heard from her again. All those years.”

      Katie looked at Mel. This was supposed to be a rational conversation with a sober--if grieving--ex-boyfriend. What were they supposed to do with a grown man sobbing in his beer?

      She took a breath and tried a different approach. “Mister Sanchez, my name is Katie Pearson. I’m the new owner of the Knox Estate.”

      His body stiffened. The hand around the beer bottle flexed.

      “I don’t know how to tell you this...”

      His knuckles were white.

      “But they found Emily’s body inside the house. Today.”

      The muscles in his jaw clenched.

      “She’s dead, Mister Sanchez. I’m so sorry--”

      The bottle shattered. It was sudden and violent and sprayed dark brown liquid across Miguel’s dirty jeans and his socks and added more stains to his shirt. Glass fragments clinked against the porch. Cuts opened up in his palm as the shards sliced his flesh and tiny drops of blood fell and mixed with the wasted beer.

      Miguel didn’t seem to notice. He kept staring past Katie, reliving whatever moment from the past he was stuck in.

      “Oh my sweet Lord in Heaven,” Mel said. “Did he just...?”

      “Yes,” Katie said, “he did.”

      “Okay, then. I think I’m going to call for an ambulance.”

      “She was mine,” Miguel said to no one in particular. “Emily and I belonged together. We loved each other.”

      Katie dared to take a couple of steps closer. She didn’t know if she should say anything else, but she had to know. If she was going to make a profit on the house she had to know the circumstances surrounding Emily’s death. She wasn’t trying to solve a decades old mystery, that was for sure.  Right now she was just trying to protect her investment. Let the police handle the rest of it. “Sir, do you know who hurt Emily?”

      His face darkened, and his eyes focused on Katie at last. “She was being hurt. That’s why she ran away.”

      The bruises on Emily’s face. From the dream. “Yes, she was being hurt. Who hurt her, Miguel? Who did that to Emily? Was it you?”

      With a snarl he exploded off the porch at her. Katie was younger by far--and sober--and very motivated to stay out of his reach. She backpedaled away from him easily until he gave up chasing her in circles and fell to his knees there on the front lawn. He turned his palms up and looked at them as though he couldn’t remember how he’d gotten pieces of brown glass embedded in the one.

      Mel put a hand on Katie’s shoulder. “I called for an ambulance. They’re sending a police car, too. I think it might be a good idea, don’t you?”

      “Maybe.” Katie was at a loss. This was the history of her new house. A murder. An ex-boyfriend who had taken leave of his senses and may have been beating up the girl who had been killed. And then there was that other thing. “Miguel, hey. Can you hear me?”

      He sobbed, but nodded his head.

      “I need to ask you one more thing, okay? Just one more thing and I’ll leave you alone.”

      In the distance Katie could hear sirens, getting louder as they got closer. She wouldn’t have much time before Miguel was carted off to the hospital and questioned officially by the police.

      “Miquel. Tell me if it’s true. Was Emily pregnant?”

      His head whipped up, and he stared at her. “She was going to run away.”

      “I know, but did she ever tell you--”

      “She was going to leave town and never come back. She told me so.”

      The ambulance was at the end of the street. “What did she tell you, Miguel? Did she tell you about the baby?”

      Tears filled his voice as Miguel said something that got drowned out by the wail of the ambulance as rolled up and parked at the curb in front of the house. Two men in blue jumpsuits carrying red duffle bags got out and rushed past Katie. Slowly, cautiously, they convinced Miguel to let them see his hand, and then in a flurry of movement they took out gloves and white gauze and several other items from their bag.

      It was now or never, Katie realized.

      “Miguel, please. Tell if Emily was pregnant. Did you know? Was she pregnant!”

      “Miss,” one of the ambulance workers said, “you’re going to have to step back now. He needs our help.”

      Katie didn’t care. They could work around her. All she needed was an answer to this one question. “Please Miguel. Was Emily pregnant?”

      “Yes!” he screamed, so loudly that it made the ambulance guys flinch and hesitate to touch him again. “Yes she was and she was going to take the baby away with her and I was never going to see them again! Never! NEVER!”

      Mel took hold of Katie’s arm and pulled her away as a third man from the ambulance joined the other two in trying to calm Miguel down. A police car was pulling up at that moment, too, and the whole scene became barely controlled chaos.

      She and Mel went back to their car and waited there in case anyone needed to talk to them. Katie chewed over what she’d just heard. Yes, Emily was pregnant. She was carrying a baby inside of her when she ran away from home.

      What happened to the child?

      Did Emily leave in order to give up the baby to adoption, or did she come back into town with her child? It mattered either way because if the baby was given up for adoption and ever looked into who the birth mother was, they might have a claim on the ancestral home. That could set Katie back hundreds of thousands of dollars in a lawsuit. Maybe millions.

      That was a slim chance, of course, but it would be one more thing she had to declare in a legal notice to whoever bought the property from her.

      On the other hand, if Emily brought the baby back with her...

      Katie continued that line of thought, adding to her theory that Emily had come back into town after her parents had divorced, coming back to the family home and meeting with foul play either by the hand of a drifter or maybe even an abusive boyfriend like Miguel. If that was the case, and if Emily had her child with her when she returned, then where was that child now?

      “We need to get back to the house,” she said to Mel. “Oh, I just had a terrible thought. The stain in the second story bedroom. I think I might know what’s causing it. I need to find out, and then I need to get out of that place. For good.”

      She hated the images that were crowding into her head but she had to know. What sort of house of horrors had she bought her way into?

      Mel didn’t argue. She worked in the world of house sales too. She knew what Katie was up against. “I’ll help you get your things together, Katie. I’m so sorry, chickie.”

      “Win some, lose some.” Katie watched as Miguel was put in the back of the ambulance. The police officer was heading their way, no doubt with a dozen and more questions. “I just feel bad for Emily Knox.”

      “Well. Wherever she is now, she’s past all that.”

      “Yeah,” Katie had to agree. “I suppose she is.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m hungry,” Mel said on the way back.

      “Can we eat afterward?” Katie didn’t have much of an appetite for anything except maybe a good stiff drink. Wine. Lots of wine. Was there anyplace in Port Cable that sold wine?

      “It’s lunchtime, Katie. Whatever’s in that house will still be there when we get back. Maybe we’ll even find Bill when we get there,” she added with a sly wink.

      Bill. Yeah, that was a problem of a different sort, now wasn’t it? He turned her inside out. There was such an obvious attraction between them but then he could turn in an instant and be so mean to her. Did she really want a man like that in her life?

      She remembered what Justina had said about her husband, Mister W. Frank Knox, and his heavy-handed way of disciplining his wife and daughter. Surely that had led to Emily running away in the first place even if Justina wasn’t ready to admit that to herself. From things she had read, Katie knew that abused children often grew up to have abusive boyfriends. Katie had been dating Miguel, and Miguel certainly seemed the type to be abusive.

      The bruises on Emily from her dream, the fear in the girl’s eyes... Katie couldn’t shake the image.

      Which brought her back to Bill. Did Katie want that sort of relationship in her life? Certainly not. She would never let a man who was physically or mentally abusive to get within a hundred feet of her.

      That night she and Bill had shared together in the master bedroom flashed through her mind again. That sort of lovemaking didn’t just drop into a girl’s life every day. He was an amazing lover. The details were fuzzy, but she remembered the feelings he stirred in her, and the way her body had hummed the next morning from what he had done.

      Good boy, bad boy. Which one was Bill?

      “Katie, stop!”

      She jammed on the brakes as hard as she could. Her mind had wandered while she was driving and she hadn’t seen the traffic light turning red. If Mel hadn’t been there with her then she would have rear-ended the car in front of her and maybe even pushed it into the intersection.

      “Uh, thanks Mel. My mind was on the house,” she lied. Well, it wasn’t a complete lie.

      “Maybe I should drive?” Mel asked. She was sitting relaxed in the passenger seat but Katie could see the tension around her eyes. They’d almost been in an accident, after all. “Unless you had some reason to do an emergency stop in this particular spot?”

      Trying not to let her hands shake, Katie turned on her blinker. “Sure I did. The café is right here, and you wanted lunch.”

      Her lame joke broke the tension and the two of them could laugh again. She might have left rubber on the pavement from her sudden stop, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t poke fun at herself for it.

      Get your head out of the clouds, she told herself. You want Bill so bad then take him. But you’re most likely leaving tomorrow. What’s the sense in getting tangled up in a guy for one more night?

      Maybe, another voice answered, having one more night is exactly the point.

      She frowned and pulled the car up into the parking lot of the Meadowlark Café. This was why she avoided dating. Flipping houses was easy. Making love work? Now that was hard.
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      The café was packed for lunch. Tables, stools at the counter, everywhere. Heather, the waitress who had slipped Katie the tidbit about Emily Knox being pregnant noticed them come in, and gave them a wink.

      Mel sighed in obvious disappointment. “Well, it looks like we’ll have to go somewhere else to eat. Is there another place in town? Besides the pizza places, I mean. I’ve still got heartburn from that one we ate at the hotel.”

      Katie knew there weren’t many choices in Port Cable but surely they could find something else... “Oh, wait. Quick, come with me.”

      Threading between the tables, Katie led them over to a booth where she had recognized someone. Justina Knox sat there, nursing a cup of coffee, an untouched piece of blueberry pie next to her on the table. She didn’t notice them until Katie was sliding into the booth, pulling Mel in with her.

      “Hello, Justina. Do you remember me?”

      A fleeting smile came and went on Justina’s face and didn’t touch her eyes at all. “I do, dear. Miss Pearson, wasn’t it? You’re the woman who bought my house, and found my poor Emily.”

      Katie nodded. Well, that confirmed it, then. Obviously Justina had identified the ring on the victim as the one belonging to her daughter. The body was Emily’s. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Knox. I can’t imagine how that must feel.”

      “Thank you. Everyone has been so kind, but it’s still so hard to take in. My daughter dead, all these years...”

      Her fingers wrapped around her cup, as if she needed the warmth from the hot liquid more than she needed food.

      Katie’s heart went out to Justina. “Will you be all right? Do you have someplace to stay in town?” Even as she asked it Katie realized it was a foolish thing to say. Of course Justina had no place to stay. She didn’t live here anymore. “If you need to, I can fix up a room in your old house for you--”

      “No,” Justina said flatly. “I couldn’t step foot back in that place. Not now. Not knowing... Thank you for the offer, Miss Pearson, but I simply can’t.”

      “I understand. Mrs. Knox, did you know that Emily was pregnant before she ran away?”

      The old woman’s sad eyes went wide. “What are you saying?”

      “We went to see Emily’s ex-boyfriend just now. Miguel Sanchez. He confirmed it for us. Your daughter was pregnant.”

      Justina brought her trembling fingers to her lips. “No. Oh, no. That can’t be. You say you spoke with Miguel?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      For a long moment, Justina closed her eyes. When she opened them again there was a hard light burning behind them. “A mother always knows these things, Miss Pearson. I know my daughter. I will not have you spreading lies about her like this.”

      “What? No, that’s not what I’m trying to do at all. I just thought you should know--”

      “What do you know about my family, hmm?” Her voice was rising, and around them other conversations were starting to taper off. People were watching them. “You are an outsider, Miss Pearson, and you don’t know anything at all! My daughter was a good girl. My husband was a good man! We had a good life until... Until...”

      Without warning she shoved her coffee cup away, knocking it over and sending coffee spilling across the white tablecloth. Now everything in the room stopped, and all eyes turned their way.

      “I will not have anyone saying a bad word about my family! We loved each other! You will not come into our town and say bad things about us!”

      Katie tried to shrink down into the booth and disappear. When that didn’t work, she tried to explain herself again. “Justina, you knew she was pregnant, didn’t you? Do you know where the child is?”

      “Shut up! Just shut up!” Screeching, Justina Knox slapped her hands down on the table. Silverware jangled as it bounced off paper napkins. “She was not. She could not have been! No one was ever alone with our daughter except--”

      Her voice strangled in her throat, leaving her mouth hanging open and her eyes staring. Oh, dear God, Katie thought. She’s going to have a heart attack!

      Instead, Justina snapped her mouth closed, and looked at all the people in the restaurant watching them. With a very slow, shaky breath, she shook her finger at Katie. “You should leave this town, Miss Pearson. You don’t belong here. My Emily didn’t deserve to be killed. If only we had known. Maybe if my husband Frank had known what had really happened he wouldn’t have taken his own life.”

      “If Frank had known...? Justina, your husband was dead before Emily was killed. Emily ran away and came back after you and Frank split up.” That was the theory that she had crafted together from all of the pieces. It was the picture that seemed to fit. “After Frank died.”

      Justina’s gaze was hard as stone. “No, Miss Pearson. The police don’t know how long Emily was dead exactly, but they know it was much longer than our house has been empty. She didn’t come back to town, Miss Pearson, because she never left. We were wrong, back then. Frank and I were wrong. Emily didn’t run away after all.”

      Katie gasped. If she understood Justina correctly then she had been looking at this all wrong. She had the story completely backward. Emily hadn’t been killed by a squatter living in the abandoned Knox Estate. She hadn’t come back to town hoping to claim her family home.

      More than that, there was no child of Emily’s to lay a claim to the house now.

      Emily hadn’t gone away to college. She hadn’t run away from home. If the police were right, the whole reason Emily had disappeared was because she had been murdered. Right here in Port Cable.

      Right in her own house.

      Then...how did she end up in the wall all these years later? Why were there bad stains on the walls of two different rooms? Did Miguel actually kill Emily in a fit of rage, maybe after finding out she’d gotten pregnant?

      Questions circled around in her head and piled up without answers to satisfy them. She sat back in the booth, not caring that everyone was staring or not.

      Justina sniffed and picked up her spilt cup, moping at the mess she’d made with a couple of napkins taken from the metal dispenser on the table. “I understand you were looking for a big payday from my old house, Miss Pearson. So sorry to spoil your plans. My daughter is dead, but let’s all worry about you, shall we?”

      Mel shifted in her seat, emphatically talking with her hands. “It’s not like that. Katie doesn’t want to profit from your grief. Honest. We just wanted you to know what we’d found out.”

      “I don’t want to hear it.” Justina patted at her lips primly with another napkin pulled from the dispenser, and then dropped it on the table. “I know the truth. No one can tell me any different. I’m leaving now, Miss Pearson. I hope you’ll understand if I say I never want to see you--either of you--again.”

      With a slow, shuffling gait, Mrs. Justina Knox left them sitting there without another word.

      “Well, she’s a bundle of fun,” Mel grumbled. She hid her face behind one hand as she turned to me. “I think we should go before she whips everyone up into a mob. I can’t to torches and pitchforks today.”

      “She’s just upset,” Katie said. “She didn’t mean to yell at us.”

      “Oh, I think she meant to yell. I think she meant to yell a lot.”

      The conversations in the room had gradually started up again and now it was like nothing at all had happened. Nothing, Katie reminded herself, except one more piece of the puzzle. At least she wasn’t going to find a murdered child stuck in the walls of the upstairs bedroom. That had been her first thought as soon as Miguel confirmed that Emily was pregnant.

      Thank God for small favors, she supposed.

      Now she knew that the murder had taken place before Justina and Frank had divorced and left the Knox Estate behind. For a period of years people were living in the house, renting it, and no one wanted to stay. That’s what Justina had told her. How many times had someone tried to cover up the stain marking Emily’s death, only to have it seep back, she wondered? Did every tenant who rented the house start to feel the evil that was decaying in their walls?

      Katie shivered. How many people had rented out the home without realizing its history? Now that she was involved all the freaky stuff was happening. Katie was beginning to think that she was a magnet for the weird and haunted. This wasn’t the first time she’d stumbled into a house with a dark story.

      Could it be her, and not just coincidence?

      She shook her head to clear it out of dark thoughts like that. Whatever the case may be, she needed out of this house. “Come on,” she told Mel. “It’s time to cut my losses and run, I think.”

      “I’m with you, Katie. Just like I said before. I’ll help you get your stuff together and then we can find a liquor store in this town and drink wine in your motel room.”

      Thank God for Mel. What would she do without her best friend? “What should we drink to when we get there?”

      “Well, we could always take out a dictionary and start with the A’s.”

      “Mel,” Katie scolded playfully.

      “Appletini, apricot brandy, anisette, amaretto...”

      “Seriously.”

      “Black Russian, burgundy, bourbon...”

      “Mel.”

      “Fine. Then let’s toast to you, and let’s toast to me, and let’s toast to missed opportunities.”

      “I’ll drink to that.”

      “Amen.”

      Heather the waitress came over, collecting the soiled napkins and the coffee cup and the untouched pie on a tray to remove them. “I’ll be back to take your order in a minute,” she said. “I know I told you to come back when you had gossip to share, but I didn’t think you’d want to become the gossip!”
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      Somehow, deciding to give up on the remodel of the Knox Estate made Katie feel a world better. It was like she was shedding stress with each step on her way up the front steps. She slapped her palm against the solid front doors, and ran her fingers along the wallpaper of the entry hall. It was a nice house. It really was. It just wasn’t worth the effort.

      “Is all your stuff in the bedroom upstairs?” Mel asked her.

      “Yeah. Except for some tools and small things down here. It won’t take long to pack up.” Katie sighed as she looked around her. She hated to give all this up. It could have been a great house, when it was fixed up.

      Mel put her hands on her hips, giving Katie a look. “Having second thoughts?”

      “Kind of. It’s a beautiful place. If there wasn’t this terrible backstory tainting the house then I wouldn’t even hesitate.”

      “Oh. I thought maybe you were disappointed that Bill wasn’t here waiting for us again.” Her smile flickered with her thinly veiled suggestion.

      Truth be told, Katie did have to admit she was a little let down that Bill wasn’t here. Would that have made things easier or harder for her, she wondered. It had gotten to a point where she just naturally associated Bill with this house. Like the two of them were connected in her brain. Giving up one, would mean giving up the other.

      She stopped at the bottom of the stairs and looked up. It was a dizzying sight, looking up three stories from the bottom. For just a moment she began to feel wobbly. The room spun around her and she lost her balance, sitting down hard on the stairs as colors ran and faded and everything changed.

      Under her hand, the wooden railing felt strong and new. Her feet sank into plush carpeting that suddenly spread across the floor and the stairs leading up behind her. The air felt fresher and smelled cleaner. The wallpaper came alive with patterns of flowers and leaves that had been previously covered up under grime and years of dust.

      From behind her, a girl’s pretty voice called out. “I’m leaving, Mom.”

      The girl walked down the steps in a white dress and a light blue sweater.

      She walked straight through Katie.

      Her skin crawled. The sensation was unearthly. What was this?

      The girl hummed and stopped a few steps away, twirling so that her skirt flared, her hands folded up to her chin with an almost childlike excitement. On a finger of her right hand a gold and diamond ring sparkled. Katie recognized the face and that long flowing hair from the photo Justina had shown her.

      Emily Knox.

      A dream. This must be a dream. But she wasn’t sleeping. Some sort of daydream, then. Katie stared, unable to turn away, as Emily stopped suddenly and stared off into the house. “Mom? Are you here? I’m going out.”

      Dark shadows collected in front of Emily. She gasped and stumbled back a step, grabbing the pleats of her white dress. They collected and grew and became the shape of a man. He was blurry and indistinct, a black hole where Katie knew a person should be standing.

      “You aren’t leaving, little girl,” the darkness said.

      “Daddy, yes. I am.”

      Katie stood up from her perch on the steps. This was Emily’s father, W. Frank Knox. In this vision—dream he was reduced to something like a visual embodiment of raw emotions. Anger. Rage. Jealousy.

      “You will not leave this house!” Frank’s voice bellowed. “You’re going out with him, aren’t you? That Miquel character. I forbid it! I forbid you to leave with that boy!”

      “Daddy, I love him! You can’t keep us apart.”

      The darkness swirled out and grabbed hold of Emily’s arm. It was an action that spoke of violence, both old and recent.

      “Ow! Daddy, you’re hurting me!”

      “You are my daughter, and you will do as I say.” His voice hissed and sputtered, like static on a radio not quite tuned in properly. “If I have to lock you in your room until you see the light, then that’s what I will do!”

      He began pulling Emily toward the stairs and although she struggled, her father was far stronger. Katie backed out of the way as the two apparitions inched closer, still arguing with one another.

      “Daddy, let go! I want to leave. I want to be with Miguel!”

      “You will not say his name in this house! I forbid it!”

      “Where’s Momma? She won’t let you do this!”

      “Your mother does as she’s told. It’s long past time that a willful child such as yourself learned to do the same. You will obey me, or you will suffer the consequences!”

      Inside the shadows something moved, and Emily screamed as her head was knocked backward by the hard slap of her father’s hand. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth and dripped onto her white dress.

      “To your room, now!”

      “I can’t do this, Daddy. I have to go. I have to go with Miguel!”

      Through her tears Emily begged her father over and over to let her go but it was no use. He was suddenly dragging her by the wrist up the stairs, on her knees.

      “Stop fighting me!” her father roared.

      “Don’t do this, Daddy, please.”

      “You’re making this worse. Do as I say.”

      “Don’t do this, please!”

      “I am your father, and I will do as I please--!”

      “Daddy, don’t hurt me! I’m pregnant!”

      Katie gaped at the vision playing out like a movie in front of her. She wasn’t imagining this. She knew that much. Somehow she was really in the middle of this moment in time when a teenaged Emily Knox had told her father that she was with child.

      Justina Knox had acted like her daughter being pregnant was a rumor. A lie. Nothing that she had ever heard about. She said that her daughter was too innocent to get pregnant.

      Well. Apparently her father knew about it.

      Sometimes things happened, even to good girls. Katie knew that from experience. Getting pregnant didn’t make Emily a bad girl, just a foolish one, to have allowed herself to be put in that position before she was ready to take care of a child of her own.

      “Come on, Frank,” Katie whispered to him, even though she was sure they couldn’t see her. “You have to know your daughter is only trying to do what’s best for her and the baby. Stop hurting her!”

      The shadows of Frank Knox’s ghost went perfectly still. It was as though Katie had managed to reach him through the obstacles of time and death. He would stop hitting her now. Things would be different between them. Love could make everything all right...

      Raising his arm again, Frank brought his hand down hard on the side of Emily’s face.

      Katie’s scream echoed around the room. Her father had recovered from his shock and was back to hitting his daughter again. He tugged her up one step. Then another.

      “Stop it!” Katie yelled at him. “Stop it, you’re hurting her!”

      Ignoring Katie as if she was the ghost here, Frank hauled his daughter up to her feet, screaming in her face. “How could you do this? How could you do this!”

      Then he practically ran up the stairs with her, heedless of how she banged her knees and tore her dress. Katie heard the door to that first bedroom on the right open and slam shut.

      After that, all she could hear was Emily’s screaming.

      Katie started up the stairs. She had to do something!

      She started up the steps.

      A hand on her shoulder brought her up short, and she nearly stumbled into the dusty, grimy wall as all around her the house snapped back to its normal self in the space of a single breath. Creaky floorboards. Loose railing. Threadbare rugs. She was back in her own time, and in her own world.

      Still she heard the screaming from upstairs.

      “Katie, what’s wrong?” That was Mel’s voice, and now Katie realized it was her friend’s hand on her shoulder. Mel was there for her, just like she always was.

      “Do you hear that?” Katie asked. “Can you hear that screaming?”

      Mel looked at her like she’d lost her mind. “There’s nothing to hear, chickie. Are you all right? You look pale. Come on. Let’s get you some air outside.”

      “No, no, we need to go see...”

      What, she asked herself? See if Emily’s all right? They knew she wasn’t all right. She was dead. Poor, poor girl.

      However she’d been able to see that memory of the past just now, she knew it was all real. Almost like the house was telling her its story. She survived an abusive father and a mother who told her the abuse was okay, only to be killed later on. Did Miguel do it? Who else was there to suspect except Miguel? Emily had told her father she was running away with Miguel, because she was pregnant. Something must have gone wrong. He wouldn’t be the first boyfriend to kill a girl out of pure frustration!

      At the edge of her senses she heard the screams again.

      “Come on,” she told Mel. “We’re going back up to Emily’s bedroom. And bring your Ouija board!”
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      In the upstairs bedroom, Katie waited for Mel. Would the Ouija board work this time? It couldn’t possibly. The last time they’d used it they hadn’t called up anything. Well. Except for Bill.

      The cold in the room seeped into her skin, and she shivered.

      Where was Bill? she wondered. For a man who wanted a job he certainly seemed to be keeping his own hours. After all, what had he done for her? He’d made a hole in her living room wall, that’s what.

      No, wait. He hadn’t even done that. He’d taken off the trim around the wall and pulled up her carpet and basically slowed the whole project down. Sam and her guys had actually been the ones to tear open the wall and find Emily Knox. Now that she thought about it...

      “You’d think,” she said, narrating her thoughts out loud, “that Bill didn’t want me to see what was in that wall. What kind of a contractor doesn’t want to do work?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      As if her thoughts had called him up, there was Bill, standing in the open bedroom doorway. Katie folded her arms and glared at him. “Well, well, well. Twice in one day. I feel so special.”

      “You are special, Katie.”

      His soft words sent a thrill up her spine. This man was going to be her undoing. Another night like they’d had together and she might just decide to hold onto this house no matter what the cost. Just to be around him.

      “You shouldn’t be in this room,” he said to her, neatly breaking the spell of her own thoughts that she’d been falling under.

      “I’m pretty sure I’m still the owner of this house.” She levelled her stare at him, and refused to be distracted by how pretty his face was, or how big the muscles on his arms were. “I’ll stand in any room I please, thank you very much.”

      A shadow passed over his face. “This is not a good room. You see how cold it is in here? That’s not natural.”

      “I know,” Katie admitted, not wanting to get into a discussion with him about ghosts and how firmly she believed in them. Some days she wondered if she had ever passed a ghost on the street and mistaken him for a real person. Or if she could reach right out and touch one the same way she could touch her best friend.

      “You know? Is that what you just said? Then fine, Katie. Listen to me. Let me protect you. That’s what a man is supposed to do. Come out of that room.”

      “A man is supposed to...?” She gasped, unable to make herself repeat the rest of it. “You don’t own me, Bill! I’m my own woman. I go where I please, I do as I please, and I sleep with whoever I please.”

      She put an emphasis on those last words that was laced with acid. He was beginning to remind her of how Justina had described her own husband. Controlling. Domineering. Justina had been married to W. Frank Knox for years, and taken his abuse, and obviously watched him abuse their daughter, and still she tried to defend him all these years later. Men did not own their women. They were not possessions. Any man who thought like that was nearly a century out of date.

      “I think you should leave,” she said to him, turning her head aside and telling herself she would not cry just because she was so upset. The deal with the house was falling apart, and now a guy who had seemed so great at the start was turning out to be a real bastard. “I don’t need your...services anymore.”

      Her mind tripped over that one word, realizing it could be taken two ways.

      “You still need me,” he insisted.

      She gathered her courage, and closed her eyes so she wouldn’t have to look at him. “I think I’ll be the judge of what I need. I want you to leave.”

      Silence.

      “Bill? Did you hear me? I asked you to go.”

      She listened, but she didn’t hear anything at all. What was he doing? Then, she heard the floorboards creak, creak, creak, and she let out the breath she’d been holding because it meant he was walking away just like she’d asked him to.

      Only, the noises of protest from the worn out floor were getting closer. Closer.

      Closer.

      She clamped her mouth around a very unladylike scream and opened her eyes, swinging out defensively with one hand.

      If Mel hadn’t ducked, Katie would have hit her for sure.

      “What are you doing!” Mel demanded. “I know you’re under a lot of pressure, but do you have to take it out on me?”

      “Oh, Mel, I’m so sorry! I thought you were Bill.”

      Mel stood up as straight as she could, at a height with Katie’s cheekbones. “Are you saying you mistook me for a boy? Do I look like a man to you?”

      “No, I meant... Bill was just here! You must have seen him!”

      Mel shook her head, still angry over the swipe Katie had made at her. “So, what are you saying? You were trying to hit Bill? Why? I thought you two couldn’t keep your hands off each other.”

      Katie hugged her arms around herself, suddenly cold again. “Things change.”

      “Hmph. Whatever. Sorry to disappoint you but there’s no Bill here, just me. With the Ouija board. Now if we had some alcohol with us, this would be a real party.”

      “We need to try to reach Emily’s spirit,” Katie said, ignoring Mel’s attempt to make this into a joke and pushing thoughts of Bill out of her head. “How do we set this up? We just put it down on the floor, right? With the heart shaped triangle thing?”

      Mel looked at her skeptically. “You don’t really believe in this, do you?”

      “No,” Katie admitted. “Why? Is that necessary? Does it only work if I believe in it?”

      “Well, sure. I think.” Mel laughed nervously. “I really don’t know. I’ve seen my grandmother use it to contact specific people in her life but I always did suspect she was just putting on a show for me.”

      “I never used to believe in ghosts,” Katie told her. “But I’ve still seen more than my share!”

      “But we tried already. Remember? We didn’t connect with Emily Knox.”

      “I think we will this time. I feel like...” How was she supposed to explain to Mel about the vision she’d had downstairs, or the dream either? She couldn’t even explain it to herself! “I just feel like she’s closer now than she was before. I feel like, you know, she’s trying to tell me something.”

      Mel put the Ouija board out on the floor, folding herself to sit cross-legged on one side of it. “You and your ghosts. You used to be more fun, Katie.”

      “It’s not my fault, Mel! I didn’t plan to buy a haunted house!”

      “Two haunted houses. This is number two, remember.”

      “Whatever. I don’t do it on purpose. It’s not my fault!”

      “Uh-huh. Says you. I sell houses for a living too, you know. Maybe I don’t rebuild them from the ground up like you do but still, you don’t see ghosts flocking into my life!”

      “They aren’t...” Flocking? Were ghosts flocking to Katie? “Whatever. I think we have a real chance at talking to Emily Knox. I really feel connected to her. I need to know what happened in this house. You can’t tell me you aren’t the least bit curious yourself.”

      Mel frowned, and then she sighed. “Yeah. You know I am. Fine. Let’s begin. Why this room, though? Just because it was her bedroom?”

      Katie swallowed, and settled herself on the floor along the other side of the antique wooden board. “I can’t explain why, but I think she might have been killed here.”

      Looking around the room with wide eyes, Mel hunched in on herself. “Here? Ooh, that’s some bad mojo.”

      Despite the situation, Katie giggled. “You shouldn’t use words like mojo. It sounds weird coming from you.”

      Mel stuck her tongue out at Katie, who licked her finger and touched it to the backside of her jeans, making a hissing sound. This time, they both laughed together.

      When they stopped, the laughter continued.

      They stared at each other, neither daring to speak until the sound of it had died away. It was a girl’s laughter, young and full of hope and completely out of place here in this house.

      “Please tell me you heard that too,” Katie asked.

      “Uh-huh. I heard it. Was it...Emily?”

      “I told you she was close. Come on. We need to ask her about her death.”

      “You mean who killed her.”

      Katie gathered her courage and put her fingertips on the planchette above the board. “Let’s ask her if she knows.”

      Mel rested her hands against the other side of the planchette. She took a deep breath. Together, she and Katie pushed the heart-shaped marker piece around the board in several small circles. It came to rest on the letter G in the middle. It was as good a place as any to start.

      “Emily?” Mel asked the empty air. “Emily Knox. Are you here with us?”

      Silence.

      “Are you here, Emily? Can you answer our questions?”

      Again, there was nothing.

      Katie was disappointed. “This is going to be just like the last time, isn’t it?”

      “This was your idea. Don’t give up now.”

      “But how are we going to ask her anything if she doesn’t show herself to us?”

      Cold air washed around Katie, as if it was slithering down her body.

      The planchette quivered under their hands.

      “Emily?” Katie breathed a little quicker. “Was that you?”

      The trembling against her hands got stronger as Katie strained her ears to hear any hint of a response. The silence in the room was suffocating her.

      “Emily, please, help us understand. You didn’t run away, did you?”

      Her fingers stung with a sudden cold.

      Katie opened her eyes. The planchette was shaking violently now. It wasn’t anything that she or Mel were doing. Nothing could account for this. Nothing scientific or rational, anyway.

      Then the Ouija pointer went still again, slapping flat against the board.

      “What--?” Katie started to ask.

      Under the planchette, the board moved. Katie stared as it slid along the rug between her and Mel, slowly at first, and then more quickly. Up. Down. To the right. To the left. Each time it stopped, a letter showed through the circular glass window in the pointer’s tip.

      The board repeated its pattern twice. Katie couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

      G-E-T-O-U-T

      Katie licked her dry lips. They tingled in the cold. “Emily. If this is you, can you tell us who killed you?”

      The board moved again.

      H-E-K-I-L-L-E-D-M-E

      Mel squinted down at the board. Her voice was very quiet. “What did that say?”

      Katie understood. “It said, he killed me.”

      “But who is ‘he?’ Does she mean Miguel?”

      “I don’t see who else...” But Katie realized, she did know someone else Emily might be talking about. What other male figure did Emily have in her life? The one who had dragged her to this very room and beaten her mercilessly.

      Her father.

      “Emily?” Katie’s voice trembled as she asked. “Did your father kill you?”

      The board slid under the planchette again. Katie saw the direction it was moving, bringing the window of the pointer up toward the YES. She expected it to land there. Instead it slid to stop over a single letter.

      W.

      They both waited for the ghostly hand moving the Ouija to say more. Instead the board stayed perfectly still. Just that one letter.

      “What’s that mean?” Mel asked. “It’s just a letter. Does it stand for something? Winning? Wonderful? Wishbone? How are we supposed to know what that means?”

      With a violent jerking motion the planchette pulled their hands around in a circle, then landed back on the W.

      Katie knew Emily was trying to get a message through. She was trying her best to answer Katie’s question. Did her father kill her?

      W...W...W...

      Her father! Of course. Katie had forgotten because everyone kept calling him Frank Knox. Even his ex-wife, Justina, called him Frank. She’d heard his full name enough that she should have remembered, though.

      W. Frank Knox. That was his name. He abbreviated the first part of it with that single letter.

      Emily was answering the question after all. Just not the way Katie had expected.

      So what was his real first name? “Emily, your father’s name. His first name. What was his first--”

      The board and pointer both flipped straight up into the air, slapping their hands away and rattling flat against the ceiling before falling down to the floor again.

      Then it lay there like it was nothing more than a thin piece of wood.

      Katie’s breath caught in her throat. “Uh. Well, I guess the conversation is over.”

      In the doorway of the bedroom, a dark shadow moved. Katie snapped her head up, terror filling her, but it was only Bill.

      “See?” he said. “I knew this was a bad idea.”
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      “I’m going to be out in the car,” Mel muttered. She bent to pick up the Ouija board from where it had fallen next to Katie. As she did, she whispered, “You call my cell if he tries anything. Or if you end up staying with him. Don’t leave me hanging!”

      She glared at Bill as she walked past him, but then she gave Katie a wink before disappearing down the hallway.

      When the last creak of Mel going down the stairs was done, Katie got up on her feet. “I know I told you to go, Bill. Just leave. We’re dealing with something here and I don’t need you--”

      “Yes,” he insisted, “you do.”

      His confidence was so unnerving. It pulled her in several different directions all at once and she just didn’t know what to do anymore. On the one hand they had just been talking to a ghost, and that was just about the craziest thing she’d ever done in her life. She wanted to get out of this house and never look back.

      Plus, she thought maybe she owed it to Justina Knox to tell her that it was her husband who had killed their daughter. Only, she didn’t have any proof. Nothing that would make sense, anyway.

      On the other hand, Bill was so damned gorgeous. If he didn’t insist on being a creep and trying to dominate her then he might just be perfect.

      Her face heated as she thought about him dominating her, and the fuzzy memory of their night together took on a few details of him telling her what to do, how to do it, when to do it...

      She took a breath and folded her arms. It was still so cold in this room. First thing, she decided, was to get downstairs where it was warmer and where she could maybe think straight again.

      Keeping her eyes on the floor she started to walk right past Bill. She wasn’t expecting it when his hand caught her arm and he pulled her into his strong chest. The scent of him filled her senses, a strong and masculine smell mixed with dust and something like wood burning over an open fire. He kissed the top of her head, and the sensation of it went straight down to her toes.

      “Stop that,” she murmured.

      “Why?”

      She didn’t know.

      His hands were around her waist suddenly and then he was lifting her up off her feet and holding her body against his. His lips kissed her face, her ears, her neck, and there was no way she was cold now!

      Something in the way he held her moved her deep inside. She was his again, just like she had been...had it been yesterday? The day before? She was no longer certain. Time was losing its meaning altogether.

      He swept her down the hallway in his strong arms, and it was like she was flying as they returned to the master bedroom. There wasn’t a sound the whole way, and then just a single soft sigh as he laid her down on the bed.
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        * * *

      

      This time, Katie knew it was a dream right away.

      “I must be getting used to all the crazy. Yay me.”

      She heard her own words as if they were coming through a tunnel, when everything around her was so clear, so crisp, so...real.

      She walked the streets of Port Cable in another time. Katie could tell from the look of the buildings, the cars, the clothes that people were wearing that she was decades in the past. About fifty years ago, she would guess.

      In front of her, Emily Knox strolled with a much younger Justina Knox, daughter and mother both in dresses on a warm summer’s day.

      “I don’t understand,” Katie heard Justina say, “why you can’t just be happy for him. He is your father, after all.”

      “I know,” was all Emily would say.

      Her mother sighed in frustration. “Fine. I don’t understand why you stopped loving him all of a sudden. He used to be your hero.”

      “That was before he started hitting me, mother.”

      Justina pressed her lips tightly together for a moment while people passed by. She didn’t like talking about this in public. “He strikes you to discipline you, child. It isn’t like he’s done anything worse to you than a firm slap across your face when needed.”

      Emily remained silent to that.

      Turning now to look at her daughter, Justina searched the teenager’s face. “Well, has he?”

      Emily lowered her head, and placed her hands tightly over her stomach.

      “Of course he hasn’t,” Justina continued, convinced in her own mind that her husband was a wonderful man who used physical discipline as a show of love. “Now. We’re going to the library, and we’re going to watch them unveil the painting, and then you can go off and traipse through the park, or whatever it is you do when we’re not around.”

      That brought a smile to Emily’s lips. She looked back over her shoulder for just a moment, and her gaze locked with Katie’s.

      “Are you watching?”

      The scene changed abruptly, and they were standing in the town library. Katie recognized it from when she’d been here before, but it was a much brighter place here in the past. She blinked around at the crowd of people gathered around one wall of the building, toward the back, in a corner that Katie hadn’t seen before.

      A long curtain had been draped over something hanging on the wall.  A painting, Katie realized, but a huge one. This must be the painting that Justina had told Emily they were coming to see unveiled. The crowd hushed, and the librarian--a man--said a few words before pulling a cord that tugged the curtain off and over the painting. It fell to the floor with a crisply audible whump.

      The people in the room all cheered and clapped politely. Katie tried to focus on the picture, tried to see the face, but the dream was already beginning to blur and fade away. It was a tall portrait of a man in a nice black suit, standing proudly in front of shelves full of books...

      “You see?” Justina said quietly to Emily. “That’s your father. He’s a great man to have endowed this library. And the school as well. I doubt Port Cable would have survived for even ten more years without our family money.”

      “Yes,” Emily said, pressing her hands to her belly again as if she was going to be sick. “He’s a great man.”

      The dream began to break apart as dreams will, and try as Katie might the only thing that she could still see on the portrait was the nameplate at the bottom of the frame, flaring with a light all its own.

      Emily turned to her again. Looked right at her, and smiled a sad smile. “Are you watching?”

      Katie snapped awake in her bed to someone shaking her arm. She sat up slowly, groggily, and the sheet fell away from her. She snatched at it again when she realized she was naked.

      Mel stood there, her hand still on Katie’s arm. She looked annoyed. “You left me waiting out there in the car so you could take a nap? Seriously?” Then she seemed to notice the amount of skin that was showing from underneath the bedsheet. “Ooh. Or were you up here getting a quickie? Where’s Bill?”

      She flipped the edge of the sheet up and Katie squeaked and pulled it back to cover her bare butt cheeks. “Mel, stop it!”

      “I thought maybe you were hiding him under there. Where’d he go?”

      Katie didn’t know. She pulled her legs up to her chest and hugged them there, trying to remember the moments she had just spent with Bill. She knew they had fallen into bed together, here in this room, and then... She didn’t remember. Just like the last time she’d been with Bill she only remembered the feelings, the emotions, the sense of pure pleasure he had left her with. Nothing else.

      Didn’t he enjoy it, too? He’d loved her and left her and just like that he was gone again. Pushing a hand through her hair she sighed out a long breath. She might just have to face the fact that Bill was using her for some reason. Taking what he wants, and then disappearing like the wind, or something.

      She couldn’t keep doing this. She couldn’t keep letting one gorgeous, spellbinding, dominating man keep turning her inside out. This had to be the last time.

      At the same time she knew she wouldn’t be able to tell him so to his face. Leaving him a note seemed to be the only way out for her.

      “Coward,” she muttered.

      “What’s that?” Mel asked.

      “Nothing. Um. What time is it?”

      “It’s only four o’clock.” Mel picked up Katie’s clothes from around the room and dropped them on the bed for her. “I was going to come up earlier. Glad I didn’t!”

      “Will you stop?” Katie left the clothes in their pile and padded over to her suitcases to get out fresh everything. She would have felt dirty putting the clothes back on that she’d been wearing when Bill and her had, um, gotten undressed. “We have to go into town. I want to stop at the police station and see if Officer Clausen is still there.”

      “The police? Where did that come from?”

      “They have Miguel Sanchez still in custody for trying to attack us, right? He’s still at the station. The police have a murder investigation on their hands and I want to make sure they aren’t going to try pinning this on Miguel.”

      “Whoa, Katie, slow down! That is so not our problem. I’m a real estate mogul. You flip houses for a living. Neither of us is Nancy Drew!”

      “I know, but Miguel didn’t kill Emily. We both know that. It was her father. I can’t just let an innocent man be sent to prison for something he didn’t do. Not if I can help prevent it.”

      “So what are you going to tell them? Hmm? You gonna say hey, me and my friend were using a Ouija board and we’re pretty sure it was telling us that Emily Knox was killed by her father. Geez, Katie, they’ll put you in the cell right next to Miguel and send you to the same nuthouse they ship him off to!”

      “I know.” Katie hooked her bra in place and then pulled a heavy blue blouse over her head, tucking it into her drawstring khakis. Not exactly a look that went together but her mind was on other things. “Still, I have to try. I’ll think of something.”

      “Whatever. It’s never dull when you’re around, is it?”

      Katie hugged her friend. “I’m glad you’re here, Mel. I don’t know what I’d do this time if I was alone.”

      “You’re never alone, chickipoo. I’m always there for you. So. To the police station?”

      “Yes. Then there’s somewhere else I need to go, too.”

      She remembered bits and pieces of the dream Mel had woken her up from. Mostly, she remembered Emily showing her that portrait in the library. Are you watching?

      Yes, she was, but what was she supposed to see?

      “Fine.” Mel linked arms with Katie and they started out of the room together. “As long as you promise me there’ll be wine tonight then I’ll go wherever you lead!”
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      “You know, I was just thinking.” Mel leaned her head against the doorpost on her side to look through the passenger’s window. “None of my other friends take me to the police station.”

      “Does that make me special?” Katie asked as she unbuckled herself. “Only the best for you, Mel!”

      “Uh-huh. You mind if I stay here this time? Ever since college me and cops don’t much get along.”

      “Sure.” Katie patted her friend’s knee. “I remember that story.”

      “All of Nevada remembers that story. The video is still on YouTube. I’ve seen a few memes out there with my face on them.”

      Heh. Only Mel could gain that kind of notoriety just for trying to buy a guy a drink. “I’ll be right out. This won’t take long.”

      “Sure, unless they think you’re crazy and need to go spend some quality time in a padded cell.”

      Katie rolled her eyes and left her there in the car. She wasn’t wrong, though. She could not tell anyone that she’d been consulting Ouija boards or having dreams that might all be true. There had to be some way of proving that Miguel didn’t kill Emily, even if they couldn’t prove her father was the real killer after all these years. Something she could say that the police would believe.

      Inside the building she waited at the service window for someone to notice her. She gave it a minute or two before she slapped the little metal bell on her side of the ledge. Then she had to wait another couple of minutes before anyone came out to see who was there.

      She’d been hoping to talk to Officer Clausen. Luck wasn’t on her side.

      The chief of police himself strolled up to the window. He was still wearing his full uniform, including the stetson. Katie wondered if maybe the man slept with that hat on. He seemed the type.

      He stared at her through the plexiglass for a moment as his frown deepened. “Miss Pearson. Haven’t you caused enough trouble for my people for one day?”

      “What trouble, Chief Anson?” Katie instantly went on the defensive. It was the tone the man was using with her. Like she was something for him to scrape off his shoes and throw away. “You mean stumbling on a decades old crime for you? You’re welcome. Listen, do you still have Miguel Sanchez here?”

      “I don’t see where that’s any of your business. That’s my business, and the business of the people of Port Cable. That’s not you.”

      Katie realized now that coming here was foolish. This man wouldn’t listen to anything she had to say even if she did have proof to give him. “I’m still the victim here, right? Miguel tried to attack me? Then I think that makes it very much my business.”

      He nodded slowly, but it was obvious he wasn’t happy about it. “You’re the victim, sure. Miguel Sanchez tried to attack you. That’s what’s allowing us to hold him. After talking to Justina Knox, I think maybe Miguel did something a lot worse. The death of a young girl trumps you getting your skirts ruffled, don’t you think?”

      Oh yes, she did not like him one bit. “I never said it didn’t.”

      “Then why are you here clogging up my lobby?”

      Katie ground her teeth together. There was nobody else here besides herself! “I just wanted to see what was happening with Miguel.”

      “After stirring him up, you mean.”

      “I was just asking him some questions!”

      “Uh-huh. Playing private detective or whatever you big city girls do when you’re bored. Should’ve just stayed home and played with your dolls, Miss Pearson. You and your friend wouldn’t have gotten into trouble that way.”

      She was suddenly very happy that there was a sheet of heavy plastic between her and them. Getting arrested for punching a cop was not going to make things any easier on her. Even if it might feel really, really good.

      “Chief Anson. I didn’t come here to argue with you.”

      “Smart woman.”

      “Screw you. I just want to be kept advised of what’s happening with Miguel. Since I’m the victim.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You want to talk to me like that again, little lady. You and me will have this conversation all over again in one of our comfy jail cells.”

      Katie knew she’d gone too far but she also had the feeling that it wouldn’t have mattered what she said. This man was the exact opposite of Bill. Where Bill tried to make decisions for her in a loving sort of way, Chief Anson just wanted to dominate everyone around him. It was an interesting comparison.

      She really should have checked out Port Cable before she bought a house here. This was definitely not her kind of town.

      “I think we’re done here, Miss Pearson.” He actually had the gall to tip his hat to her. “Why don’t you finish up your business here in our little town and get yourself gone, before I decide to take a look at whether you have all your permits in order.”

      “Don’t threaten me! I own the Knox Estate now. I bought it from the bank.”

      “Uh-huh. But, you don’t have your work permits yet, do you?”

      “I haven’t had anyone in there doing any work. Well.” She blinked. “Except Bill. But he didn’t even open up the wall, that was Sam and her crew.”

      His eyes studied her. “I know Sam. She’s a good contractor. I don’t know any Bill doing house work around here, and I know everyone. You bring someone in from out of town, did you?”

      “No, he’s a local.” Well, she thought he was local anyway. Come to think of it, she didn’t even know Bill’s last name! “Don’t worry about my business, Chief. Just worry about yours. Miguel didn’t kill Emily. Her father did. Take your head out of your...stetson, and do your job!”

      She turned on her heel before she could see it, but she could pretty much picture what his face must have looked like. It was definitely time for her to be going.
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        * * *

      

      She could have walked to the library from the police station. It would have taken a little longer but the fresh air would have been good for her head. The thing that decided her to drive instead was not wanting to leave her car unguarded in Chief Anson’s front yard.

      Mel woke up with a very ungirly-like snork. Katie smiled triumphantly at her friend. “Guess I’m not the only one who needed a nap.”

      It was nearly five o’clock when they got to the library. Katie knew from the posted hours she saw on the door last time that it was almost closing time. Bethany the librarian was already locking up out front. They’d caught her just in time.

      Looking up at Katie and Mel as they approached, she adjusted her glasses with a smile. “Why, hello again. Back to look for more newspaper articles?”

      “Not this time,” Katie said. “Um. Is there a big painting in one of the back corners of the library? A painting of Frank Knox?”

      “Oh, sure there is.” Bethany laughed and slid her key back in the doorknob. “I should have shown you that when you were here before! I swear, sometimes I don’t know where my head is. Here you are, looking into the history of the Knox family and I forget to show you the painting!”

      Inside, Bethany turned the lights back on. The fluorescent bulbs hummed to life overhead as she led Katie and Mel through the rooms. “The library was funded in large part by the Knox family,” Bethany told them. “Frank Knox gave quite a bit of his money to help the town build several of the buildings that are still around today. This library, the school, the police station, a few others. Oh, some said it was because he wanted to buy the town up and possess it all for himself, but I think those people are just jealous. I think Frank Knox was a great man.”

      If you only knew, Katie thought to herself.

      “Well, here we go.” Bethany waved a hand up to a painting so big it was nearly floor to ceiling, in a heavy gilded frame. It was the same painting that Emily had shown her in the dream only this time, she could see it clearly. There stood her father, rendered in great detail in oil paint, regally staring down upon everyone.

      Are you watching?

      Katie was definitely watching now. She stared at the face. Short brown hair swept back over his ears. Ice blue eyes. A strong, muscular body that the painter had managed to capture so well even in dark hues of a black and gray suit. There was a little curl of a smile on one corner of his mouth like he was laughing at her.

      Her knees went weak. She wanted to sit down but there weren’t any chairs around. She leaned on Mel instead.

      She knew that face.

      “Stunning, isn’t it?” Bethany said, looking up into the face of Frank Knox. “Don’t you wish you could have met him in real life?”

      “No,” Katie breathed. “I wish I’d never met him at all.”

      Mel pointed to the bottom of the frame, where the burnished copper nameplate had lost a lot of its luster over the years. The imprinted writing on it was still clearly legible.

      Our Benefactor. William Frank Knox.

      William. The W initial in Frank’s name stood for William...

      ...and the short form for William, was Bill.
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      “No,” Mel said. “No, no, no. This has gotten way past the freak factor that this girl can tolerate. Understand? No amount of wine will make this okay!”

      They were back in the motel room now, and despite Mel’s insistence that wine wouldn’t make it all right, she was halfway through one of the two bottles that they had purchased at a small liquor store a few streets over. Katie had only taken a sip from her plastic cup. She wasn’t in a drinking mood.

      Her stomach was an absolute mess. She’d thrown up twice since they’d gotten back to the room and she was pretty sure that whatever she put in her stomach right now was going to end up coming right back up again. Wine did not feel good on the way back up.

      “This can’t be true,” she kept muttering to herself. “It can’t be. There’s no way. Is there?”

      Mel just stared back at her. They’d hashed through this dozens of times without finding any actual answers.

      Bill was William Frank Knox, the father of Emily Knox. Most likely, her killer as well.

      Only he couldn’t be.

      “I’ve been in bed with him!” she protested, throwing herself back against her pillow. “I mean, you saw me. I was naked as the day I was born and we did things, oh Mel we did things that would make any woman melt.”

      Her face flush from both the wine and wicked thoughts, Mel sat up on her bed. “Oh, really? What sort of things? Tell me every little detail.”

      It wouldn’t be the first time that she and Mel had shared intimate details of a boyfriend. They were just that close. This time, when Katie opened her mouth to answer, she realized she had nothing to say.

      She couldn’t remember anything, except the feel of him in her arms, and the sensation of being taken care of and sheltered and...and...owned.

      “Fine,” Mel finally said. “Don’t tell me. I’ll just find a man of my own. Someday. Maybe tomorrow. Tonight, I just want to, um.”

      She laid down on top of the blanket and stretched out with her arm hanging over the edge of the bed. The nearly empty wine bottle dropped to the floor and rolled around on its side, the remaining liquid sloshing inside like waves in a mini ocean. She was snoring in another minute.

      That left Katie to stress over who--or what--she had been living with for the last few days. It couldn’t be a ghost. It simply couldn’t be a ghost. She’d seen Bill.  Mel had seen Bill. They both talked to him. To think he maybe wasn’t real, or maybe was only a specter of someone who used to be alive, was unthinkable.

      Although...

      He was always just appearing, just all of a sudden there. She never heard him coming. She never saw him driving a vehicle. The floor...she suddenly realized that the floor upstairs never creaked when he walked on it. Not ever. When he carried her to the bed today it had been in silence. No sound. Just the beating of her heart and the blood rushing in her ears.

      Then there was the body of Emily Knox. It took Sam’s crew just a few minutes to uncover her behind that spot of decay on the walls. Bill had been working in the living room for days and all he did was make a bigger mess. He tore the edge molding off the walls and he piled debris on the floor, but he never got around to opening up the wall like he was supposed to. It was like he didn’t want anyone to find Emily. Like he wanted the location of her tomb to remain a secret.

      He looked just like the portrait of William Frank Knox. His name was Bill, for the love of God.

      Did that make him a ghost?

      Could a ghost manipulate her mind and make her think she had done things she hadn’t? Blur her thoughts enough to make her think she was, um, in bed with him when really it was just herself and a mixture of emotions and endorphins coursing through her bloodstream?

      There had to be another answer. Something she wasn’t thinking of. How could she be seeing a man who had been dead for half a century?

      Unless it wasn’t him.

      Katie crossed her legs and let her hands drop into her lap. “What if he only looks like the high and mighty W. Frank Knox?” she asked herself. “Sure. Everyone in the world has a double. Somewhere in Holland there’s a woman who looks just like me.”

      Right now she wished that she was that woman.

      So maybe that’s what was happening here. Only, Bill didn’t only sort of look like W. Frank Knox, he looked exactly like W. Frank Knox. How was that possible?

      Usually, only people who were related looked that much alike.

      “So does that mean he’s related to the Knox family?”

      She gasped and swung her legs over the edge of the bed as that thought took hold. That might be why he never told her his last name. That would explain so much. Like how he seemed to know all about the Knox Family Estate. Or how he acted exactly how Justina Knox described her husband. Domineering. Needing to be in charge all the time. Those were the sort of things that were passed down as family traits.

      “But who is he?” she wondered out loud. “How is he related to the Knox’s?”

      Then another thought struck her. Emily had been pregnant. Rumor around town had told her so, and Miguel had confirmed it. Katie had been building this very elaborate theory about how Emily had been killed before the baby was born. What if...

      What if!

      Could Emily have run away from home long enough to have the baby, and then come home to meet her death? That would have been only a few months. It still would fit into the time frame the police had worked out for the murder. It would have still happened before Emily’s parents divorced and moved out.

      If she had her baby, and gave it up for adoption, then came back home expecting her father to welcome her with loving arms only to have her father kill her instead...but that would mean the baby was still alive.

      Bill could be Emily’s son. William Frank Knox’s grandson. That would explain why he looked and acted just like him. Wouldn’t it?

      “Except he’d be, like, sixty years old or something.” She was really getting tired of carrying both sides of this conversation by herself. If Mel were awake--and sober--what would she say? “Ha. That’s easy. She’d tell me to stop being so uptight and have a drink!”

      She picked up her plastic cup from the nightstand again and lifted it to Mel in a toast. Mel slept on, snoring louder than before.

      Katie drank a double swallow of her wine. It warmed its way down her throat and into her chest. It felt good. Maybe Mel had the right idea. Drinking herself into oblivion had a certain appeal right now.

      “Back to what you were thinking about, girl.” She sipped at her wine again. “Emily has her baby. Names the baby Bill after her father. Emily comes back to town and gets killed. By her father, insert irony here. Baby grows up, one thing leads to another and I end up falling into bed with a very young looking middle-aged man.”

      This time she gulped the rest of what was left in her cup. Sucking a breath in, she savored the taste of it against her tongue, and laughed. “And none of this means a thing. I’m left with a house nobody is going to want to buy. Maybe I should just tear the whole thing down and put up a mini-mall.”

      After all, sometimes you need to make a mess before you can make things better. She laughed out loud as she repeated Bill’s favorite little axiom. How ironic would it be for her to do exactly that to his family home?

      She was still confused about how young Bill looked, but some men just aged better than others. A man who was sixty years old could look half that age. It wasn’t fair, but when was life ever fair for women?

      Throwing her plastic cup into the corner, watching it flip end over end in a lazy fall to the carpet, Katie grumbled to herself. So she had figured out who Bill was despite him trying to hide it. Not that it did her any good. She was still out a major investment of money in that house.

      Plus, the chief of police in Port Cable hated her.

      She was sleeping with a guy who was full of secrets no matter how you cut it.

      The wrong man was going to be charged with Emily Knox’s murder.

      And, to top it all off, she still felt like she was going to throw up.

      What she needed was a good night’s sleep. Things would look better in the morning. They had to.

      They couldn’t look any worse.

      Katie took the time to strip out of her blouse and her pants before slipping under the covers. The door was locked. The blinds were drawn. She didn’t know why she felt the need to remind herself that she was safe, but she did. It actually made her feel better.

      The sheets slid against her skin as she nestled herself in and wrapped her arms under her pillow. Tomorrow was a new day.

      Her eyes weren’t even closed when her cell phone rang from inside the pocket of her jeans.

      Frustrated, angry at the whole entire world, Katie kicked off the blankets from around her bare legs and hopped on cold feet to where she’d dropped her jeans in a heap on the floor. Fishing her phone out she swiped the screen on and checked the caller ID.

      Unknown Caller.

      “Great. Now what?” She answered the call and put it to her ear. She glanced at Mel but her friend was still dead to the world. “Hello? Who is this?”

      “Hello, Miss Pearson.” The line was full of static, but Katie could make out enough to tell it was Officer Debbie Clausen. “Could you meet me down at the Knox Estate?”

      Just like that. No small talk, no working up to it. She’d just been invited to meet the police at the Knox Estate.

      “What’s the trouble?” she asked. “I’m in my motel room. I sort of planned on staying in all night.”

      After a noticeable pause, Officer Clausen continued. “No trouble. Meet me down at the Knox Estate.”

      “You could at least say please,” she muttered. However, Officer Clausen did not say please. Or anything else. She was waiting on Katie to say something. “Am I under arrest?”

      “Of course not. Just meet me down here. I’ll explain everything.”

      The call ended. Katie stared down at her screen as it went blank again. What was that all about? Debbie Clausen had seemed so friendly when Katie had first met her down at the police station. On the call just now she had seemed distant. Abrupt. Her voice had been pleasant, just...flat.

      Which told Katie that something was definitely not right.

      Well, if the police intended to arrest her for something, like interfering with a police investigation, then she wasn’t going to keep that from happening by hiding out in a rinky-dink motel like this one. The only thing she could do was meet whatever was coming head on and try to control the situation as much as possible.

      Dressing again, she looked over at Mel. No sense waking her. Officer Clausen hadn’t asked for both of them. Only for Katie.

      Finding a notepad in the room’s desk, Katie scratched out a note saying where she was going. There was no telling when Mel would wake up. She liked to sleep. Almost as much as she liked wine.

      “Guess I’ll be back later,” she whispered on her way out, making sure to close the door up tight, just in case.
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      A single cup of wine wasn’t going to make her too intoxicated to drive. Katie knew that. Besides, the nervousness was going to burn off anything that was still in her system.

      What could Officer Clausen possibly want with her? After the way she left things with Chief Anson she envisioned all sorts of horrible outcomes, from an arrest warrant to an eviction notice for the Knox Estate. Well, that last one wouldn’t be quite so bad because if the legal authorities told her she couldn’t be there anymore then a whole bunch of hard decisions would be made for her.

      She pulled her car up to a stop at the end of the driveway and put the transmission in park, taking her keys with her. She got out and made sure to lock the doors behind her because it had been that kind of week and a girl can’t be too careful. She went up the steps to the front door and put her key in the lock.

      That’s when it occurred to her.

      The door was still locked from when she and Mel had left earlier.

      There were no other cars in the driveway besides her own.

      So...where was Officer Clausen?

      Was it possible that she’d arrived ahead of the only police officer in town who would give her the time of day? She thought back over the phone call she had received in the motel. At the time she had still been half asleep so remembering the exact words proved impossible, but she was sure Clausen had said she was already here.

      Maybe her nerves were just on edge, and maybe all this talk of ghosts was making her lose her mind, but something didn’t feel right. Without unlocking the door she slid the key back out, and stepped backward off the porch steps.

      Her cellphone rang in the back pocket of her khakis and she must have jumped three feet in the air until she realized the vibrating sensation was just her phone. Angrily she pulled it out and stared down at the display.

      Unknown Caller.

      Setting her jaw, she answered the call with an angry swipe of her finger. “Officer Clausen, I presume?”

      “Yes.” Debbie’s voice was the same as it had been earlier. Friendly, but in a cold and emotionless way. “Come inside, please.”

      Katie stared at the heavy front doors of the Knox Estate. “You’re in the house?”

      “Yes. Come inside.”

      “Officer Clausen...Debbie, are you all right?”

      “Yes. Come inside.”

      Then the call disconnected.

      Katie went to push redial, only the call had come through as unknown and there was no way to call back. She stared at the doors again. In her mind she had that alien from the Star Wars movies mumbling, It’s a trap!

      That ridiculous image allowed her to smile and shake her head at how foolish she was being. This was just a house. Bill was not a ghost. Bad things had happened here, certainly, but that was the past. She didn’t know what the future held for the Knox Estate--she only knew it didn’t include her.

      In the present, there was nothing to worry about.

      “Get a grip, Katie.” She chuckled as she put the key back in the lock on the door. “You’re going to end up being one of those old ladies who owns a hundred cats and mutters to herself all the time--”

      She blinked at that image, and stopped talking.

      The door swung open and hit the wall inside with a solid thud. That was one thing she had noticed about this house. It liked to make noise. The creaky floorboards, the screech of hinges that needed oil, and a thousand other little noises that you didn’t notice at first all went into making the house almost a living, breathing entity.

      The light switch clicked as she turned it on and light blossomed everywhere.

      Her footsteps echoed down the long entryway as she came in, leaving the door open behind her. “Hello? Officer Clausen?” She went past the dining room and the living room, and the others, looking into each room as she passed them. “Debbie? Where are you?”

      “I’m up here,” her voice called down to Katie. “Upstairs. Come up here, please.”

      Katie got to the foot of the stairs and looked up the entire height of the three stories. She held tight to the loose railing as she did, remembering how the last time this happened she had gotten dizzy and passed out and had some sort of vision. She was positive the things she had been seeing in this house were real. Only, that brought up the whole question of ghosts again...

      No visions came to her this time. No ghostly messages from the beyond. She had to say, she liked it a lot better that way.

      “Katie, come up here, please.”

      With a sigh, Katie began to climb. At least she knew she wasn’t about to be arrested. If that were the case Officer Clausen would have met her down on the first floor.

      At the first landing, where the stairs made their half turn heading up to the top floor, Katie stopped. The hallway here was deserted as well. “Officer Clausen? Where are you?”

      “In here.”

      This time, her voice came from the room on her right. The first bedroom off the stairs. Emily’s room.

      The door was open but from this angle she couldn’t see very much of the room inside. She told herself--again--to stop being a baby. Still her feet wouldn’t move. She should just go inside the room and find out what this was all about so she could go back to the motel. It was late, and it was dark outside, and she just wanted to get some sleep.

      Her tired mind caught on something she had just said. It was dark outside.

      Then why did she have to turn the lights on when she first came in? Shouldn’t Officer Clausen have turned them on when she came inside?

      “It’s okay,” she muttered to herself. “It’s all right. It’s just a house. It’s just a house.”

      No amount of talking could make this okay. Her heart began to pound in her chest and her breath came in ragged puffs, and her feet finally started to move.

      Down the stairs.

      “Nope. Nope. Nope.” She repeated that word with every creaking step, running away from that room and this house. Whatever Officer Clausen wanted to show her could wait for the light of day. In a crowded, public place.

      “Nope.”

      Step.

      “Nope.”

      Step.

      “Nope...!”

      At the bottom of the stairs she raced through the great meeting room with its cold fireplace, and down the entry hall to the front door.

      “Time to go, bye bye, buenos noches, and--”

      The front door was closed. She’d left it open, and now it was closed.

      Maybe the wind, she thought. Sure. Must be the wind.

      She grabbed the handle and immediately pulled her hand away. It was freezing cold to the touch. Her skin tingled as she flexed her fingers to work some warmth back into them.

      “You can’t leave this house,” Officer Clausen’s voice hollered down to her. “I forbid it.”

      This time it didn’t sound like Debbie Clausen. Not exactly. More like some weird autotuned mix of her voice and someone else’s. Whatever it was, it didn’t sound right.

      Pulling her hand into the sleeve of her blouse and wrapping it around her fingers, Katie took a firm grip on the handle and pulled on the door. It wouldn’t open. The cold began to seep through the thin material of her shirt as she kept trying. It was no use. The door wouldn’t budge.

      In a panic, Katie thought of every other exit in the house. “Windows. No, no. Most of them are painted shut and they’re small. Too small to make an easy exit. Back door. Yes. Back door.”

      “I forbid you to leave this house!” Debbie Clausen’s distorted voice called to her again, closer this time. The top of the stairs, Katie thought. “If I have to lock you in your room until you see the light, then that’s what I will do!”

      That stopped Katie in her tracks. “No way,” she muttered. “No way! “That’s the same thing that I heard Frank Knox tell Emily...in that vision...”

      A dark shape stood at the top of the stairs.

      The back door was past the stairs, at the other side of the house. Katie did not want to risk running by those stairs. She knew that if she tried Debbie Clausen would be on her in an instant with nowhere to run or hide.

      Right now hiding seemed to be her only option.

      “Katie. Come here.”

      She turned on her heel with another squeaked little “nope” and ran the other way. Through the dining room, to the other side, where the stairs led down to the basement.

      She had to turn the light on here as well, and wait for the old style bulbs to flicker to life. The wiring down here was worse than other parts of the house. It had been on her list of things to fix. A long list. A list she would never see to completion now.

      If she got out of this house tonight, she was never coming back.

      She nearly broke her neck racing down the rough, uneven wooden steps. Her foot slipped at the bottom and she only caught herself by catching hold of the edges of the rough stones of the wall. She got her feet under her and stumbled forward into a maze of leftover things from past residents. Justina had said the house was rented out a few times before the bank took it over and none of those tenants wanted to stay.

      They left in such a hurry that they didn’t even take all of their stuff with them.

      She edged around a stack of cardboard boxes full of newspapers and past a metal shelf rack full of paint cans and rusted spray cans of household cleaners. In the far corner the furnace sat cold and unused, probably for years. It was just a hunk of metal now--a modern art sculpture of metal grates and pipes jutting off at odd angles.

      From the top of the basement stairs she heard Officer Clausen. “I’ll find you. There is nowhere to run now.”

      Katie nearly smacked herself in the forehead. Of course Clausen was right. Now that she was in the basement she had nowhere to go. Hiding was all well and good--if she could find a good enough spot to hide in--but how long could she stay hidden? How long would it take Clausen with her police officer skills to do a thorough search and find her?

      What she needed, was a weapon.

      There was firewood stacked in a corner that had been there for God alone knew how long, damp and moldy. It would probably fall apart in her hands if she tried to use it as a club.

      One of the paint cans? No.

      “Move, Katie,” she reminded herself in a voice that was barely a whisper. “Move!”

      She went as fast as she could across the basement level. It was an open space that spanned the length of the house above, crammed with old wheelbarrows and boxes of Christmas ornaments that had seen better days and books that were layered with dust. There was nothing that would make a decent weapon.

      At the back wall, there was a space between another shelving unit holding empty plant vases and canning jars and other things. Katie sucked in her breath, and squeezed herself between the shelves and the wall. She moved in, further and further. It was the best hiding space she could find.

      To her surprise, when she got past the other edge of the metal racks there was an opening, a space created by stone walls and a stack of cardboard boxes sealed up with packing tape.

      It was like a secret little alcove big enough for five people to stand shoulder to shoulder and completely cut off from the rest of the room. If she’d gotten further in the refit of the house she would have gone through the junk down here. Then she would have found this space.

      It was perfect for her to hide in.

      “Katie,” Officer Clausen’s voice came to her in a sing song. It was muffled here in her hidey-hole. “I’m coming for you, Katie. I’m coming for you.”

      She barely breathed. Why would a police officer from the Port Cable police department be doing this to her? Sure, her and the chief were on the outs because he was a ginormous dunce, but she didn’t have anything against Officer Clausen. She actually liked Officer Clausen. What was going on here?

      “I see you.”

      Clausen’s voice was so close it chilled Katie’s blood. Just on the other side of the boxes. There was no way she could be seen here.

      Barely above a whisper, she said on the exhale of a silent breath, “I’m invisible here. No one can see me. I’m invisible.”

      Through the boxes in front of her--through them--came a dark shadowy form. It walked right into her little hiding space, and smiled.

      “Hello there, Katie. I found you.”
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      This wasn’t Officer Clausen.

      It was Bill’s face Katie saw as she screamed and flattened herself into the wall. His form was melting through the barrier of cardboard boxes and crowding her in the empty space. He smiled with his pretty face and then spoke to her with the voice of Officer Debbie Clausen.

      “Found you.”

      Katie’s brain was in overload. She felt like every neuron in her mind was melting. He was here, and he shouldn’t be here, because that was something very solid that he had just skipped right through as if it was nothing, and that was not his voice he was talking with.

      “Like that trick?” he said to her, his voice returning to his own. Once again he sounded just like the man whose spell she had fallen under. “You can’t hide from me. You can’t ever leave me. Don’t you ever disobey me again. You hear me?”

      “You...you’re a...”

      He quirked an eyebrow at her. “Yes?”

      “You’re a...”

      He stepped closer and now she could see the blazing light in his crystal blue eyes. “Say it.”

      She couldn’t make herself form the word.

      “Say it.”

      She couldn’t do it.

      “Say it!”

      The answer came out of her in a little hoarse groan, too quiet to be heard.

      He leaned in closer, until his face was almost touching hers. “Don’t mumble. Speak up. Do you think I deserve to be spoken to that way? Now, say it. Say it!”

      “You’re a ghost!” Katie screamed.

      She still couldn’t believe it. Everything she had thought about him was true. The reason why he showed up out of nowhere and disappeared just as quickly. Why the upstairs hall never squeaked when he walked there. How she couldn’t remember anything about being with him except that he’d taken her to bed and then she’d fallen asleep and each time her heart had ended up wrapped around him just a little bit tighter.

      He was starting to control her. Worming his way inside of her and making her belong to him. Just like he had to Justina.

      Just like he had to Emily.

      “You killed her,” Katie said. She was scared out of her wits and trembling so hard that she just knew her legs were going to give out on her any second but her mouth just kept running. “You killed your own daughter. She was pregnant and you killed her.”

      “That ungrateful girl! I gave her everything. I gave her a home. I gave her food and clothing and guidance! I gave her my love!”

      The way he said that set Katie’s teeth on edge. She could see it now. Almost as if this house and the spirits who dwelled within were sending her another vision of the past. Bill had loved his daughter, not in the way a father loved his daughter, but in the way a man loves a woman that he owns.

      “The baby was yours.” She hadn’t seen it, until now. Bill was the father of his own daughter’s baby. This man hadn’t just physically abused his family. He had abused his daughter in every way possible. “You did that--to your own daughter.”

      “She was mine! She needed to know the way of the world and it was up to me to teach her.”

      His voice was fuzzy now, hollow sounding and echoey and Katie wondered if it had always been that way and she just hadn’t noticed. He had worked a spell on her to hide his true nature, all the while trying to entice her into becoming his. What would her fate have been, if she’d given herself over to him?

      What was her fate going to be now?

      “You killed your own daughter,” she accused him. “You killed your daughter because she was pregnant with your child!”

      “I took her up to her room,” Bill explained, as if remembering the details of his former life for the first time. “She told me she was going to run away with that Miguel boy and I told her no. That was when she told me she was pregnant. My daughter had never lain with another man. Never! Just me, so I could teach her and guide her... She should not have gotten pregnant! That was bad of her. Very bad! She had to be punished.”

      Katie managed to take a single step to her right, back toward the narrow way behind the shelves. Could she get away from him? Would she ever be able to get away from him?

      “She fought me. My daughter fought with me and she struck me. I will not stand for my family disobeying me. I will not stand for it! Do you hear me! I will not stand for this nonsense!”

      He raised his hand like he was going to strike Katie. Only, she didn’t think this man’s ghost was even seeing her. She was certain he was seeing his own past, standing in the moment when he struck his daughter hard enough to kill her. Then, when she was dead, he brought her downstairs to the living room and placed her inside the wall to hide her.

      “We were fixing some weather damage to the inside of the living room,” Bill explained. It was almost like he was speaking directly to Katie’s thoughts. “The wall was exposed already. I put Emily in there and I did the rest of the repairs myself to give my daughter a proper burial. I didn’t let anyone else in the room until I was done. Emily will always be a part of this house. Always.”

      She dared another few steps away from him.

      He gestured wildly. “I told her mother that she had run away. I had to tell her something. It was easy to believe because Katie had always been such a willful girl. We had to tell a different lie to the town, of course, because we had a reputation to uphold. We said she went away to college and never came home. But for my wife, I said she had run away.”

      “You were a monster.” That word had never held as much meaning for Katie as it did now.

      He shrugged a shoulder in a blur of shadowy movement. “Sometimes you have to make a mess to make things better.”

      The way he said it this time terrified Katie.

      She was close enough to touch the shelves now. As the ghost stood there, transfixed by the bad things he had done in life, she bolted. She pushed herself through the narrow passage along the wall and out into the open again and then she sprinted through the chaos of forgotten possessions in the basement to the stairs. She saw them there, waiting to take her to safety, and she sobbed in relief.

      Just as her foot fell on the first stair, a hand grabbed her wrist, and held her fast.

      His touch was cold now. Before, whenever Bill would take hold of her or kiss her, his caress had been warm and inviting. Now it was so cold it burned her and she cried out in pain. “Let me go! Bill, let me go!”

      “I will never let you leave me! You are mine. Do you hear me, Katie? You are mine!”

      “No,” she managed to say. “I’m not. I don’t belong to you.”

      “Yes. You do.”

      He pulled her back, and the pain was as real as the pleasure she’d taken with him.

      “Let me go!” she pleaded. He was a ghost, she thought to herself. He shouldn’t be able to be this real or this strong or this--

      “Daddy,” a new voice said. “Daddy, please.”

      Just a few feet away, Katie watched as a pretty teenage girl with long flowing hair faded into view. Emily Knox was wearing the same white dress that Katie had seen her wearing in her vision. The one she had on the day her father took her up to her room, and killed her.

      “Emily,” he breathed.

      The sound of her name from his dead lips filled the room. She held her arms out to him. A daughter, pleading for her father’s love.

      Katie couldn’t move. She was watching something impossible play out right in front of her eyes. She felt like she was going insane. She rubbed her eyes. She blinked them. When she opened them again, the specters of father and daughter were still there.

      “Let it be over, Daddy.” Emily’s eyes blinked at tears that glistened on her cheeks with a light that didn’t come from the basement. “You killed me. You killed my baby. Isn’t that enough? This should be over.”

      Fury raged in the face of William Frank Knox. “You are my daughter and you will do as I say. Get back in your room where you belong.”

      “No, Daddy.” Now her outstretched arms lifted up to cover her face, as if to protect herself.

      “Go to your room.”

      “I’m leaving, Daddy. I can’t stay here anymore.”

      “You will go to your room, and you will stay there until I tell you that you can come out!”

      Katie took a step back down the stairs. She knew she should step in. She knew she should say something or do something. Her heart went out to Emily, dead at the hands of a jealous and abusive father. There was no way for her to change what had happened in the past.

      What could she possibly do now?

      In a flash, Bill flew across the room at Emily, his arms raised to strike her, a scream of rage filling the air. Emily cowered from her father, afraid of the man who had terrorized his entire family for years. A man who had killed her.

      “Daddy please...don’t do it!”

      His response shook the walls. “I will kill you!”

      Above them, the door to the basement stairs creaked as someone opened it wider.

      Everything stopped. The world went as still as still could be. Katie looked up at the doorway, afraid of what she would see this time.

      Justina Knox stood there, clutching her hands to her chest. Her pale eyes focused on the ghost of her dead husband.

      “You will not,” she told him, “hurt our child any longer.”

      Bill staggered back a step. “You...you can’t be here.”

      “This house is never closed to me,” she told him. “I helped make this house a home. You can’t keep me out.”

      She came down a few steps, slowly, carefully, and then she smiled at Katie. “Hello, Miss Pearson. We have a lot to talk about, you and I, but I have a family matter to attend to first, it seems.”

      Bill’s specter raged wildly, throwing his arms around and screaming in wordless anger. “Get out. Get out get out get out! I make the decisions for this family. Me! ME!”

      “You gave up that right when you killed our daughter.”

      He swept forward, toward the stairs, and Katie stumbled back from the face of his wrath. Justina stood her ground.

      “LEAVE!” Bill roared, and the air rushed around them with the force of that command, whipping Katie’s hair around her face and tugging at her clothes.

      This time, Justina took a small step back as well.

      “Daddy.” Emily’s ghost had floated closer, her voice small and sounding like she was talking from very far away. “Let us go.”

      His spirit seemed to swell, growing taller and wider, darker, blurry, filling the space from floor to ceiling and towering over Emily. “You are mine! You will be mine until the end of the world! I am your father!”

      Justina took a deep breath and walked down the stairs past Katie. “No, you’re not. You’ve done too much evil to be this girl’s father.”

      The shadowy form swirled and seethed, a storm barely contained in one spot. He growled and sputtered and Katie knew that ghost or not, if he wanted her dead there was nothing she could do to stop him.

      As he bore down on Katie and Justina, Emily’s ghost flashed a brilliant gold color, flying into the storm of her father’s emotional turmoil, twisting up inside of him, fighting him in death in a way that she never could in life. They struggled together, the storm in the basement knocking over piles of everything in their way.

      “Stop!” Justina called over the maelstrom. “Stop it! You killed yourself once over what you did to our daughter. You murdered our Emily! You took her away and it ate you up inside until you committed suicide! You are a bad man! You always were a bad man and now I’m telling you to get out! Leave this house!”

      Emily tumbled out of the darkness. Her ghost whined and keened as she fell against the wall and lay still, her image fading in and out of sight.

      Huge and distorted, the face of William Frank Knox rose in the storm and glared down at Justina and Katie. It was the old woman he was focused on. The woman who had been his obedient wife for years. The woman who was now--finally--standing up to him.

      He growled at Justina like a beast. She stood her ground, and stabbed a shaky finger at him. “I said leave! You are no longer welcome here! This is no longer your home. Go away. Go! Go away!”

      The storm lifted up on itself and coiled into a tight ball of spectral energy. A scream that started at a low pitch and then rose through the octaves shook dust from the ceiling beams. It pressed against Katie’s ears painfully. She had to put her hands over the sides of her head and even then it wasn’t enough to block it out.

      “Leave,” Justina said to him again, holding an arm up over her face, calling out above the turmoil. “Leave!”

      Katie fell to her knees, curling up on herself as the pressure of the storm built up around them. The cloud of evil that had once been William Frank Knox spun faster and faster, his face ever present on the front of the dark energy. His mouth hung open, his eyes wide, and just when Katie was sure she couldn’t take any more he burst apart with a feverish screech and a shockwave that radiated outward, through the whole house.

      Then he was gone, and it was over.

      Katie opened her eyes in time to see Justina fall to the floor in stages, her arm cushioning her head from striking the poured cement.

      She crawled over to check, and found the woman was still breathing. Blood trickled from her lips and her nose. Her eyes were open and staring, seeing nothing.

      “Oh no, oh no...Justina? Can you hear me?” Katie tried to remember where her cellphone was. Back pocket! Right. She reached for it, frantically dialing 911.

      A light radiated a pleasant warmth above her. Emily Knox had come to kneel over her mother. With a gentle hand she reached out to cradle the old woman’s face. More tears traced lines down her cheeks as she brought her eyes up to Katie.

      “It’s over. Please...tell my mother I love her.”

      Then her image wisped away, as if it had been taken from this world by a ghostly wind.

      “This is 911, what is the nature of your emergency?”

      The call had connected and the voice of the dispatcher was in Katie’s ear. She had to swallow several times before she could find her voice. It was over, she kept telling herself. It was over.

      “This is Katie Pearson,” she told the woman on the other end of the phone. “I’m at the Knox Estate. There’s been...an accident. Please send help.”

      Then she stayed on the line until the ambulance and the police arrived.
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      “I suppose I should thank you, Miss Pearson.”

      They were sitting in the Meadowlark Café together, at a booth in the far corner. It was midmorning of the next day and there was hardly anyone in the restaurant. Katie was nursing a cup of tea, although what she really wanted was something alcoholic. Something strong enough to erase the memory of what she had seen yesterday.

      Although she’d tried that last night at the motel room with Mel. It didn’t work. She didn’t think she would ever get those terrible images out of her head. There wasn’t enough wine in the world.

      “I should thank you,” Justina repeated.

      “For what?” Katie put her cup aside and folded her arms on the table. “I seem to have made a mess of things all around.”

      Justina smiled for a moment, and they both remembered Bill’s favorite saying. Sometimes you have to make a mess...

      But then she shook her head. “On the contrary, Miss Pearson. You didn’t make a mess of things. You uncovered a truth that had been buried for so long. You gave me back my little girl...”

      She had to stop for a moment and collect herself. Unshed tears brimmed in her eyes. She had spent the night in the hospital recovering from her ordeal. It was shock more than anything else, the doctors told her. Some sort of stress on her heart that they couldn’t explain. When Katie asked what she had told them, a smile spread across the old woman’s face. She kept that secret to herself.

      “You know Chief Anson came to see me in the hospital last night, don’t you?” Justina found her voice again as she dabbed the corners of her eyes with her knuckle. “He’s such a good man. We’ve been friends for years. I wish...I wish I’d known him when I was younger. Perhaps if I’d married him instead of my husband then things would have been different for me. Yes. Chief Anson is such a wonderful man.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for that.” Katie pulled a face. “He and I don’t exactly see eye to eye.”

      “Yes. He told me.”

      “He told you?” That surprised Katie. She hadn’t expected her difficulties with the local police department to become fodder for the rumor mill.

      “Oh, don’t worry. He wasn’t being critical. In fact, I think you impressed him.”

      Katie didn’t believe her. “Is that a fact.”

      “My, yes. No one ever stands up to him. You did. That’s how you earn the respect of a man like Chief Peter Anson.”

      “Not sure I want his respect to tell you the truth.”

      Justina laughed softly. “Fair enough. It might interest you to know, however, that he was the reason I came to our old estate last night. Peter came to tell me your suspicions about my ex-husband. How he had killed our daughter rather than that Miguel boy. That was when I realized you were right. I’d known it all along, I think. I was just afraid to admit it. So I went to the house to talk to you and tell you that I lied before.”

      Katie found it amusing that Justina still called Miguel ‘that Miguel boy’ as if he was still a teenager. She supposed that in a way, both Emily and Miguel would always be children in Justina’s mind.

      “What did you have to lie about?” Katie asked her.

      “I knew that Emily was pregnant. I knew. She told me the day before she disappeared. She told me she was pregnant, and she was leaving, and I chose to say nothing. Oh, I told myself it was because I wanted to help my daughter start a new life somewhere. I told myself a lot of things. The truth of it was that I was afraid of my husband. I was afraid if I told him that she was pregnant that he would take it out on me.”

      “So you knew she was pregnant, and when Bill told you that Emily ran away...you knew he killed her. You knew he was a monster but you still stayed with him? You let the man who killed your daughter get away with it and you said nothing?”

      Her hands found the paper napkin laid out on her side of the table and began twisting it in her fingers. “When you have been beaten enough, Miss Pearson, you will do anything to keep from being beaten again. It wasn’t until years later when his evil deeds had eaten him up to just a shell of a man that I felt I was safe to leave him. Not long after, he killed himself.”

      It was a strange thing to hear the whole story. Katie had guessed at bits and pieces of it so often, getting it wrong each time, but now she knew. Now she knew everything.

      A bad man had abused his wife and daughter and wrecked their home. When his mistakes bore fruit--so to speak--he made a worse mess of things by killing his only daughter in an effort to hide his deeds. He couldn’t forgive himself, and in the end the knowledge of what he had done tore him apart. He killed himself, but his spirit lived on in this house, trapped under the weight of his own sins until yesterday when Justina had gotten up the nerve to banish him.

      In so doing, she’d set her daughter free at last.

      Katie wondered what she should do now. The Knox Estate was still hers to do whatever she wanted to do with it. The ghosts of both William Frank Knox and Emily were gone now. One banished from the home, the other finally free to leave. The story was a sad one, but if she disclosed it in any sales agreement she might not even have to lower the price. Much.

      “Miss Pearson,” Justina asked quietly. “Can you ever forgive me?”

      The question caught Katie off guard. In a way, she supposed Justina needed forgiveness even more than Frank Knox had. She wanted to have someone tell her it was all right now. That the way she had lived her life wasn’t completely her fault. That much was obvious. She wanted to be forgiven for the abuse she had endured and the abuse she had visited on Emily, too. She wanted to be forgiven for living with a monster for years and saying nothing at all about it.

      The only person she knew who could give her that forgiveness, was Katie.

      “Justina,” Katie said. “You lived the life you found yourself in. Emily understands that and she doesn’t hate you for it. Just before she left she asked me to tell you that she loves you.”

      The older woman relaxed, slumping down in the booth seat with a smile that lent some extra color to her eyes. It was as if a lifetime of worry and regret had been lifted off her shoulders. “Thank you, Miss Pearson. Thank you.”

      “Please. Call me Katie.”
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        * * *

      

      Mel was sitting on the side of the bed when Katie got back to the motel room, gripping the edge of the mattress as her hangover beat staccato rhythms at the back of her head. She’d still been asleep when Katie went to meet Justina for breakfast. From past experience, Katie knew that after consuming more than a bottle of wine all by herself, Mel needed her rest. Otherwise she was a bear.

      Her friend liked wine, but she wasn’t used to drinking that much all at once. She was a social drinker, not a lush.

      “Hey,” Katie said, careful to gently shut the door to the room on its pneumatic slide so it wouldn’t make anything louder than a soft snick as it closed. “How are you feeling?”

      “Do you have to be so cheerful?” Mel grumped. “Ooh, I don’t think I’ll ever touch wine again. Well. At least not until tonight. So how did it go with Justina Knox?”

      “Not at all like I expected,” Katie told her. “We parted friends, is I guess the most important thing. I don’t think we’ll ever see her again.”

      Mel nodded. She combed her hair back with her fingers. She hadn’t looked directly at Katie once. Now the silence stretched between them.

      “Is there something wrong?” Katie asked her.

      The rude noise that Mel made in her throat was her answer.

      Katie frowned at her. “What? What is it? I know you were worried about me getting hurt. I was, too. Can you believe this story? This is crazy. I’m not going to be able to sleep right for a month! When I think of the things Bill made me do, or at least believe I was doing...” She shivered. “I can’t tell you how many times I woke up last night with all these vivid nightmares.”

      “I know, chickie. I know you’ve been through a lot but that’s not what I’m mad about.”

      So. Mel was mad? Katie was completely confused. “Then tell me what’s wrong. We can work it out, right?”

      Now her friend looked up at Katie with eyes that were red from lack of sleep and drink, and raw emotions. “I’m mad, because you went to that house without me. I could have helped you with this psychotic ghost. I could have been there for you, and you shut me out. I’m your friend, aren’t I?”

      “Of course you’re my friend, I just didn’t think--”

      “I know! That’s the problem. You shouldn’t have to think about whether or not I should come with you anywhere. I’m always here for you, Katie. I’m your best friend. That’s what best friends do. Why did you call me out here if you weren’t going to let me help you?”

      Katie thought about that. Mel was right, and she knew it. Going to that house by herself, whether she thought it was to meet a police officer or not, had been foolish. She didn’t know what Mel thought she could have done if she’d been there, but she should have given her best friend the chance to find out.

      Because that’s what friends were for.

      “Okay, Mel. I’m sorry.” She smiled, and bounced down on the bed next to her, and wrapped her arm around Mel’s shoulders to kiss the top of her aching head. “I promise that the very next time I get involved with a haunted house, I’ll have you there with me. Every step of the way.”

      “You better. Or else when I die I’m going to come back as a ghost and haunt you myself!”

      They spent the rest of the morning putting their stuff back into suitcases and making sure all the arrangements were made for them to leave Port Cable. Not for the last time. Just for now.

      Katie had made the decision sometime after giving Justina Knox a goodbye hug that she was definitely going to try to make a profit off the Knox Estate after all. She made a quick phone call to Sam the contractor, just to make sure that her schedule was still free. She was relieved to learn that it was. She even offered to pay a bonus to her crew, sort of a hazardous duty pay for finding Emily Knox buried in the wall that way.

      Sam laughed it off. “Oh, honey. If my guys can’t handle finding a dead body every now and then they’ve got no business working for me!”

      Katie had laughed with her, but she had to wonder what that meant.

      When the time came to drive out to the airport and put Mel back on a plane, Katie spent a moment standing in the parking lot of the motel and staring around at the town of Port Cable.

      It wasn’t such a bad place after all, she decided. Just a small town in America like any other. Full of secrets and stories. Some of them darker than others.

      Some of them just beginning.
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      Eight Months Later

      

      “Money? Why yes. I do like money.”

      Katie laughed at herself as she collected the mail from her condo’s lobby and noticed the letter from the bank stamped ‘check enclosed.’ This new place of hers was a little bit pricier than she could really afford, but the final payout from the Knox Estate property was going to cover several years’ worth of living here, and lots of good steak dinners besides.

      Upstairs, she got off the elevator on the fourth floor and hummed to herself as she walked to her door. Inside, the silence of single living met her. “I’m ho-ome,” she called out to no one, and no one answered.

      With a sigh, Katie tossed her mail on the table, opening the envelope from the bank and scanning the six-figure amount on the check. Perfect. It had been a long time coming. Sam and her crew had found some more rot in the walls around the living room, and in the upstairs bedroom, and other less sensational damage that had to be repaired. She’d seen photos of the finished product. It looked nice.

      One day last week she’d even gone in to inspect the results on the heels of a purchase offer. Everything looked amazing. All new appliances. Some of the original wood molding had been salvaged and refurbished. The fireplace was clean and functional. It was absolutely stunning.

      At the same time, it felt empty to her. Just like a house should.

      While she’d been in Port Cable she’d stopped in to see Miguel Sanchez. All charges had been dropped against him, at the request of Katie and Mel, and Chief Anson too. Even so he didn’t want to see her. In fact, he slammed the door to his house in her face.

      Guess there was just no pleasing some people.

      Katie looked around her empty condo. Usually being alone didn’t bother her. She lived a solitary lifestyle with just a few good friends like Mel to keep her company. She had her family back in Oregon, but she hadn’t been back there in five years or more. She really should call her mom tonight and check on how things were at the old homestead.

      For now, she just felt alone.

      It had been this way ever since the events at the Knox Estate. It was as if the fake relationship impressed on her memories by a malevolent spirt had made her long for the real thing. The trip back to inspect the house had stirred those feelings up even more.

      She shook her head. She wasn’t going to be ready to date anyone new for a long time. She still woke up with nightmares, sometimes, and the idea of opening up to another man...? Yeah. Not right now.

      Her stomach growled. She could sit here, staring at the walls and reading the latest Danielle Steele novel, or she could go for that steak dinner she’d been thinking about earlier.

      Steak. Definitely steak.

      There were any number of good restaurants within walking distance of the condo. A few blocks either way and she had Italian, Chinese, or whatever. It took her three blocks to get to the Varsity Steak House, but it was always worth the trip. She found a good seat, and ordered a New York strip steak with a baked potato and a house salad to start. And, a glass of red wine, of course.

      While she waited for the meal to arrive, she called Mel.

      “Hey chickie! How’s things out there?”

      “Fine, Mel. How about with you and...sorry, what’s his name again?”

      Mel laughed. “Sebastian. He is such a sweet guy. You would not believe how happy we are together. Might even keep him around for a while.”

      “Heh. Hope you do. You deserve to have that kind of happiness. Miss you, Mel.”

      “Aw, miss you too. What about you? Any secret guy crushes on your horizons?”

      Katie felt her expression sour. “I don’t think so. I think I might have to swear off men for a while. That mess--” She sighed, hating herself for using Bill’s word. “That mess back in Port Cable really stuck with me, you know?”

      “I know. But, Katie, you can’t just give up. Someone will come along who makes your little heart go beating. You just have to wait for that guy. Lightning will strike. Just you wait and see.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence but for now I’m solidly single. Maybe I’ll live and die as a bachelorette. Hold on.”

      She held the phone against her shoulder as the waiter leaned in with a pitcher of water to refill her glass. “Can I get you anything else, Miss?”

      “No, thank you...” Then she looked up and saw his face. He was cute, with eyes that sparkled in the light from the candle on the table. His shoulders were tight in his white shirt and black vest. He so had a body under that shirt. “Um. No. Thank you.”

      “All right. If you change your mind, my name is Brandt. Just ask for me.”

      He smiled at her, and she smiled back.

      She watched him walk away. The view was a nice one.

      “Hello? Katie? Hello?”

      The little voice from her cell drew her back to reality and she quickly put the phone back to her ear. “Sorry, sorry Mel. I got, um, distracted.”

      “Oh yeah?” Mel teased. “What’s his name?”

      Katie watched him at another table, bending over at the waist to clear away a family’s plates. She watched him work, watched the way he smiled and traded jokes with the children, and the way he filled out his clothes.

      “His name is Brandt,” she told Mel.  “And I think I’m going to order some dessert.”
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      There’s an old saying that Katie Pearson had heard more than once in her life. An old bit of wisdom that had always proven true. As the saying went, you can’t go home again.

      Being in the real estate business, buying and flipping houses for a living, Katie heard that a lot. Whenever someone would jokingly say, Hey, you can’t go home again, Katie would just laugh and change the subject. People liked to believe things like that were true.

      Well, she knew better. You could always go home. It just wasn’t going to be the same when you got there.

      Katie leaned her arm out of the window as she slowed down for the speed zone just outside of Fount Azure. Home sweet home.

      The wind blew in her long brown hair, making it fly in the breeze. Katie pulled strands of it out from in front of her designer sunglasses. Oregon always seemed to have a certain smell for her. She breathed it in now and tried not to let it bring up too many memories. Her luggage was in the backseat. She’d packed enough clothes and personal items for a two week stay.

      If she was lucky, that’s all this would take. Of course, it might end up being longer. She couldn’t be sure. It wasn’t every day you got to oversee the sale of your own childhood home.

      On the one hand, Katie was very excited. This was a chance to fix up the house and make it be just the way she remembered it from when she was a little girl. Better, even. Then she would sell it to a new family who could enjoy it just as much as she had.

      It was a bittersweet sort of feeling, because the only reason she was able to do this because her mother had passed on. Katie sighed. It was two years ago now, sure, but in all that time she hadn’t been able to do anything with the house. She couldn’t make herself do it until now. She knew what could happen to a house if it sat unoccupied for too long. If she didn’t do this now, later might be too late. Or too expensive.

      There was more to it than that. Katie couldn’t put her finger on it but it was almost like she was being drawn home. Like there was a voice asking her a question she was compelled to answer. A voice she’d been hearing for several months now, stronger and stronger.

      Come home.

      She laughed at herself in the rearview mirror. “Katie Pearson, you definitely have a weird imagination.”

      It was her habit to narrate her life. Sometimes, she thought it might be nice to have someone with her to talk to instead of just talking to herself. Someone who could listen to her rant without criticizing.

      “Katie, you’d have to get a boyfriend for that,” she reminded herself. “Now where are you going to find a man who wants to drive from state to state, flipping houses all over the northwestern U.S.?”

      Nobody answered her.

      That was definitely a problem for any potential girlfriend-slash-boyfriend relationship. Then, of course, there was the whole thing with the ghosts.

      Three times now she had bought a house to renovate and sell it again, only to find out the place was haunted by an honest-to-God ghost. Not the Casper variety either. More like those ones from Poltergeist.

      The first time it happened she’d nearly died in a fire. The second time...well, that was still an open emotional scar.

      The third time, the ghost in the house had kept smashing out a single window in the home, over and over. After spending money to have the glass replaced five times, Katie had finally torn out the whole frame and had the space bricked up, plastered over, and painted to match the wall. The ghost had been quiet ever since.

      “Just your luck, Katie,” she said to herself as she turned off the highway onto Main Street in her picturesque little hometown. “You’re brilliant at what you do, but you keep getting tangled up in ghost stories!”

      She was beginning to think it was something to do with her. Like she was a ghost magnet, or something. That thought brought a frown to her face. “Let’s hope not, Katie.” Her life was complicated enough as it was.

      Which brought her back around to the whole reason she was here again in Fount Azure. Her mother’s house.

      She had planned to go straight to her old house, and start checking it out. It wouldn’t be the same without her mother there. She wondered if maybe she should stop by the cemetery first. She hadn’t been there since the funeral and her mom’s grave probably needed some attention. There was no one else to tend to it. No one but her.

      Emotions welled up in her, just thinking about going there where her mother’s body lay in the cold, unforgiving earth.

      “House first,” she decided.

      Besides, it was already late. Lights were on inside the shops on Main Street even though she knew most of those same stores were going to close in less than an hour. Seven o’clock was going to come around early. This was one of those places where they rolled up the streets at night.

      Which meant if she was going to get something to eat before settling in for the night, something that didn’t come out of a can, then she was going to have to do it now.

      “Okay, so dinner first. Then the house.”

      She put on her signal light to pull over to the curb in front of a restaurant she sort of remembered from the last time she was in town. “Mom’s house has stood empty for two years. It can wait another two hours, right?”

      For a moment, Katie was sure she saw a pair of eyes watching her in the rearview mirror. A pair of blue eyes.

      Katie’s eyes were hazel.

      She jolted the car to a halt, one wheel jumping up over the curb, and whipped her head around behind her to see who was in the backseat.

      There was no one there. Just her luggage.

      Her heart settled back down into her chest. “Of course there’s no one there. You’ve been driving for four hours straight. How could there be anyone there?”

      Looking up into the mirror, she saw her own eyes looking back at her. Hazel, true, but in the low light from streetlamps and the setting sun they were more light green than anything else. They could have looked blue, she supposed.

      “Trick of the light,” she muttered to herself, fixing her horrible parking job between a Saab and a Toyota pickup. “That’s all it was. Just the light.”

      Probably it had a lot to do with how anxious she was to be home again, too. This was a big deal for her, and she wanted to make it go well.

      Taking her keys out of the ignition, she got out of the car.

      When Katie had last been here in town the restaurant had been called Nin’s, although she never did find out who Nin was. It had changed hands sometime in the last two years and it was now called The Over Easy. She had to admit she liked that name a lot better.

      It was still painted blue and white on the outside with huge plate glass windows to either side of the recessed door. That much hadn’t changed. She could smell burgers and fish cooking before she even walked inside.

      There was a moderate crowd seated at the tables around the room and not a one of them looked up to see who she was when she came in. They kept their attention on their meals and their conversations. She was pleasantly surprised. Maybe she could get through a meal without someone recognizing her and feeling the need to drop by her table and tell her how sorry they were about her mother dying. There had been too much of that the last time she was here.

      She found an empty table near the far corner and sat down, picking the menu out from between the salt and pepper shaker in the middle of the table. She had time to wonder how good the cheeseburgers were here before the waitress found her.

      “Welcome,” a friendly voice said. The waitress came right up beside her, holding a paper order pad in her one hand and a pen in the other. “What can I get you tonight...oh, hey! Katie Pearson. What are you doing here?”

      Katie smiled up at her old high school friend. Elizabeth Harris--Lizzy--was short and round just like she’d always been, but the cherry-red hair was new. It clashed hideously with the yellow waitress outfit she was wearing.

      So much for not seeing anyone she knew, Katie thought to herself. She had always liked Lizzy. They hadn’t stayed in touch after Katie moved away but whenever she had come back to town--before her mother’s death--Lizzy had always dropped by her mother’s house to visit with Katie.

      “Hi, Lizzy. When did you start working here?”

      “Oh, a few months back. Had to make ends meet, you know.” She rolled a shoulder. “I suppose everyone does. Are you still selling houses?”

      “Um. Renovating them and then selling them, yes. I pay someone to do all the repair work and that adds thousands of dollars to the selling price which I get to take as profit.”

      “Wow. Guess I should have done that for a living.” Lizzy laughed. “Think I would’ve been any good at it?”

      Katie smiled but kept her opinions to herself. Everyone thought what she did was so easy. It wasn’t. Finding the right properties, the right contractors, the right buyers--it took time and it took money, and patience besides.

      “It’s something you have to keep working at,” she decided to answer. “I do three or four houses a year. It pays the bills.”

      A couple at another table waved to get Lizzy’s attention and she held a hand up to let them know she saw them. “So exciting,” she said to Katie. “Is that why you’re here in town?”

      “Um, yes. Sort of.”

      “Ah, I knew it! I said to myself, Katie hasn’t been back in town since her mother passed. No way she’s just here to visit old friends.”

      Katie took that in stride, as best she could. Even before her mother’s death she hadn’t been around much and it was kind of a sore subject. “Well, you see, I’m going to be selling Mom’s old house. I just think it’s time. It needs some work but once I find a good contractor I don’t think it will take all that long to finish and put it on the market.”

      “Oh, I know just the guy!” The man at the table waved for Lizzy’s attention again, with a little less patience. “Hold on, Harold, I’ll be right there. Don’t go away Katie, okay? I know just the man to do any sort of repairs on your mom’s house that you might need. My brother is the best contractor in three counties. I’ll be right back with his phone number for you. And a dessert menu!”

      Katie chuckled softly at her old friend. Some things never changed.

      Well, it was good that she had stopped for dinner first after all. She might have a contractor lined up by tomorrow if what Lizzy said about her brother was true. Then it was just a matter of deciding what work the house needed and what she was willing to pay to have it done. Who knew? Maybe she’d be done with this whole business for good in less than a week or two.

      Looking out through the front windows of the restaurant, she wondered why she was always in such a rush to leave this place.

      For that matter, why had she been drawn back to sell her old family home now?

      As the sun began its descent toward the horizon in Fount Azure, casting everything in a gloomy orange glow, clouds massed on the horizon. There was bad weather coming. Katie could sense it.
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      “Home again home again, jiggety-jog.”

      Standing in the driveway of her childhood home on Brighton Avenue, Katie tried to laugh at her joke, but couldn’t. The image of the three little pigs defeating the big bad wolf weren’t going to cheer her up tonight. There were just too many memories here, both bad and good.

      It was getting dark out quickly with the clouds rolling in, but there was enough light for her to see the place. Just like she remembered, the house was a modest suburban residence. A testament to the middle class. A peaked roof and gabled windows, a brick chimney for the fireplace in the living room on the one end, and a backyard that increased the size of the property to about half an acre. When she’d been younger it had seemed absolutely huge, and she’d loved running up and down the stairs all day until it drove her mother crazy.

      Somehow, it seemed smaller to her. Now, as a grownup who’d seen any number of different houses built in a hundred different styles, this one was just an ordinary house on an ordinary street in a town most of America had never heard of.

      Still, the memories came back to her one after the other. Katie remembered lying in bed up in her room and listening to music or doing homework or just hanging out for no reason. She remembered the first boy that she snuck up to that room, too, although she couldn’t remember his name anymore. She remembered the way he kissed, though, because she’d used that as the standard for every boyfriend she’d ever had since then.

      She remembered her mother here, so full of life and always there whenever Katie needed advice or wanted to scream at the world. Her mom and her had been the best of friends for years.

      Then Katie had met the man who introduced her to flipping houses, and she’d left home, and never looked back. Except for a few sporadic visits she hadn’t spent much time with her mother after that.

      Then, her mother had died two years ago. That had been one of the worst days of her life. She would never get to talk to her mother again, or ask her for advice, or tell her how much she was loved.

      Or say she was sorry for ever leaving here in the first place.

      With a sigh, Katie put aside the past, and set her mind to giving the house a critical examination. It was what she was good at, and hiding behind her professional detachment helped to settle her racing thoughts.

      The roof needed to be reshingled. The front was the windward side so the back would probably be okay but if she was going to do part of it then she might as well do the whole thing so it would match. That went on the list, check.

      It needed a new coat of paint because the once vibrant red had faded until it was nearly pink in color. Or...maybe vinyl siding would be the way to go. Sometimes Vinyl looked cheap and brought the final asking price down, but she wasn’t looking to make high six figures off this particular sale. It was a humble home in a humble town, after all. Not many people jumping at the chance to own a home in Fount Azure. She would clear maybe seventy or eighty thousand, if she was lucky.

      Really, she just wanted the sale to go through so she could be done with this part of her life. So. Vinyl siding it was. Check.

      Then, landscape the front and back yard, and have the driveway repaved. The cracks under the tires of her car were bad, and sealant wasn’t going to fix them.

      Check, and check.

      She sighed. Then there was the attached garage and God alone knew what her mother had been storing in there over the years. Certainly not a car. Her mother had gotten to a point, near the end, where she couldn’t drive. ‘Legally blind’ was the term the doctor had used to pull her license. Her mother had cried that day, and so had Katie.

      The past wasn’t going to let her forget it, apparently.

      Grabbing her two suitcases from the backseat, Katie went up to the front door and fished the keys out of her pocket. These were new locks as of two years ago and there were only two sets of keys. She kept the one on her personal key ring just in case she ever came back here--

      A little spark jumped from the tip of the key to the slot.

      Behind Katie, lightning flashed in the distance.

      Holding her breath, Katie waited for the boom of thunder, counting as she did.

      “One, one-thousand. Two, one-thousand. Three, one-thousand. Four...”

      The crack of it was loud when it came, like God’s own anger being released. Wow. That was close. Better hope the roof hadn’t developed any leaks. Katie paid for a housekeeper to come in twice a week, and she’d never heard anything about the roof leaking. Although if it did this would be the best time to find out about it. Then tomorrow the contractor could come and see the problem for themselves.

      That reminded her that she still had to hire a contractor. It was lucky that Lizzy’s brother did housework. He had a crew of people working for him, supposedly, who could do everything from basement work to roof repairs and everything in between. Katie had worked with a lot of wonderful contractors in several different states. She had also worked with a lot of fly-by-night handymen who thought more of their skills than they should.

      Which would Lizzy’s brother be?

      The front door opened on creaky hinges and Katie dropped her suitcases in the entryway. She breathed in deep, taking in the smell that she had always associated with her mother, and with home. Just past this little cubicle where they used to keep their wet boots and heavy winter coats and a knick-knack table, the entryway hall led to the kitchen on the left, and the living room on the right. Further back was the stairs to the second floor.

      Along the walls, photos showed her scenes from an earlier time. Her as a little girl. Her and her mother at her high school graduation. Relatives she could barely remember. A father she’d never known. Pieces of her life that she’d pretty much forgotten about, all captured and framed and hanging there on the wall as a testimony that there actually had been simpler and better times in her life.

      After switching on the lights she spent a few seconds staring at a picture of her mother taken not long before she died. Her hair had turned from brown to gray, but Alayna Pearson’s bright blue eyes had been as stunning as ever.

      In the living room there was still a few pieces of furniture set right where she remembered them. The couch was old and the flowered fabric was threadbare. The coffee table still had the chip on the edge from where Katie had dropped that crystal serving bowl. The bowl had shattered, the table had chipped, and her mother had told her it was fine. As long as she was okay.

      “Aw, Mom,” Katie breathed. “I wish you were still here.”

      There was no dust anywhere, thanks to the housekeeper. Marlena Strohm had been a family friend, well, forever. She’d been her mother’s housekeeper while she was alive. Katie had kept her on after her mother’s death. It had been a way to let someone else worry about the house for a while. Now she was back, and it was her problem again.

      There wasn’t any spots on the ceiling that would indicate rain was getting in. No mysterious stains on the carpets--or the walls. Good. There shouldn’t be that much work to do on the inside.

      In her one suitcase she had a clean set of sheets for the bed upstairs. The one in her old room. Everything should be like she left it two years ago. She made it a habit to sleep in the houses she was fixing up to sell. This one wasn’t going to be any different just because it had been hers when she was younger. So. Make up the bed, get some sleep, and tomorrow she could make a more thorough list of repairs that needed to be done. Maybe even go to see her mother’s grave like she had avoided doing today.

      Before any of that, she had to call Lizzy’s brother.

      Riley Harris. Katie barely remembered him. They were in school together, just like her and Lizzy had been, but Riley had been a couple of years ahead of them. She remembered him being cute and funny and totally unaware of her. Which really didn’t matter now because she was looking for a contractor, not a date.

      The phone rang twice before it was picked up. “Hey. This is Riley.”

      Not exactly a professional greeting. “Uh, hello Riley. This is Katie Pearson. I’m not sure if you remember me?”

      “I do, actually. How’ve you been?” She could hear him doing something on his side of the line. “Lizzy told me you might be calling.”

      “Ok, good. Then you know what I’m calling about?”

      “Yes. You’re looking for a great contractor to fix up your mom’s house so you can sell it again. Well, not to blow my own horn, but that’s exactly what I am. So I’ll come over tomorrow?”

      “Wait.” Katie hadn’t exactly hired him yet, but then again she couldn’t hire anyone without them seeing the house first, so one way or another he was going to have to come over. Tomorrow was as good a time as any. “All right. You remember where Mom’s house is?”

      “Sure do. I knew the address back in high school. Haven’t forgotten it since. See you tomorrow.”

      He hung up before Katie could ask what he meant by that. He’d known where she lived...since high school? Oh. “Of course. His sister and I were friends. He probably had to pick her up from here sometimes.”

      No matter. She had a contractor coming tomorrow, so she could check that one off her list. Now to bed. She decided to leave her bathroom bag with her shampoo and other stuff in the upstairs bathroom. The other one had her clothes and pyjamas and clean sheets. That one got tossed on the bare mattress.

      Up in the bathroom she spent a few minutes washing her face. The water still ran clear and warm from the faucet. In the mirror she saw her face, and how tired she looked. The bed was waiting to be made up. Then again, the bathtub looked really inviting.

      “Yeah, why not?” she asked herself. “I deserve a bath. This is going to be a long few days. I’m worth it.”

      She turned the lever to the hot water. The pipes made a rattling noise at first and the water gushed out with a spurt of air before settling down into a steady stream. Good to know the pipes weren’t going to need any work. She adjusted the water temperature to just how she wanted it, and then stepped back to start taking off her clothes.

      The shower curtain had been taken away some time ago but it didn’t matter to Katie. There was no one here to see her in her birthday suit. The doors were locked and she had the whole house to herself. It was when she was unhooking her bra that she remembered she had no bubble bath to use. She decided she didn’t need it. Just laying under the water for a while would be nice—

      Oh, wait. There should still be...in the cabinet...yes!

      Her mom had stockpiled stuff like shampoo and Lysol and other things in the bathroom supply cabinet, including extra bottles of bubble bath. There was a lilac scented kind, and moisturizing bubbles, and something called Island Escape, all of them opened and half empty. She went with lilac.

      Pouring some of the purple liquid into the cap she ran it under the stream of the water. She remembered that smell. As a pre-teen girl, convinced she knew all about what it meant to be feminine, she had taken lots of bubble baths with this stuff. After all this was the same kind her mother used, and she was the prettiest woman Katie knew.

      More memories. The house was full of them.

      Her pants and underwear joined her other clothes on the floor. She shut off the faucet, and one foot at a time, she sank into the luxurious feeling of bubbly, warm water.

      It felt so good to lie there and just soak. Katie put her feet up against the tiled wall next to the faucet and sank down lower, letting her arms float. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back. So peaceful. So nice. She didn’t give herself enough time to do things like this. Life was too complicated, is what it was. If only she could go back to when she was a little girl in this house and things were simpler for her.

      “You’re a big girl now. You get to do big girl things.”

      Katie didn’t remember thinking that, but she was the only one here so she must have said it. “Doesn’t mean I can’t take time for myself.”

      “There’s no more time.”

      She shifted in the water, scooping bubbles with her hands and dropping them over the bare skin of her knees, her eyes still tightly closed. “I’ve got lots of time tonight. Lots and lots of time.”

      “There is no more time,” came the answer, in a voice that Katie suddenly realized wasn’t her voice after all. “I’m all out of time.”

      Her eyes popped open wide and she jolted up in the water, sloshing some of it over the side, drenching her jeans.

      There was no one else in the bathroom. Only her. Self-consciously she covered her chest with her arms and sat there, wondering how she was hearing anyone but herself talking in this not-too-big, empty house.

      In the bathroom mirror, a face flickered and disappeared. Katie had the impression of blue eyes staring down at her before the mirror was just a mirror again, angled to show her in the bathtub, and the bubbles sliding off her skin.

      “Um. Hello?” she called out, knowing there was no reason to because there couldn’t be anyone here. She was by herself.

      “Forget it, Katie. You’re just jumpy. After all those houses turned out to be haunted before, now you’re seeing ghosts where there aren’t any.”

      Outside, lightning flashed, and thunder boomed, and the lights in the house flickered and went out.

      “Well, that’s just great,” she muttered to herself.

      Then she slid back down into the bath water. Might as well enjoy it while she could. She leaned back, resting her head against the lip of the tub again, and closed her eyes against the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      A hand smoothed back the wet strands of her hair.

      The water had turned cold while she slept. Her mother had always told her not to fall asleep in the bathtub because you might slip under the water and drown.

      Katie had always thought that was a very silly rule, because the first time you tried to breathe in a big gulp of water your body would wake you up coughing and sputtering and then you wouldn’t drown after all. Either way, her mother frowned on sleeping in the bathtub.

      “It’s all right,” her mother said gently, still stroking her hair. “You’re back with me. That’s all that matters.”

      Katie opened her eyes to look up at her mother. Those pale blue eyes, the smile that had become Katie’s smile as she grew up, the curls of gray hair that framed a kind face. The lines of laughter and sadness that made deep wrinkles in a face that had once been so young. Now she was old.

      No, wait. Now she was dead.

      “Mom, I miss you,” Katie whispered. “I’m glad you’re here. There’s so much I want to say. So many things I have to ask.”

      “I miss you too, Katherine.” Her mom had very rarely called her Katie. She had picked the name Katherine, she would say, and by God she was going to use it. “You took so long to come back. I’ve been trying to call you, but you couldn’t hear me.”

      “What do you mean? I don’t understand. You’re the one whose been gone, Mom. You passed away.”

      Her mom stroked her hair again. “I tried to call you home. I needed you.”

      “Mom, I’m sorry. I’ve been busy.” She shivered, goosebumps rising on her skin. All the warmth had leeched out of the water. “I’m cold, Mom.”

      Her mother smiled. Her eyes dimmed. In an instant her skin turned pale and translucent and she began to fade right there before Katie’s eyes.

      “Mom?” Katie reached out for her. “Did you hear me? I’m cold.”

      Her mother faded more and as she did, her face became thin and skeletal, like a death mask.

      “So am I, Katherine. I’m cold, and I’m alone.”

      Katie jerked awake from the dream, her one hand clamping onto the edge of the tub as the rest of her slipped around in the cold water. How long had she been in the tub?

      Water got in her mouth and her breath came in little choking gasps as she looked all around the bathroom. At some point the power and the lights had come back on. She could see she was alone. She could see there was no one here.

      “Just a dream,” she whispered to herself, hunching up with her arms around her knees. “Oh, wow. Just a dream.”

      It had been so real, but there was no reason to be freaked out by it. Her mother was on her mind more than usual. That was all there was to it. Tomorrow she would go and visit her mom’s grave and that would make her feel better.

      Getting out of the tub, she pushed the lever that opened the stopper for the water to drain. It gurgled on its way down. There were only hair towels in the cabinet, but she made due. They smelled that way that linens do when they’ve been packed away for a long time. She might have to run a load of laundry tomorrow to make them fresh, or go to Freddie’s or some other department store to buy new towels and such.

      As she fluffed her hair reasonably dry she kept looking over at the mirror. There were no eyes looking back at her except her own. Of course there wouldn’t be, she told herself.

      “Stop being paranoid, Katie,” she said out loud. “Not every house is haunted. You’re home. What could possibly go wrong?”

      But then, what had the dream been trying to tell her?  When her mother said she tried to call Katie back home, and Katie couldn’t hear her...what did that mean?

      “Nothing. It’s just a dream.” She made herself believe those words. “It was just a dream. Now, go to sleep.”

      She decided that was good advice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Waking up in her old room again was a little weird.

      Doing what she did, Katie was used to waking up in strange places. Whenever she bought a new house Katie would always spend the first few days there to get a feel for the place and what repair work it needed. This was different, though. It wasn’t coming home. It was more like she was here to work. In a lot of ways this house that used to be hers felt stranger than all the other houses she had ever been in.

      The dream from yesterday when she was in the tub kept coming back to her. The idea that it had been her mother calling Katie back to this house was a troubling one for her. It was a crazy thought, she knew. Just her guilt for not being here sooner, speaking through her subconscious. That’s all.

      There were no ghosts in this house.

      Just the same, maybe she should call on a psychic friend she had worked with a while ago, just to be sure.

      “Don’t be stupid, Katie.” She laughed as she rolled out of bed, the box springs squeaking from disuse. “Aren’t you done with all that psychic cleansing and Ouija board stuff?”

      The Ouija board had been a wild experience, to say the least.

      When the alarm on her travel clock buzzed, she stretched across the bed to the nightstand and tapped the button to turn it off. She always brought the clock with her because when you were in a house you wanted to flip there were two things you could always count--drafty windows, and no clocks. Why did people always take the clocks with them when they moved out of a house? It was like they wanted to take all of the time they spent in the home with them, too.

      The digital numbers on the clock told her it was eight-thirty. Odd that she’d woken up before the alarm. Usually she slept right through until it woke her. Well. Earlier was better. She was excited to begin working on the house.

      “Who knows. I might get lucky with my new contractor.”

      She stopped, one leg swung over the edge of the mattress, realizing what she had just said.

      Then she laughed. That was so not the way she meant it to come out!

      Anyway... Riley was supposed to be here around nine, which gave her time to get dressed and do a quick scan of the house like she’d meant to do last night before she fell asleep in the tub. She could skip taking a shower for now because--well, for the same reason. Soaking in a tub for over an hour certainly made her clean enough to do work on this old house.

      She had laid out a pair of jeans and a plain, pale red t-shirt last night so she’d be ready when she got up. Still, she was only just finished getting dressed and settling her hair in place when the knock came from downstairs. Going to the window, she looked out through the faded curtains to see a pickup truck parked in the driveway, one of those pickup trucks with a rack in the bed that holds an assortment of tools standing ready for use.

      The side of the truck had an oval magnetic sign on it which read Homework by Harris.

      Riley was early.

      “All right. Let the renovations begin!”

      Taking the stairs down two at a time, Katie got to the front door, unlocking it and opening it all in the same motion. “Hi. I’m Katie.”

      He smiled down at her and stuck his hand out to shake hers. He was a good half-foot taller than she was, lean and muscular under a soft looking corduroy work shirt. His face sparked a memory from high school--that sort of Ryan Gosling, handsomely wolfish look. He hadn’t changed that much either. If anything, the years between then and now had simply pushed his blonde hairline back from his temples.

      Around his waist was a tan leather toolbelt, with the company logo on the front pocket. A bear, growling and clawing at the air with his front paws. The rig looked good slung low across his hips like that and Katie’s eyes couldn’t help but notice.

      He smirked at her as he let her hand go. “No need for introductions. I remember you, Katie. Didn’t even have to look at my old high school yearbooks to find your picture or anything. But, I take it you didn’t remember me?”

      He sounded disappointed. Katie decided a half-lie wouldn’t hurt if it saved his ego. “Of course I remember you. I was glad that I ran into Lizzy. I would have never known you were doing this kind of work otherwise.”

      “Yup. For six years now. I’m starting to get a good enough reputation that I’ve got more work than I can handle. That’s why I just hired two other guys to work on my crew. Trust me. We can do anything you need.” He waited, his hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans. After a moment he pulled another smile for her. “You, uh, want to invite me in and show me around?”

      “Oh. Oh, sure.” She felt her cheeks heating up and turned away so he wouldn’t see. She hoped to God he wasn’t looking at the photos of her as a baby up on the walls. Why hadn’t she taken those down? “Right. Well. This is the living room through here. There’s a fireplace that I’ll need you to check out and certify for me but there doesn’t seem to be much else to do in there. The plumbing is working fine. I’d like the electrical to be checked out, of course, but so far that seems to be good, too.”

      “Good,” he said, echoing her own words. “I saw the roof needs reshingling. You’ll want us to repaint the siding, too.”

      “I was thinking of vinyl siding, actually.”

      Riley scratched the back of his neck. “Well. We can do that, of course, but it might take a week to get the supplies and get the work done. Why don’t you let me look it over later and see how bad the current siding is.”

      Katie liked that he wasn’t trying to take over or tell her what she should do. There had been a number of contractors who tried to tell her things had to be done their way. She knew her business, and she liked it when men respected her direction.

      “Through here,” she said, leading him around to the rest of the first floor, “is the room Mom used for storage. You can see it’s a mess. We’ll need to clear all of this out but I’ll take care of most of that. There’s the stairs to the basement, too. You’ll need to check the walls and the floor for cracks or water seepage.”

      “Right,” he said, nodding as he pulled out his cell phone.

      She arched an eyebrow at him. “Do you need to make a call?”

      He shook his head as he typed something out. “I know a lot of guys write things down on paper but I’ve got an app on my phone that lets me fill in different kinds of work, then the app estimates time and cost. I’ll have an estimate for you as soon as we’re done taking our tour.”

      “Wow. That’s pretty high tech.”

      He shrugged. “I’m just a hometown boy trying to make good. You know what that’s like, don’t you?”

      “Being a boy?” she teased, wondering why it was so easy to talk to him.

      He chuckled. “No. Not that. You know what it’s like to be someone from a small town who makes good.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, it seems to me you left Fount Azure to start your own business, and you certainly made a go of it.”

      “I make a living.”

      For some reason, that made him laugh harder. “I think maybe you’re being modest. I talked to a couple of friends over in California who do my kind of work. They’ve heard of you. I think that says a lot right there.”

      Katie suddenly found she didn’t know what to do with her hands. He was paying her a compliment, and she could tell he really meant it. Were her cheeks still red? If he was fishing for a way to land this job, he didn’t have to shower her with flattery. So far she’d been very impressed by him.

      “I guess,” she said, “that a good reputation is everything. You’re supposed to have a really good one yourself. Come on, I’ll show you the kitchen.”

      This room had always been one of Katie’s favorites in the house. It was absolutely huge for a kitchen space. Easily the same size as the living room. Around the corner past the refrigerator was a smaller dining area, with the buffet hutch and the square four-seater table. Here there was long counter space and cabinets and a double-deep sink and a dishwasher and windows that let in the full sunlight in the afternoon.

      “Wow,” Riley commented. “This is bigger than some restaurant kitchens!”

      “Yeah, I know.” Katie took her time walking around the room, listening to her footsteps echo off the hardwood floors. “For a time when I was like, seven, my Mom sold baked goods like pies and cookies and stuff. It made us some spending money and helped pay for my school supplies. She let me help her. It was kind of our thing.”

      “What’s in here?” he asked.

      He was standing by the metal door in the wall to the side, set in between the end of the countertop and the entryway. It had a curved locking handle and a thermostat that read the temperature inside.

      “It’s a walk-in freezer,” she explained. “It was actually here in the house when Mom bought it. That’s what inspired her to do the baking thing. She was such a good baker. An amazing mother, too.”

      Katie hugged her arms around herself. It was warm enough in the house. She just felt cold inside. “I wish...I wish that I’d been here when she passed away. That’s a moment in my life that I can never get back.”

      His hand on her shoulder surprised her. “I know that feeling. I lost both of my parents when I was really young.”

      “Both of them?” Katie was a little uncomfortable with how close he was standing, and how he was touching her. She turned to face him, taking a little step back as she did. “How did they die?”

      “Car accident,” he said, his voice a little sad. “It was really unexpected. I’m surprised Lizzy didn’t tell you. The whole thing really hit her hard. What about your mom? How did she die?”

      “Natural causes,” Katie told him. That was her standard answer whenever anyone asked, even though it wasn’t exactly true. The doctor’s actual determination had been “indeterminate causes” but Katie still wasn’t sure what that meant. It was just easier to tell everyone her mother died from something simple. Something like old age. “She’d been sick for a while but I thought she’d been getting better. Then one day I got the phone call that she was found in her bed, and that she’d passed on.”

      He looked like he wanted to reach out and touch her again. Maybe even give her a comforting hug. She wiped the tears from her eyes and bladed her body to him, making it obvious that she did not want anything of the sort. She barely knew Riley, even if they had gone to the same high school. It just didn’t seem appropriate.

      The silence grew between them until he cleared his throat. “Okay. Well, let’s keep going at this. Can I look inside the freezer? If it hasn’t been maintained properly and the temperature inside got up above freezing we could be looking at mold, or cracked pipes, or anything.”

      Katie hadn’t thought of that. This freezer was so much a part of the house that she hardly ever gave it a thought. “That’s a good idea. Sure, let’s do it.”

      She pulled on the sideways handle and it opened smoothly, even if there was a gust of air from inside that smelled heavily of freezer burn. It was cold in there, too. Colder than winter. Cold like...well, like a freezer.

      The walls were lined with metal rack shelves. All of them were empty now. One of the first things Katie had done after the funeral was to give away all the foodstuff from the house.

      The room was only ten feet by ten feet but that had been more than enough room to store all of the family’s frozen foods plus cookie dough mixes and ice cream and pre-made pies, among other things. Katie looked around, remembering it all. No windows and no way out except the drain on the floor, and the one door. The whole thing had been a little scary to her younger self until her mother had shown her how safe it was.

      “So you can see,” she said to Riley, “this is going to be a huge draw for anyone looking to buy the house--”

      Behind her, the door slammed shut with a muted whump.

      Katie whirled around, shocked to find she was the only one in the freezer. Riley was still out in the kitchen.

      Why would he close the door?

      In front of her face, her shaky breath plumed into mist in the cold, cold air.

      “Riley?” she called his name. “Are you testing the door or something?”

      There was a noise, like someone knocking from the kitchen, but that was all.

      Thump.

      “Okay. It works just fine. That’s enough now.”

      Thump. Thump.

      “That’s enough. Open the door!”

      She found the handle on this side. If he wouldn’t open it up then she’d do it herself. On this side it was just a simple plunger. Push the plunger in--like this--and the door opened.

      Only this time, it didn’t.

      Katie pushed the plunger in again and again. Each time it connected inside with a metallic click, and nothing happened. “Riley? Riley!”

      Thump. Thump. THUMP.

      Now she was starting to panic. This was the nightmare she had been thinking of earlier. Locked in this freezer. No way out.

      “Riley!” She began banging on the door with her fists. He had to hear that. “Riley!”

      She tried the plunger one more time, angrily ramming it hard with the flat of her hand.

      The plunger sank in. The mechanism inside made its little noise.

      And the door opened.

      Riley stood there with that crooked smile on his lips. “That’s some door. I guess there won’t be any reason to lock it. Nobody will ever be able to get inside in the first place...hey, what’s wrong?”

      She ran at him, striking her fists against his chest. “What were you doing? Why did you lock me in there like that!”

      “Whoa, whoa,” he said, grabbing her wrists and holding on to keep himself from being beaten on nore. “I didn’t lock it. I was standing out here when you went in. I looked away for two seconds and then I heard it closing. That’s all.”

      “Then why didn’t you open it!” Katie was yelling at him, and she knew it, but she didn’t care. This was her house and she was going to yell at whoever she wanted to. Including any guy who thought it would be funny to lock her in a freezer. “I could have suffocated in there, you know. There’s no air exchange!”

      “Really?” He looked past her into the freezer, squinting his eyes. “That might be something we have to change to bring it up to code. Shouldn’t take too long, but it might be expensive depending on how many walls we need to run the vent through... Hey, you’re really upset, aren’t you?”

      “Yes! Of course I’m upset!” She pulled her hands back from him and crossed her arms, careful to step out of the freezer instead of back into it. “You locked me in there. You really think that’s going to get you hired?”

      He lifted his hands up in a gesture meant to calm her down. Instead it made her angrier. “Look, Katie, I promise you I did not lock you inside there. I would never do that. It’s not funny.”

      “That door closed,” Katie insisted, “and I couldn’t get out.”

      “Well I was knocking on the door and calling your name, why didn’t you say anything?”

      Katie was about to call him a name that no proper lady should ever say out loud when she realized he was right--she had been calling for him from inside, and he couldn’t hear her. It made sense that she wouldn’t be able to hear him, too. The only thing she’d been able to hear was him banging on the door.

      So he wasn’t ignoring her. He wasn’t playing a horrible trick on her. The door had just closed between them and stuck, or something. That’s all.

      She made her hands relax. They had clenched up into fists without her realizing it. Now she took a deep breath, and looked away from him, down at the floor. “I’m sorry, Riley. I got scared, I guess. Being back here in Mom’s house has dredged up a lot of memories.”

      Since she wasn’t watching him, she didn’t see it when he reached out for her and put his hand on her shoulder again. This time, she didn’t move away. “I understand,” he said to her.

      It was the most perfect thing that anyone could have said to her in that moment.

      Still, she was the woman who was going to hire him to do work on her house. She couldn’t let their interactions go past that in any way. The last time she had gotten personally involved with a contractor working on one of her houses...it hadn’t gone well. At all.

      Not that she expected Riley to be as bad a person as that other man had turned out to be, but a girl couldn’t take too many chances.

      “Come on,” she said to him. “I’ll show you the rest of the house.”
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      It didn’t take very long for them to inspect the rest of the house, including the basement. There were no surprises there. No cracks. No noticeable water damage and after that storm last night Riley was certain that they would have seen something if there was a leak to worry about.

      The estimate had come out very favorably and he said his crew was between jobs at the moment because of a quirk in his schedule so they could start this afternoon, if she wanted.

      It was like God was smiling down on her so she wouldn’t have to stay in Fount Azure any longer than necessary. Her spirits were pretty high as she made her way out to the cemetery.

      With nothing else to do but wait for Riley to come back this afternoon, Katie had decided to get the visit to her mother’s grave out of the way now. She knew the more she put it off, the more likely it would be that she wouldn’t go out there at all. Seeing her mother’s grave was one of Katie’s least favorite things. It reminded her how much things had changed.

      In a lot of ways she would never come to terms with her mother’s death. She never had the chance to say goodbye. Standing over someone’s grave, where they couldn’t say anything back, just wasn’t the same.

      “The least I can do now,” she said as she drove through town, “is visit your grave now and then, Mom. Next time I’ll bring flowers. Promise.”

      The Fount Azure cemetery was on the far side of town, where people wouldn’t have to drive by it all the time and be reminded that life was so fleeting. People could know their loved ones were being taken care of by the cemetery association while they went about living their lives.

      Which was what Katie had done. She’d been off living her life when her mother passed away. She’d been off living her life ever since, with someone else to watch over her mother’s house. And that was the problem. What kind of daughter had she really been for her mother?

      Those thoughts had brought tears to the corners of her eyes, and they threatened to spill over by the time Katie pulled into the half-circle drive of the cemetery. A narrower path led in among the gravestones themselves, but it was only big enough for the caretaker’s golf cart. No cars allowed past this point.

      She parked close to the open gate in the wrought-iron fence that bordered the front of the graveyard and pulled her keys out of the ignition.

      Just for a moment, her emotions threatened to overwhelm her.

      “Stop it, Katie.” She closed her eyes tightly and willed the tears away. “You didn’t abandon your mother. You met a guy and went off to live your life. That’s what daughters do.”

      That guy had been the one to introduce her to the art of flipping houses. Their relationship hadn’t worked out, but the life of making money from renovating houses certainly had. She wanted to believe that her mother would be proud of her, but she just couldn’t shake those nagging little doubts that came from never being able to ask her.

      “Wish you could see me now, Mom.”

      The silence around her was the only answer. It was all she was going to hear, forever. It would have to be enough. When she was finally able to push the tears aside, she opened her eyes.

      Standing right in front of her car was a man holding a shovel over his shoulder in a double-fisted grip.

      Katie bit back the scream that had been bubbling up in her chest.

      She knew this man.

      Tall and lean, looking too frail to hold a shovel let alone dig graves by himself like Katie knew he did, Everson Millsap had taken care of the graveyard for more years than Katie had been alive. He had to be in his eighties now. His dark skin was weathered from years of working outdoors. Long wisps of thinning gray hair fell to his shoulder and stirred in the breeze. Deeply set wrinkles made his face look like it had cracked when he smiled at her and gave a little wave.

      She pressed a hand to her chest, feeling her heart settle back down. “You scared me!” Realizing that he couldn’t hear her shouting at him from inside the car, she took her keys in hand again and stepped outside. “You scared me,” she repeated, slamming her door shut for emphasis.

      “Sorry,” he told her good-naturedly. “Have to do some chores around the back section of the cemetery today. Saw your car and wanted to say hi. Didn’t realize you was back in town, Miss Pearson.”

      “Just for a little while. I’m selling Mom’s old house.”

      An odd look passed over his face. “Ah. I see. Sad thing to lose your roots. Person gives up where they came from then all they have is where they are.”

      Katie wanted to ask him if he read that from a fortune cookie but she decided not to insult the eccentric old man with the shovel. “Well I’m pretty happy with where I am.”

      “Are you really?” he asked.

      She had no idea what sort of answer he was looking for from her, so she didn’t try. “Um. I just came out here to visit Mom’s grave. I figured it was time.”

      “Yes,” he said with a smile. “I suppose it is.”

      Did I say ‘eccentric’ old man? Katie wondered. I think I meant to say creepy...

      Everson walked beside her as she went into the graveyard. It was a wide field with orderly rows of differently shaped stones marking the resting places of Fount Azure’s past residents. On both sides and far in the back, tall maple trees created privacy for visitors. It was a warm day for this time of year in Oregon, and the breeze made the leaves whisper things that no human ear could understand.

      Up here near the front, the stones were thin and white and weathered. It was when you got further in and the gravesites were newer that the stones became different colors and shapes. Katie remembered the way to her mother’s plot. It was this way down the path.

      When she turned that way, Everson followed right along with her.

      “Gotta dig up some weeds over there,” he told her when he saw her expression. “I’m not following you. Promise.”

      After a few more steps, Katie could see her mother’s gravestone peeking out from behind others. “Well, there she is. It was nice to see you again, Mister Millsap.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” he told her suddenly. “Losing your mother was a blow to the whole town, I think.”

      That stopped Katie in her tracks. “Um. Thank you. I didn’t realize you knew Mom.”

      “Oh, sure I did. We were good friends, especially after you left town.” He chuckled to himself and leaned on the handle of his shovel. “Even thought there might be more between us, once, but I was twenty years older than Alayna. What could she possibly want with an old man like me, eh?”

      Katie didn’t know how to respond to that. Her mother had dated over the years, but never seriously. Plus Everson was right about the age difference. Had he really tried to...? More likely, she thought, he had misinterpreted her mother’s kindness towards him. Her mother had always been kind, even when it got her in trouble. Katie used to tell her it would be the death of her someday--

      She bit down on her lower lip as that thought eased out of her memory. Looking backward in time from the vantage point in this graveyard, that teasing little comment didn’t seem funny anymore.

      “I’m going to go visit Mom now,” she said at last, desperately not wanting this conversation to go on. “Thanks for the company, Everson. I’ll see you later.”

      “It’s just...” Everson didn’t seem to notice Katie’s brushoff. He shook his head, his eyes losing their focus. “I’ve been feeling your mother’s spirit so strongly of late. Almost like she’s right here with me. Almost like she’s trying to tell me something. You ever feel like that?”

      Katie felt her mouth drop open as she studied him. Was he serious? There was no way he could know the things she’d been thinking recently, or the way her dream had made it seem her mother was trying to do exactly that--send her a message of some sort.

      And then just like that, she didn’t want to be in this graveyard anymore.

      “I should be going,” she told him.

      “You do feel it, don’t you girl?” He picked his shovel up again, and stepped closer. “You feel it. What is your mom trying to tell you, Miss Pearson?  What is Alayna trying to say to you?”

      Katie felt trapped. Would Everson hurt her if he got worked up enough? Sure he was ancient but a lot of years spent working with his hands here in the cemetery had made him strong and she had no doubt that if he swung that shovel at her it might just leave a good sized dent in the side of her head.

      She glanced over at her mother’s grave.

      Then she looked back to the gate in the fence out front.

      “I have to go,” she repeated, stepping sideways and away from Everson, speed walking to get back to her car. Her words began tumbling out over each other. “It was nice to see you again but I have an appointment that I totally forgot about and I’ll just have to come back later thanks again!”

      She called that last bit over her shoulder and kept moving. No matter how sinewy his muscles might be there was no way that he could move faster than her. She was confident that she would be in her car and driving away long before he could catch up to her.

      The door handle snapped back from her hand when she tried to open it, before she remembered that she’d locked it. Fumbling the keys out of her pocket she found the right one and added a few scratches to the paint on her door before she finally got it in the lock.

      When she looked up to make sure she still had a lead on Everson, she saw him still standing back where she’d left him. He was watching her intently.

      Opening the door and sliding in quickly she didn’t even bother putting her seatbelt on before she had the car in gear and was driving away.

      She could always come back and visit her mother’s grave tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the driveway of her mother’s house Katie sat behind the wheel for several long moments, staring at the front door. What had she been so scared of? Everson had simply asked a question. He was an old man, and old men had a tendency to feel death more intensely than young people who still had decades of time in front of them. That was all it was. Everson was feeling his own mortality and thinking about it had made him ask a perfectly innocent question.

      Almost like she’s trying to tell me something. You ever feel like that?

      Yes. She did.

      Shaking her head and calling herself all sorts of stupid, Katie got out of her car. On the way back here she’d stopped at the Over Easy Diner and picked up a cheeseburger and fries to go. She would have killed to have a glass of wine or two with her lunch but she’d had to settle for a large pop to go.

      She wanted to eat and do some work on the house before Riley got back with his crew. Just prep work, but she’d learned from experience that getting little things out of the way made the bigger things go that much quicker. She knew her way around a pair of pliers.

      When she unlocked the door and went inside, she found her gaze magnetically drawn to the photos on the wall. All those memories, just hanging there with no one to look at them. No one to talk about them. No one to even care that any of it had ever happened. Why hadn’t she spent more time talking to her mother? Even to just call her up once in a while and let her ramble about the good old days. Would that have killed her?

      Poor choice of words.

      With a heavy sigh, she ran her fingers over the photo of her dressed up for prom. What a night that had been. Her mom had waited up for her, until two in the morning, just to ask her how it had gone. They shared a bowl of ice cream and her mom had listened to every detail of the dance and the after party. The sun had been about to come up before she finally went to bed.

      That was all her mother had ever wanted. A friend to talk to. Katie had been that friend for years, until a guy had turned her head with dreams of the future.

      Katie tried to tell herself that she’d just been too busy in those last years of her mother’s life. Too busy to talk, too busy to listen. It sounded like a very poor excuse in her mind.

      “It’s done, Katie,” she told herself. “You can’t have it back.”

      Still, her hand lingered on that memory hanging on the wall. She decided that when she did leave this time, she was going to take all these photos with her.

      In the kitchen, she set her plastic bag holding the styrofoam container of food down on the counter. It occurred to her that she didn’t have any silverware. Good thing she ordered the burger and fries, then.

      As she was opening the package up she started humming to herself. It was an old tune that her mother used to sing to her whenever they were baking together in this kitchen. It brought a smile to her face.

      It also brought her attention to the metal door to the walk-in freezer. All the things they used to make here, going back and forth from the freezer to the counters to the stove and back again.

      The incident from earlier today--when she’d gotten locked inside--sprang to mind with terrifying clarity. She had been so sure that Riley had locked her inside, either as a joke or as some sort of power play, but thinking about it now that idea just seemed ridiculous.

      But didn’t that mean there was something seriously wrong with the door? If it was going to latch and not open after swinging shut on anyone who went in to get out a tub of ice cream, that could really put a crimp in her attempts to sell the home.

      She knew she had to check the door again. If that mishap from earlier was just a one-time event, then fine. If it was going to happen every time someone went in the freezer, then she needed to know. She stared at the door, knowing she had to go in.

      Only, she couldn’t make herself go do it. Getting stuck in that freezer, all alone...just the thought of it made her tremble.

      “Stop being stupid,” she admonished herself. “It’s just a door. A door in your own home. A home you’re trying to sell, if you remember.”

      She did remember. That’s what decided things for her. So, going over to the freezer she pulled it open, stood there, and waited.

      Nothing happened. The door stayed open.

      “Okay, but what if the floor’s not level, Katie Pearson? Ever think about that?” She tapped her foot and wished she could stop being so logical. If the floor was unbalanced, there was a chance that her weight inside could tip things enough to make the door want to close. Couldn’t have that.

      Old houses developed lots of little quirks like that but this quirk could be fatal until they put proper ventilation into the freezer. And, fixed the lock. So...inside the freezer she was going to have to go.

      She took one step in, and then stepped quickly out again.

      “Ha, almost got me, didn’t you?” She addressed the freezer as if it was a living thing. “Nice try, but I’m too smart for you!”

      Going back to the counter, she took her receipt from the food bag--the burger smelled fantastic--and used a pen from her purse to write out a quick note for when Riley arrived later.

      In freezer. If door closed, please save me!

      She laughed at herself but, to be honest, she was still feeling a little nervous about going in there. She could wait for Riley and his crew to show up, couldn’t she? That way she wouldn’t be alone.

      No. She wasn’t some scared little girl in need of a man to do stuff for her. Just...sometimes she needed a man to save her if the stuff she did went wrong.

      Pen and note on the counter, she stepped into the freezer.

      As soon as she was inside she turned to face the door. That way if it started to close she could catch it in time. She could see her breath with every exhale, and tendrils of misty frozen air were escaping into the kitchen.

      That was all, though. The door didn’t move.

      “Huh. Well isn’t that interesting.”

      She experimented with pulling the door this side of midpoint, and then that side, and putting it just a few inches from closed. Nothing made the door want to swing shut. It stayed wherever she put it.

      Katie stepped back again, hands on her hips, daring the door to move. Still nothing. Was it something she touched in the freezer earlier? Now that was a really ridiculous thought, but what if she was right? Trying to remember exactly where she’d been standing in here before the door closed on her this morning, Katie looked around at everything. She looked at the shelves. She looked at the metal walls and noticed just a few spots of rust that would have to be taken care of. She stood over the drain plate in the middle of the floor and looked down...

      “Here now. What’s that?”

      Down in the grate, she saw a little square of white. Paper, maybe?

      Leaning down on her knees, she took a closer look. Yes. Definitely paper. It was caught on the bend in the pipe under the slotted metal cover plate. She found her fingers could fit through the grate, barely, and she could just reach the edges of the folded square. It moved under her groping touch, turned, and threatened to fall the rest of the way down the pipe.

      Concentrating hard, sticking her tongue out of the corner of her mouth, she put her other hand in through another slot, as far as it would go, and caught the barest edge of the paper between her fingertips.

      She tried lifting it up, only to have it slip and fall. This time it landed on the open edge, folded side up, like a tiny camping tent. After a moment to make sure it wasn’t going to just slip away entirely, she tried again.

      “Why am I doing this?” Her fingers caught the folded edge. “It’s just a piece of paper. It can’t be that important.”

      Then why was it here, tucked into this drain?

      When she had lifted it up far enough, she held it against the fingers of her one hand until she could pinch it firmly between two fingers on her other. “Got you.”

      Very slowly, she lifted it up through a slot.

      It felt brittle, and it opened with a crinkling sound to the size of a few inches across and maybe a dozen high. The one side was colored, the other one white, and on the white side was faded handwriting.

      Her mother’s handwriting.

      

      Please don’t let them get away with this. Katherine. Please know that I love you. I won’t get to see you again.

      Your mother Alayna Pearson

      

      Then, at the bottom, were three little words.

      

      I’m so cold.

      

      Just those few sentences. Only that, and it sent shivers up Katie’s spine that had nothing to do with the cold inside the freezer. Her mother had written those words. Katie read them over again. They were terrifying...it was like her mom had written them just before she died.

      “Mom?” Her breath plumed in front of her face again. “What’s going on?”

      Behind her, the freezer door slammed shut with a resounding, hollow thud.
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      She hadn’t turned the light on when she came in because the lights from the kitchen had been bright enough. Now she was plunged into complete, chilly darkness.

      The sound that came out of her throat was hard for her to recognize as her own voice. It was a little child’s voice, a scared little girl who needed more than anything to find her mother.

      Katie lurched for the door. Somehow she misjudged and ended up crashing into the set of shelves on the right...or was it the left? She was all turned around and she couldn’t find the door and she knew it wouldn’t do her any good to scream because no one would be able to hear it outside of this room anyway.

      Then, just like that, the door opened.

      Katie nearly fell through it, into the open and waiting arms of Riley Harris.

      “Hey there, careful now. You almost fell.” He made sure that she had her balance, and only then did he let her go. “You should stop getting locked in the freezer, Katie. People are going to get the wrong idea.”

      He was in a worn pair of jeans today and a cotton t-shirt that perfectly defined the lines of his abdomen and his chest. His smile was friendly...or was it something else?

      “You,” Katie accused him. “It was you! This morning and this time, too. You shut that door on me, didn’t you?”

      “What? No, I most certainly did not do that.” He stared at her. His smile slid away from his face when he realized she was serious. “Katie, I thought we went over this already. I’m not locking you in the freezer. The door was closed when I got in here. If it wasn’t for the note you left me then I never would have gone looking for you in there.”

      Katie didn’t believe him. He did do it. She knew he did. How else was it possible that every time she went in that freezer, he was right there? Every time that door closed on her and she felt cold and scared and alone--

      The note. She remembered her mother’s note, and the dream she’d had while taking a bath. The one where her mother told her she felt cold, and alone.

      Please don’t let them get away with this. That’s what the note said.

      Someone had hurt her mother. Here. In that freezer.

      She looked at the paper folded up in her hand. This was her mother’s last message. She needed to pay attention, because her mother was trying to tell her something.

      Now Katie thought she might know what that something was.

      “Um. Riley.” She forced her voice to be calm as she stepped away from the freezer and shut the door tight again. “Is your crew here with you? To start work on the house, I mean?”

      “Yeah, they’re right outside. Are you sure you’re okay--?”

      “I’m fine.” She said it quicker than she meant to, but she didn’t want him to suspect what she was thinking. “Really. I just got scared. Again. That’s all it was. So, um, if your crew wants to start on the outside that would be great. Maybe the roof?”

      “We didn’t bring the stuff to do the roof,” Riley told her. When she didn’t say anything, he shuffled his feet and rubbed a hand at the back of his neck. “Well. I guess we could take some measurements to get started with. I mean, if you’re sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine. Let me know how things go out there, okay?”

      He still watched her dubiously, like he didn’t believe her, but she really didn’t care what he believed so long as he left. She had something she wanted to do, and he didn’t want him seeing what it was.

      Stuffing his hands in his pockets, Riley shook his head. “You’re the boss. We’ll be outside. I guess.”

      His eyes stayed locked with hers for another second before he turned away. He had nice eyes, Katie decided.

      Could they be hiding something?

      She waited for him to go. At the doorway leading out of the kitchen, he hesitated. Then he half-turned back to her. “If there’s something wrong, Katie, I’m not just good at fixing houses. I can fix other things, too.”

      “I’m fine,” she said again, putting a little emphasis in her voice this time. “Just start work outside. I’ll be out later to check on how things are going.”

      He nodded, obviously wanting to say more but respecting her privacy by not prying. Without another word he turned and walked out the front door.

      Katie was getting some seriously mixed signals from Riley Harris. She liked him. It was obvious that he liked her, too, and if she wasn’t thinking some very dark thoughts about him right now she might have enjoyed some harmless flirting with him. No matter what her feminine instincts said about this cute guy from her hometown she could not forget that he was there both times she’d been locked inside the freezer.

      The same freezer where she’d found her mother’s mysterious note.

      So what if her mother hadn’t actually died of natural causes. What if, when she had been gone all that time, someone had hurt her right here in this freezer?

      What if that someone, was Riley Harris?

      When she heard the front door close behind Riley she immediately took out her cellphone and went to the first name on her speed dial list.

      Her best friend Mel Wragg answered almost immediately.

      “Hey there, chikiepoo!” That was Mel’s usual greeting for Katie. They’d been friends forever, and they’d been through some pretty hair-raising ordeals together, too. “What’s up? How’s the visit home going?”

      “Not great,” Katie answered truthfully. “Is there any chance you can come out here? I know I’m springing this on you and I’ll understand if you’re busy...”

      “Well, I do have a few things going on right now. A few pending sales and such. Oh, and Sebastian wants to take me out for our anniversary.”

      Katie didn’t understand. “Anniversary? Uh, did I miss something?”

      “Sure. It’s the sixth month anniversary of when we first decided we didn’t want to get married and just live together forever. Isn’t that sweet?”

      “I guess?” Katie really didn’t know what to say to that.

      “Don’t worry,” Mel chuckled. “I’m planning on wrecking this anniversary by marrying the boy first chance I get.”

      “Wow. I never thought I’d hear those words come out of your mouth.”

      “I know, right? Okay, okay. Enough about yours truly. Tell me why you’re calling. I’m not sure I can just drop everything for you unless it’s really serious.”

      Katie swallowed and then made herself say the words. “I think my mother was murdered.”

      Mel didn’t even hesitate. “I’ll catch the next flight. Where’s the nearest airport to you?”

      “Eastern Oregon Regional,” Katie said, and then repeated it when Mel said she was writing it down. “You’ll still have a half hour drive to Fount Azure. Be sure to tell me when your flight’s going to land and I’ll be there to pick you up.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I want my own wheels. I’ll just rent a car at the airport. Text you when I land.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Mel. This means a lot to me.”

      “Hey. What are friends for?”

      She hung up, and Katie put her phone away. The burger and fries were still on the counter. They were cold now, and she had no appetite. She packaged them back up and put them away in the fridge.
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        * * *

      

      Up in her room, Katie set the note from her mother down on the bed, smoothing it out, and reading the words again and again. They didn’t change, and they didn’t make any more sense to her now than they did the first time that she read them.

      Turning the note over, she saw that the colored side was actually the label from a two pound can of coffee. Her mother used to buy stuff like that in bulk cans to save money. She kept the coffee in the freezer because it kept the beans fresher longer. Single parents had to use every trick they could to trim the budget.

      She turned the scrap of paper back over to read her mother’s words again.

      

      Please know that I love you Katie. I won’t get to see you again.

      

      Tears blurred the words. Her mother knew she was going to die. That much was plain. Not in a someday-I’ll-die-in-my-sleep way, either. She was going to die because someone had hurt her.

      The freezer. Something had happened in that freezer.

      

      Then, at the end, the three words that scared Katie most.

      

      I’m so cold.

      

      Her mother, dying and cold. Why cold? How would she die when she was cold?

      Oh, Hell. Katie knew. She suddenly knew. This note had been in the freezer. That’s where her mother had written it. When she knew she was going to die she’d ripped the label off a coffee can and written this note for her.

      In the freezer.

      The way that door kept closing on her and locking. It was what happened to her mother. That’s where she died.

      Only... Her mother had been found dead in her bed. She was supposed to have died in her sleep, in her bed, peaceful, without any pain.

      Now Katie knew that was a lie. Her mother had died suddenly, and alone, and afraid. So how did she get from the freezer to her bed?

      “Mom...oh, Mom...”

      This was too much. She should not have come back. This house and its secrets could all just go to--

      “Hello?” a voice was calling downstairs. “Is someone here?”

      Katie knew that voice. Of course! With everything else, she’d forgotten to tell Marlena Strohm that she wouldn’t have to come in this week. There’d been so much going on that she maybe could be forgiven for not firing the housekeeper.

      She sighed, dabbing tears away from her eyes. “One more thing to add to my list. Guess I should take care of this now.”

      Tugging her clothes into some semblance of order and wishing she could do something to cover up how badly she’d been crying, Katie rushed downstairs. “I’m here, Marlena! I’m coming.”

      She met Katie at the bottom of the stairs with a broad smile. She was a short and stocky woman who had never been afraid of manual labor. Tight blonde curls framed a square, dark face lined with creases. A beauty mark over her lip had become much more pronounced since the last time Katie had seen her. The dress with the purple flowers on it was one she’d worn for years, however.

      “I’m so glad to see you,” Marlena said, her voice holding traces of her Spanish accent. “It has been too long. Who are all those men outside?”

      Katie sighed, putting her hands on Marlena’s arms and guiding her into the kitchen. “Come sit with me for a minute. I’m so sorry that I didn’t tell you before but some things have been happening and...well, there’s no easy way to say this but I’m selling Mom’s house.”

      “What?” The older woman was shocked. “Oh, no, Katie you can’t. Please don’t do this thing. This house has meant so much to you, and to me as well. We must keep the house. Please.”

      Her reaction caught Katie by surprise. “No one has lived here since Mom died. It’s not even a home anymore. It’s just a house.”

      Marlena tsked. “Just a house? There is no such thing. I have worked here for your family for such a long time. It would be so sad to lose this house. Please say you will reconsider.”

      “I can’t. It’s a big expense keeping this house while I travel all around the country.”

      “But,” Marlena said, her smile returning, “isn’t it nice to know there is a place to come back to when you want to rest?”

      She was pressing pretty hard for Katie to change her mind. Why would she want to keep working in this house so badly, Katie wondered. Certainly there must be other places in town that would hire a fantastic worker like Marlena to clean for them?

      Katie shook her head . Whatever Marlena’s reasons were for wanting this house to stay unsold, she didn’t have time to worry about it. There was just too much on her mind. “I’m sorry. My decision is final. Now, I can pay you for two weeks as a severance, and I’ll be happy to give you a fantastic reference, but I just won’t be needing your services anymore.”

      Marlena stared at her for the longest moment, and then she pressed her lips tightly together as her eyes grew darker with a flash of anger. She turned on her heel and stomped off to the front door without a word, and then she was gone.

      Now that was odd, Katie thought to herself. Then again, Katie had been thrown off jobs before, and she knew how that felt. Whatever. She would write that check for severance pay and print off a nice recommendation letter like she’d promised. Maybe even find someone in need of a housekeeper while she was here. Lizzy had been a big help already offering her brother as a contractor...

      Riley.

      That brought up another problem. Was Riley involved in her mother’s death somehow? The more she asked the question, the crazier it sounded. Of course he wasn’t. What reason would he possibly have?

      But then, why did he keep locking her in the freezer?

      Outside, she could hear the sounds of hammers and a circular saw being revved up. Riley certainly knew his business, from what Katie had seen so far. He was cute and funny, and he just seemed so nice...could there be another explanation for all the things that had been happening to her?

      She pressed her lips together in a tight line. She was not going to start second guessing herself now. She didn’t know the first thing about Riley Harris. And the note from her mother certainly didn’t say who had hurt her. She couldn’t just suspect Riley like this.

      She would, however, do the smart thing and find out more information about her new employee. There was one person in town that she knew would be able to tell her everything she needed to know about Mister Riley Harris.

      His sister.

      With a quick trip upstairs to grab the note and take it with her, Katie stepped outside. She told Riley she was going to be out for a while and that no one was to go in the house while she wasn’t here. He looked at her oddly when he heard the tone in her voice, but he nodded just like he had before, and went back to work.

      She watched him walk away, her eyes drifting involuntarily over his backside and the strong slope of his shoulders. She watched how that leather toolbelt of his strapped itself to his hips. Damn, he was something to look at.

      Pretty men had gotten her into trouble before.

      She wasn’t going to let that happen again.
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      Katie drove the streets of her hometown without missing a single turn. Funny, how after all this time she still remembered where everything was, and where everything used to be. That second-hand clothing store used to be the hardware. There was a tree on the corner there that Katie and her friends had used as a safe spot for games of tag.

      And that over there was where she’d first been kissed, behind Munson’s General Store. Bobby Braddish. She spared a moment to wonder where he was now, and then decided she really didn’t care. He’d been an okay kisser, but then he’d started dating Henrietta Fulsom and turned into a royal jerk.

      “Ah, memories,” Katie laughed at herself. “Why are the good old days never really as good as we think they are?”

      Maybe it was true what they say. You really can’t go home again. At least, not to the home you remember.

      Lizzy Harris, on the other hand, had moved out of her parents’ old home only a few years ago, but just like her brother she had stayed here in Fount Azure. Katie had never been to her house before. Now, as she pulled into the driveway at Twenty-Eight Sycamore Street, she saw how tiny Lizzy’s place was.

      It was a pretty sort of yellow color with a cream trim that would have looked better as white, in Katie’s opinion. It was a simple sort of home. Usually the type of thing someone buys when they plan on moving again soon. Or when they plan on living by themselves and never getting married.

      Since Lizzy had been working the nightshift when Katie first came into town, and it was morning now, she assumed her old friend would be home. Sure enough, there was a car in the open garage and when she knocked, Lizzy called out to her from inside. “Just a moment!”

      The door opened and there was Lizzy, in jeans and an oversized sweater, a look of surprise on her face. Her dyed red hair was hanging in unruly strands around her face. “Uh, hi Katie. I wasn’t expecting you. It’s my day off. I’m not even properly dressed...”

      “I’m sorry, I should have called.” For just a moment Katie thought about getting back in her car and leaving. It was so crazy, what she was thinking. But the questions pressed against her mind and the little scrap of paper with the note from her mother felt heavy in her pocket.

      Never in her life had she wanted a ghost to show up in her life, until now. She wished her mother was here. Her spirit, at least. If she could have talked to her mother’s ghost then she might already have the answers she was hoping to get from Lizzy.

      “Do you mind if I come in? I wanted to ask you, um, about your brother.”

      “About my...oh.” Lizzy smiled. “I see. Took one look at him and remembered how every girl in school liked him, didn’t you? Well, he is single, and I know he hasn’t dated anyone in a long time. What else do you want to kno?”

      “What? No, Lizzy, I didn’t mean--”

      “Sure, sure, I understand.” Lizzy stood back from the door and waved Katie inside. “I’ll tell you all about him. He’s a really good guy. If you’re asking my permission to date him, you’ve got it!”

      “No, that’s not what I wanted to ask,” Katie started to say, but it was too late. Lizzy had already gone inside, and Katie had no choice but to follow, drawing the door closed behind her. Well. She was here to talk to Lizzy about Riley. If Lizzy thought her questions were romantic in nature, maybe it would make it easier to get answers.

      Besides when all of this was done she was leaving Fount Azure for good, forever. When that happened it wouldn’t matter what the people she left behind thought of her.

      “I just made some coffee.” Lizzy was in the kitchen, off to the left of the small living room. Katie could hear the clink of ceramic mugs and the thump of cabinet doors. “I know it’s such a cliché, me working in a diner and coming home to make coffee but a girl’s gotta eat, am I right? It’s not like I have someone here to cook for me. How about you?”

      Katie blinked at Lizzy as she came out of the kitchen carrying a tray with cups of aromatic coffee and even a little dish of butter cookies. “What do you mean? How about me...what?”

      “Do you have anyone at home waiting for you, I mean. Back wherever it is you call home. A boyfriend? A husband, maybe?”

      Katie had to laugh as she sat down on the couch. “I haven’t had a boyfriend in years. My last one was actually the man who taught me how to flip houses for profit.”

      Lizzy settled the tray on the coffee table, sitting down next to Katie and giving her an odd look. “There hasn’t been anyone since?”

      “Well. One or two.” She decided going into details wouldn’t do anyone any good. “Listen, Lizzy, what I wanted to ask you about your brother is...he does house repairs.”

      “Well sure he does. You already knew that.”

      “Right. Well, has he ever worked on my mother’s house before? Did she ever hire him to do any kind of work for her in the past?”

      Sipping one of the coffees, Lizzy considered that. “Yes. Quite often, I think. Most of the people in Fount Azure hired my brother and his crew when they needed home repairs done. I remember him talking about your mom’s place. Oh, wait. I remember now. He told me about it. Some work on the kitchen, I think.”

      Katie nodded, her coffee forgotten. So. Riley had been inside of her mother’s house before. He would know about the freezer. So, then the next question would be...

      “When did your brother do this work? It was before my mother died, right?”

      “Well of course.” Lizzy crossed her legs before setting her coffee cup on the knee of her jeans. “I swear, Katie, wouldn’t it just be easier for me to tell you about him? I’ve got embarrassing baby stories, and I know he’s allergic to milk, and I know a hundred other things. If you’re interested in him this is a really bizarre way of showing it.”

      “Okay,” Katie said, drawing the word out. “How about this, then. Tell me about your brother’s past.”

      “Well, when he was seven there was this birthday party with an elephant. They never told Riley not to feed the elephant peanut butter, so--”

      “I meant when he was a little older than that. You wanted to tell me all about him. So. Tell me. Has he, you know, ever been arrested or something like that?”

      Lizzy laughed hard at that. “Katie, my brother never hurt a fly in his life. He’s going to make it to sainthood one day, I swear it. I mean, the one time he did get in trouble the charges were dropped so that hardly even counts, right?”

      Katie had started chewing on her fingernail when Lizzy said that Riley was a candidate for sainthood. Now, her head perked up again. “Charges? Dropped? Lizzy, what did your brother do?”

      She waved a hand at Katie’s question as if it didn’t matter. “It was just a misunderstanding. There was this girl, nobody you know, and she said that Riley tried to force himself on her. But she dropped the charges before it went to court.”

      Katie sucked in a breath. “Wow.”

      “Exactly. Little lying bitch nearly got my brother in big trouble.”

      That wasn’t exactly what Katie meant, but now she was really concerned. Rape victims often didn’t want to press charges. They were too embarrassed. Katie knew that, but she also knew that didn’t make the accusations of rape any less real.

      Someone had accused Riley of rape.

      What kind of monster had she allowed into her mother’s house?

      “I know your mother thought very highly of him,” Lizzy continued, still trying to sell her brother to Katie as a potential dating partner. “Whenever I went to see your mom she would always say what a big help he was around the house.”

      Her next sip of coffee tasted sour in Katie’s mouth and she set the cup aside. Apparently Riley had been to her mother’s house a lot. That gave him the opportunity to kill his mother.

      But what could he possibly have for a motive?

      “Did my mom...” Katie didn’t know how to ask this without it sounding suspicious. So she just asked it. “Did my mom ever say she was afraid of Riley? Did she ever say if she had a problem with him?”

      “Katie, please. Riley’s almost a saint, remember? Your mom loved having him around. In fact I think he was supposed to go over there the day your mom...you know, right? The day she passed away.”

      This was too much for Katie. She had only just wrapped her mind around the possibility that her mother may have been murdered. These revelations about Riley on top of everything else were just...too much.

      “I have to go,” she said abruptly. “I’m sorry I just can’t do this.”

      Lizzy stood up with her. “I understand. It must be a lot for you, coming back to town, and your mother’s death, and getting the house ready to sell, all of it.” She paused, fiddling with her fingers and looking off at the far wall. “You’re so lucky, Katie.”

      That was an odd thing to say, Katie thought. “Lucky? I’m talking about my dead mother. How does that make me lucky?”

      Lizzy shrugged a shoulder, color touching the cheeks of her pudgy face. “You actually had a mother to care about, Lizzy. Mine died when I was four. I never knew the kind of love and attention you had. From your mom, and from Marlena too.”

      “Marlena? You knew Marlena?”

      “Yes. She loved your mother so much. That house, too. I can’t believe she would be okay with you selling it like this.”

      “She isn’t.” Katie remembered the way Marlena had stormed out of the house earlier. She was so upset. More upset than she would have expected even a well-paid housekeeper to react.

      “Yes,” Lizzy said, “Marlena loved that house. Your mother loved having Marlena there, too.”

      Katie could feel tears forming in the corners of her eyes now. Everything was going wrong. No one around her was who she thought they were. Everything she thought she knew was changing. Everything was--

      “You know,” Lizzy told her, “your mother always said that she thought of Marlena more like a daughter than she did you.”

      Those words froze Katie’s blood. “My mom said that?”

      Lizzy nodded slowly. “Yes. A couple of times.” Then she looked up, and saw the expression on Katie’s face. “Oh, I’m sure she didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just that you were never there. She needed someone to turn to.”

      “She could have turned to me,” Katie protested. “She could have called me or...or...”

      Even as Katie said it she knew it was a lie. She had lived her life by moving from town to town and state to state. For the last few years, she hadn’t had a single permanent residence. Half the time she forgot to tell her mother where she was. There had been text messages, some days, and cards on Mother’s Day and Christmas and birthdays, but that was all. Katie could have--should have--done more to stay in touch with her mother. She just hadn’t done it.

      The tears flooded out, turning her vision watery. “I have to go.”

      Wiping furiously at her eyes she sped her way outside, and to her car. She had to get home. She had to be somewhere familiar and safe.

      Her mother’s house.

      As she was driving back the tears began to fall in earnest. At one point she drove over the center line without even realizing and even in a sleepy town like Fount Azure there were cars to worry about. She snapped her wheel to the right side of the road when another motorist blared their horn at her.

      She pulled over to the side of the road, and shut her car off, and then gripped her steering wheel in her hands hard enough that her knuckles popped.

      Then she screamed, and she cried, and she smacked her fist against the steering wheel over and over until the sides of her hands ached.

      Her mother was dead, and there was nothing she could do about it. “I was a good daughter,” she told herself, over and over. “I was a good daughter. I was.”

      If her mother had been upset with her, or disappointed, or anything like that...she never said anything.

      “How could she, Katie? You were never there. Oh sure, you’re here now when there’s a buck to be made out of it, but you weren’t there when your mother died. You weren’t there when she was all alone and turning to people who aren’t even family for comfort, either!”

      Your mother always said that she thought of Marlena more like a daughter than she did you.

      Her thoughts followed down that path and it led her to a question. If Marlena felt that strongly about keeping the house, and if maybe she was convinced that Katie’s mother would leave the house to her if she died...would she try to hasten that death along?

      “If killing Mom got her the house...”

      Then there was that whole thing with her mom treating Marlena like a daughter.

      ...she thought of Marlena more like a daughter than she did you...

      “Really Mom? Really?” She slammed her fist into the steering wheel again, just as hard as she could. “We’ll just see about that.”

      She pulled back into the street, turning in the direction of the cemetery, and shaking her injured hand.

      “Ow. No more hitting my hand against things. Even when I’m mad.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      She pulled into the half-circle drive in front of the cemetery again. This time she waited for a count of thirty before getting out of the car.

      When Everson Millsap didn’t appear, she figured it was safe.

      Not that she didn’t like the old man, or appreciate what he did to take care of the cemetery, but he had really creeped her out after their last conversation. The whole thing about feeling her mother’s spirit--that had set her on edge. She hadn’t seen any ghosts in her old house, and certainly not her mother’s ghost, but she did feel something in there. Something or someone, wanting her to know her mother had been murdered.

      Setting her jaw, Katie slammed the car door behind her and marched into the rows of gravestones. She went past all the older ones, marching right to her mother’s spot.

      The graves stood like quiet sentinels in the grass. Some of the older ones up front had broken over the years and been cemented back together. Others were tall and carved, massive blocks of stone that marked the rotting remains of the wealthy who had come to the same end as all their other neighbors.

      Money didn’t do you a bit of good after you were gone. Katie wondered if there was a lesson in that for her as she made her way along the path.

      The newer stones were thicker, and polished, and came in a variety of sizes and shapes. There were a few that didn’t have a date of death. These were burial plots for people who were still alive. Did they come here, she wondered, and stare at their own graves?

      Katie shivered. “That’s a bit morbid,” she scolded herself. “You’re not a child anymore. You know that people die.”

      Just like your mother, a voice inside reminded her.

      “Yes. Mom’s here, too. She’s at peace now.”

      Then why do you feel so guilty?

      Her mother’s grave was just about a dozen steps away, but Katie stopped where she was. Why did she feel guilty? Because either she was going crazy, or that note she’d found in the freezer really did mean exactly what she thought it did.

      Her mother had been killed by someone instead of dying in her sleep, and Katie hadn’t been there to stop it from happening.

      She was a good daughter, but she’d hurt her mother by leaving. She knew that she had. The arguments, the things that both of them had said...and then Katie had left home at an early age, following her boyfriend into a doomed relationship and a blossoming career in flipping houses.

      Her career might have worked out but her mother had been right about the boyfriend, and that was one of the reasons why Katie had come home less and less over the years. She couldn’t face up to her mistake. She had basically abandoned her mother for a guy who wasn’t worth her time.

      So why couldn’t she have just said so before her mother passed on and it was too late to say anything at all?

      Her breath caught in her throat and she had to squeeze her eyes shut tight to keep the tears from falling again. That wouldn’t do anyone any good. If her mother had been killed, and if Riley Harris or Marlena Strohm had anything to do with it, then Katie was going to find out. She promised herself that.

      “Do you hear me, Mom? I promise. I may not have been there for you when you died, and I’ll never forgive Lizzy for telling me that part about you thinking Marlena was more of a daughter than I was, but it doesn’t matter. I love you, Mom, and I’m going to find out what happened to you.”

      After a moment, she opened her eyes again. The world swam into focus through a veil of watery emotion.

      When it did, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

      At her mother’s grave a woman was crouched down, pulling weeds from around the heavy brownish-red headstone. She was dressed all in black--black dress, black floppy sun hat, black gardening gloves. Her dark hair fell in cascades down her back. Her blue eyes sparkled with warmth and humor. When she turned to smile at Katie there was no mistaking that face.

      Something tugged in Katie’s chest.

      “Mom...”

      It was like the years had been peeled away. Here was her mother as she had been when Katie was young and the world had been perfect. Before things went wrong. A much younger Alayna Pearson, kneeling at her own grave.

      Her mother stood and reached out a hand toward Katie, who reached out a hand of her own, and their fingertips nearly touched...

      The sun came out from behind a cloud and as the light slanted through the trees and fell on her mother, Katie watched the woman age. Wrinkles crawled over the lines of her pale face. The dark, lustrous color of her hair became bleached white. Her blue eyes became murky as they lost their focus.

      “Katie,” she heard her mother say, “I’m so cold...”

      Slowly, her mother became paler by degrees, and faded from Katie’s vision. Then she was gone, as if she’d never been there.

      “No, no, no,” Katie heard herself saying. She took a step back from the grave. Then another. This couldn’t be happening. “No, dammit, no!”

      She had seen ghosts before. She had stood in haunted houses and faced down spirits both friendly and malevolent. She knew ghosts were real.

      This was her mother. Her own mother!

      Be careful what you wish for, a voice inside told her. You wanted to see your mother’s ghost...

      Turning on her heel, unable to stop the tears from falling down her face any longer, Katie raced for the gate in the cemetery fence that led her back to her car. She wanted to leave. She wanted to get out of here. Not just the cemetery, but this town. She wanted to get as far away from Fount Azure as she could get--

      A hand snatched her by the arm as she came through the gate. It surprised her and she yelped as she tried to pull her arm away from an iron grip of bony fingers.

      “Whoa there, hold on Katie.” The man’s voice was familiar but in her fright it still took her a moment to realize it was Everson Millsap. The frail caretaker of the Fount Azure cemetery was far stronger than he looked. “It’s just me, girl. My, you sure startle easy. Seems like you seen a ghost.”

      Katie tried to wipe tears from her eyes while pretending nothing was wrong. “I’m fine. Everything is fine. I have to go. I just...I have to go.”

      His eyes got wider, and slowly he turned to face into the graveyard. “You saw her,” he breathed. “You saw your mother when you went to visit her grave, didn’t you?”

      “Don’t be silly,” she tried to laugh. “That’s impossible.”

      Denying it wouldn’t make it true but Katie was in no mood to discuss her dead mother’s ghost with anyone. No. This was just too much. Seeing her in dreams was one thing, but seeing her in the daylight here in the graveyard--that was too much.

      “I have to go,” she said again.

      “Can you tell her something for me? Please?” The old man was reaching out for her again, like he was desperate to get her to listen. “Please. Tell her I miss her. Tell her that she’s missed.”

      Katie waved at him, not trusting her voice. There was a lump in her throat and she had a feeling that if she tried to talk now that all the emotions she’d been successfully--more or less--holding in would flood out all at once.

      Behind the wheel of her car Katie drove purely by instinct. She couldn’t be sure if she stopped at a single intersection all the way back to her mother’s house. The next thing she knew she was pulling into the driveway and when she did, she barely had the engine switched off before she was racing for the front door. Up on the porch she jammed the key in the lock and twisted the handle as hard as she could and threw the door open, and fell to her knees inside.

      “Mother!” she called out. Silence answered her. “Mother! If your ghost is here then why won’t you tell me what happened to you?”

      Even more silence fell on her.

      The promise she’d made earlier came back to mind. She would find out what happened to her mother. Somehow.

      Mechanically, she closed and locked the door. She went to the kitchen and stared at the walk-in freezer door. She walked all around the house, listening to the echoes of the past.

      When she found herself in the bed upstairs she didn’t question it. She just pulled the blankets up to her chin, and closed her eyes, and let sleep take her.
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        * * *

      

      A noise woke her.

      Darkness had fallen outside when Katie’s eyes popped open. The window told her it was night. Her digital travel clock told her that she’d slept the day away.

      The noise happened again. This time it was followed by the muffled sound of someone swearing.

      Bleary eyed, feeling like she had a hangover from crying herself to sleep, she rolled to the edge of the bed--and listened.

      “Katie? Where in God’s name is the light switch!”

      A smile crossed Katie’s lips. Mel was here.

      She was still dressed from this morning. Combing her hair with her fingers, she stumbled out of the bedroom and down the stairs as fast as she could. Since she’d grown up in this house, she knew where everything was with her eyes closed. Navigating the hallways in the dark with the lights off was simple.

      At the bottom of the stairs, she flipped the switch on the wall, and light flooded everywhere around them.

      Mel was leaning with a hand against the wall, hopping on one foot. She did not look happy.

      They were as different as two friends could be. She was several inches shorter than Katie, and heavier in all the right places. She’d started adding blonde highlights to the ends of her short brown hair. Usually there was mischief in those brown eyes. Now she just looked annoyed.

      “Do you always leave heavy objects around for guests to stub their toes on?” she wanted to know. “I’m here to help you and what am I getting for it? A broken toe, that’s what!”

      She managed to tug off her sneaker and pull up the leg of her jeans to rub at her foot. I swear to you, if I chipped my toenail after just getting a pedicure, I’m gonna sue somebody!”

      Katie had the greatest urge to laugh. It felt good to have her friend here, in the middle of all the madness that she had come home to.

      On the floor next to Mel was a big red toolbox. A metal one with latches on the front. It had been left at the bottom of the stairs by one of the workmen and laying across the top of it was--

      A tan toolbelt with a bear logo on the front pocket. The one that had looked so nice slung low on Riley’s hips.

      Katie gasped. Riley had been in the house. Katie hadn’t seen that toolbox on the way upstairs to bed earlier. That meant he’d been in the house after she went to sleep.

      She felt herself cringing, drawing her shoulders up defensively and looking all around her, trying to see around corners and through walls. Was he still here? Was she being stalked by the man who...who may have killed her...

      Her mother.

      “Mel?” she asked, stepping closer to her friend because she knew the old saying about there being safety in numbers. “How did you get in here?”

      Blowing out a breath as she settled her injured foot back into its sneaker, Mel waved back toward the front of the house. “The door was open.”

      “No, it wasn’t.” Katie shook her head. “It was locked. I locked it before I went up to bed.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you, chikiepoo. It was open when I got here. I figured you left it open for me.”

      Katie tried to think back. Everything had been kind of a blur after leaving the cemetery. Was it possible that she left the door open without thinking?

      No. No, she couldn’t have. That would be so unlike her. She bought and sold houses for a living. It was a longstanding habit to keep the doors locked. Leaving the doors unlocked just invited people to come in and steal or vandalize a home that she might have spent several weeks and thousands of dollars fixing up.

      There was no way she left that door unlocked.

      Then how did Mel get in? Obviously, someone had opened the door after Katie had closed it up. She looked down at the toolbox again.

      Riley. He’d been in the house, and left his things here for her to see. He’d locked her in the freezer, and now this. He was trying to rattle her. She didn’t know how he’d gotten inside...and she didn’t know if he was gone.

      Her blood suddenly went cold. What if Riley hadn’t left? What if the door was unlocked because he was still inside...

      “Mel,” she whispered, “we need to go.”

      “What? Katie, I just got here.”

      “We need to go. Now. Right now!”

      Mel had always been the best friend that Katie had. They trusted each other completely. Mel didn’t ask any more questions. She saw the look on Katie’s face and knew she was serious. With a single nod of her head, she followed close behind as Katie led them to the front door. Neither of them made a sound.

      When they passed by the entrance to the kitchen, Katie saw movement from the corner of her eye. She turned to get a better look.

      The heavy door to the walk-in freezer was swinging open.

      Katie grabbed hold of Mel’s hand and they ran outside together, straight to Mel’s rental car. They drove down Brighton Avenue much faster than the posted speed limit.

      For Katie, it wasn’t fast enough.
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      She woke in a motel bed next to Mel. They’d checked into Fount Azure’s one and only motel and then stayed up until well after midnight talking. Crying too, at least for Katie. Mel, being the good friend that she was, just handed her some tissues from her purse and held her until the tears ran their course.

      She didn’t even remember lying down on the scratchy sheets and the shapeless pillow. After sleeping the previous day away, she really hadn’t expected to be able to sleep any more, but somewhere around dawn she had drifted off for just a couple of hours.

      Which was when the dream happened.

      Her mother was there, in the house, sitting at the kitchen table. It was astonishing how much of herself Katie could see in her mother’s face, even in her old age. This was the mother she remembered from just before she died. Worn down by life, still able to smile even though her body gave her trouble with a dozen knew aches and pains. Her once dark hair was now trimmed to tight white curls around that face Katie remembered so well.

      She sat at the kitchen table in her home, sipping tea and looking out the window, as if she was waiting for someone. The house was just like it had been before her mother’s passing. Full of knick-knacks and cleaned to a spotless shine. This was a memory, but it was a memory from her mother’s past.

      Katie watched the scene unfold in fascination. She knew from experience that sometimes dreams were more than what they seemed. Sometimes they let you see truths that you never would have found while you were awake.

      When a bright smile eased the wrinkles around her mother’s eyes Katie knew that whoever Alayna Pearson had been waiting for was here.

      An image of someone--indistinct, blurry--walked through the front door of the house and into the kitchen. Katie’s mother greeted the person with a warm hug. They sat together at the table. A cup of tea appeared for the visitor as well, as things will in a dream.

      Katie didn’t know who it was. She couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. She never heard the person speak even though her mother chattered away in a conversation that was friendly and eerily one-sided.

      All Katie knew, was this person was not her.

      Who was her mother’s visitor? Who had made her mother this happy, while her own daughter was off travelling from state to state, flipping houses and hardly ever calling home to touch base with the woman who had raised her?

      In the dream, a tear ran down Katie’s face. This should have been her. “I should have been here, Mom,” she said in the quiet space of the kitchen. “I should have come home and sat with you like this and talked about everything and nothing and drank tea with you and just spent time with you before it was too late.”

      Her mother lifted her head up, looking around the kitchen. “Did you hear something? No? Hmm. I suppose I didn’t either.” Then she stopped, looking at the visitor sitting with her. “Well, of course I have that special coffee you like. I keep it on hand now because I do so enjoy our visits. Let me just go and get a can of it from the freezer.”

      She got up from the table, and Katie’s heart lurched.

      Somehow she knew this was the moment when her mother had died. If she went into that freezer, she would never come out again. This was how it had happened. This other person, this visitor that had made her mother so happy, was going to lock her in the freezer and leave her there to die.

      I’m so cold. Those where her mother’s words, spoken again and again.

      She froze to death.

      Helplessly she watched her mother open the heavy door and hum a tune to herself as she went in the freezer. Behind her, at the table, the unknown visitor stood up and started silently across the kitchen floor.

      “No!” Katie cried. She rushed forward and swatted at the person, tried to hit her or stop her or do anything she could to keep this from happening, but her hands drifted right through the shimmering blur that would not reveal itself. “Who are you? Damn it, who are you! Leave my mother alone! Leave her alone!”

      The figure turned to her, smiling. Her voice was distorted, resonant, echoey... “I’m more of a daughter than you ever were.”

      With that the stranger in her mother’s house reached out, and slammed the freezer door closed.

      Katie recoiled in the dream, and it startled awake.

      “Whoa there, chickie,” Mel said from across the room. “You’re going to give yourself a heart attack and then where would you be?”

      Sitting up, holding a hand to her chest to feel her heart racing against her ribs. “I’d be dead, that’s where I’d be. I’d be right there with my mom’s ghost.”

      “Katie!” Mel was shocked. “Don’t talk like that. There’s something going on here, and we’ll help each other figure it out.”

      Katie tried to hold onto the edges of the dream. The visitor to her mom’s house, looking right at Katie and telling her she was a better daughter, right before she shut and locked the freezer door on her. “My mom was killed, Mel. She was murdered in her own home. The same house I’m trying to sell.” She opened her eyes to look over at her friend. “I can’t even wrap my mind around it...uh, where did you get that?”

      Mel was sitting in the ugly, overstuffed orange chair across from the bed, in her t-shirt and panties, one foot up on the seat. She was eating a piece of fried bread dough with white sugar coating the top.

      “Turns out the motel has a little mini-breakfast buffet. Not much there, but this fried dough is delicious!”

      “You went down to breakfast...in your underwear?”

      “Oh, come on.” Mel munched another bite and chewed as she snorted a laugh. “Give me some credit. I had my pants on when I went hunting for food. I just took them off when I got back to the room.”

      It didn’t matter what the circumstances were that she found herself in, Mel would always be Mel.

      “You want some?” she asked Katie.

      “No. Um. Thanks, but no.” What Katie really wanted was a shower and a month to just process all of this. “I just keep coming back to how the house was unlocked last night when I locked it before you arrived, and how Riley’s toolbelt was left there. Like he meant for me to find it.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t him,” Mel said around another bite.

      Katie pushed her hair back with her hands and stared at her. “What do you mean?”

      Mel held up a finger while she chewed, and chewed some more, and finally swallowed. “You know what this needs? A soda. I know, I know. First we figure out if Riley is stalking you--”

      “And, if he did or didn’t kill my mother,” Katie said miserably.

      “Um. Yeah. Sorry, here I am gushing about a piece of fried bread dough when your mom...yeah. Okay. Well. I was just saying, unless you gave Riley a key to your house so he could work on it then he couldn’t have unlocked the door, right?”

      That made sense. Katie hadn’t thought of it, but Mel was right. Riley did not have a key to the house. The only people who had keys to the new locks were herself and--

      Oh, damn.

      In a rush, Katie tried to bounce out of bed only to get one of her feet tangled in the blankets and then pitch forward onto the floor with a little, unlady-like umph. Lying on the floor for a moment helped her catch her bearings.

      Mel’s face hovered above her as she bent down over Katie. “Katie? Katie, what’s wrong. Why are you on the floor?”

      She extricated herself from the blankets with some difficulty. “Never mind that. I’m just...I fell, okay? We have to go. Get dressed because we have to go.”

      “Chickie, what in God’s green Earth are you talking about?”

      On her feet again Katie went straight to the little bathroom to scrub her face and push her long, heavy curls into place. The face staring back at her looked older than it had yesterday.

      “Back when Mom died,” she explained to Mel, “I changed the locks on the doors for security reasons. They’re all brand new.”

      Mel nodded her approval from the bathroom doorway. “Very smart. Speaking as someone who makes their living in real estate as well, I mean.”

      “Thank you,” Katie said. “That means a lot.”

      Mel had been a big name in real estate sales for years now. She knew the business just as well as Katie did. She might not renovate the homes before selling them, but she knew security was an important part of protecting your investment.

      In this case, Katie being careful had just pointed her in the direction of the most obvious person of all.

      No, Riley didn’t have keys to house. Katie had the one set. The other set belonged to the woman who was taking care of the house.

      “Marlena Strohm,” Katie finished her thought out loud. “She had the other key. She’s the one who unlocked the door.”

      “Marlena?” Mel’s face twisted up in confusion. “Who’s Marlena?”

      “She’s the housekeeper. The housekeeper who doesn’t want me to sell the house because she wants it for herself!”

      Mel gave a low whistle. “Wow. So you think she’s been messing with you?”

      “Yeah I do. Come on. I know where she lives.”

      “What are we going to do when we get there?” Mel asked her.

      “We’re going to get answers. That’s what we’re going to do.”

      “Not much of a plan.”

      “I’m making this up as I go,” Katie admitted. “Some things are starting to make sense to me but for the most part I’m lost.”

      Mel chuckled. “I understand. I think.”

      “Good. Then let’s go.”

      “Sure. Just let me get some pants first.” She finished off the rest of her fried dough, too. “I have to tell you, Katie. Visiting you is never dull.”
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        * * *

      

      Marlena Strohm had always lived in a cluster of little houses in a small corner of Fount Azure. Katie had been here a couple of times. It was nice enough in its own way. Certainly it was good enough for one middle-aged woman living by herself.

      The Volkswagen Beetle that Marlena had driven for years was in the driveway. Mel parked them behind it, and they got out.

      “Looks like she’s here.” Mel smacked the piece of bubble gum she’d started chewing at the motel. “You want to be good cop, and I’ll be bad cop?”

      “I’m hoping it won’t come to that.” Even as Katie said it though, she knew it might take something like that to find the truth. “Should we call the police, maybe?”

      “Mmm, uh-uh,” Mel murmured. “This girl doesn’t like the police. Let’s not go that route unless we have to, okay?”

      “Sure. You know, I’ve been thinking back over every time I’ve seen Marlena. Everything I’ve ever heard her say. She was good for my mom. She was even sort of my friend, I guess. I just can’t imagine her doing such a horrible thing. I mean, killing my mother? Could she do that?”

      Mel reached over and held Katie’s hand. “Let’s find out.”

      “I’m so glad you’re here, Mel.”

      “Hey, what are best friends for. I will always drop everything to come and help you. No matter where you are.”

      After a moment, Katie took a breath, and then faced the house. “Come on. Let’s go find out what Marlena has to say for herself.”

      A little walkway of stones led from the driveway to the front porch. To their surprise, they found the door was open. It was just a little bit which was why they hadn’t seen it from their car. Now they looked at each other with the same question.

      It was Katie who reached out to push the door open. “Hello?” she called out. “Marlena? Are you here? It’s Katie Pearson. We want to talk to you.”

      Silence.

      “Something doesn’t feel right,” Katie said to Mel.

      “You think? Maybe she’s taking a bath. Or maybe she’s got a boyfriend upstairs in bed with her and she can’t hear us.”

      “Mel. Really?”

      “What? Every woman dreams of spending a day at home alone with the man she loves every now and then.”

      Katie smiled at her friend. Mel was in a steady relationship, and it was obviously affecting the way she thought. In a good way, maybe, but still.

      She went down the short hallway from the living room. The house was laid out oddly but then again there wasn’t much space to work with. “I’m just going to look through the house real quick. Maybe there’s something we can find to show it really is Marlena that has been messing with me, and not Riley.”

      “Because he’s cuter?” Mel suggested.

      Katie ignored that and tried not to picture the way the strap of his toolbelt hugged his hips and his butt...

      The kitchen lights were on. Katie decided to start there.

      She wasn’t two feet inside when she stopped. There, on the linoleum floor, she saw Marlena. Her eyes were open and staring. Blood had pooled underneath her.

      Marlena Strohm was dead.

      Mel leaned around Katie’s shoulder to see what she was looking at. When she did, she whistled one long, low note.

      “Well,” she said. “You wanted to call the police. Now seems like a good time to me.”
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      “I don’t believe this.”

      That was all Katie could say. They sat on the couch in Marlena’s living room waiting for the police officers combing through the house to come back and speak to them. They had been told, in no uncertain terms, to sit on their behinds right here and not move until someone came back for them.

      That had been an hour ago.

      Mel leaned her head against the back of the couch. She closed her eyes with a sigh. “When you asked me to fly out here I figured it would be to sit up late with tubs of ice cream and a couple bottles of wine to reminisce about your mother. You know, cry it out and stuff. I never expected to become part of a police investigation.”

      Katie looked over at her friend. “You’re being very calm about all of this.”

      “Not the first dead body I’ve seen,” Mel shrugged. “When you buy and sell houses you never know what you’re going to find. Sometimes people die in their house and no one finds them for weeks. Believe me, that scene in the kitchen isn’t anything new for me.”

      “Yeah, we really picked great jobs, didn’t we?”

      Mel popped open just one eye again. “Well, yes. We did. I’m happy with what I do. Make good money at it, too. So do you. Your life isn’t so bad, is it?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Katie ticked several points off with her fingers. “I’m alone. I don’t even have a permanent residence although I rent a condo in two different states. I wasn’t there for my own mother when she died. And, oh yeah, the woman who had been taking care of my mother and who was still taking care of her house was just murdered. Sure. My life is fantastic.”

      Now Mel shifted on the couch, reaching over and putting her hand on Katie’s knee. “You have me, your very best friend. You’ve got money in the bank. Plus, there’s no way you can convince me you don’t love the whole flipping houses thing. You’re good at what you do. That’s not what’s bothering you, is it?”

      Katie took in a shaky breath. “I wasn’t there for Mom. I should have been there for her. Maybe...maybe none of this would have happened if I had just come home more often.”

      “What were you going to do, live here forever? If your mom was really killed by someone Katie, that’s not your fault. You couldn’t have known that was going to happen.”

      “Well, I know it now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      No going back now, Katie thought to herself. She dropped her voice down low so none of the police officers around them would hear. “I’ve seen Mom’s ghost.”

      “What? You mean, like in your dreams?”

      “No...well, yes. That too, but I saw her yesterday in the graveyard. At her grave. She told me she was cold.”

      For the longest time Mel didn’t say anything. She just sat there staring at Katie. Then she sat back with her eyes wide. “Wow. That’s deep.”

      “She died in that freezer in the house, Mel.” Katie shivered as she said it, as if it had been her locked behind that door and not her Mom. “I even found a note in there that she left before she died. Someone killed her, and then laid her out in her own bed like nothing had happened. Nobody questioned it. Nobody thought twice that an old woman might have lived another five, ten, fifteen years. And the worst part about it is, I didn’t question it either.”

      “So who did it? Do you think it was Marlena?”

      “I did,” Katie said, “until now. Someone killed her as well. My guess? It might be the same person.”

      “Katie, you sell houses for a living. You’re not a private investigator.”

      “I know, I know, but I can’t help the situation I’m in. Besides, there’s more.”

      “Really? What?”

      “Marlena and my mother were close, apparently. I’ve been told she thought of Marlena as her own daughter. I refused to believe it at first. Then it all seemed to fit with her not wanting to sell the house and the thing with the key...I just don’t know.”

      Mel wasn’t having any of that. “You think it’s Riley, don’t you?”

      Katie wasn’t sure anymore. Things had happened that pointed to him, certainly. The freezer door being closed on her--and locked--twice while Riley was standing right there. His toolbelt left at the bottom of her stairs...

      But was it him?

      She shook her head. “I just don’t know.”

      Into the middle of their conversation, a man in a rumpled brown suit came walking into the living room. His upper chest and arms were bulky with muscle but his pants flapped around scrawny legs. A handlebar mustache was starting to go gray just like the thinning hair on his head.

      He greeted them with a smile that was obviously forced. “Ladies. I’m Chief Bernard Aikens. They call me in for all of the major incidents.”

      Mel sat with her back very straight. “Oh, is that what we are now? A major incident?”

      “You found a dead body in my town. Yes. That qualifies.”

      Katie interrupted Mel before she could say something that they would both regret. “I know who you are, Bernard. I haven’t been gone so long that I don’t remember the cop who arrested me for skinny dipping with Bobby Braddish.”

      “Heh,” he laughed. “I’d nearly forgotten about that. If you don’t mind my saying, Katherine, you haven’t changed all that much.”

      Self-consciously, Katie crossed her legs and settled her arms over her belly. “Nobody calls me Katherine. Not anymore. My mother was the last one who called me that.”

      “Right, right. You prefer Katie. Well, Katie, let’s go over your story again. You came here to talk to Marlena, and you found her like that?”

      Katie nodded. She and Mel had agreed on the story they would tell before they called the police. It seemed best to stick to the truth. “That’s right.”

      “And you have no idea who might have wanted to hurt Marlena Strohm?”

      Yes I do, Katie thought. Riley Harris had a lot to answer for.

      Out loud, she said, “No. No idea at all.”

      “Uh-huh,” Chief Aikens said, digging in one of the pockets of his suitcoat and pulling out a little spiral bound notebook. He opened it to the front page. “So who’s Riley Harris?”

      Katie’s eyes widened. “Riley? Why are you asking about Riley?”

      “Oh, so you know him?”

      “Of course I know him,” Katie answered. “I, um, sort of hired him to do some contract work on my mother’s house before I sell it.”

      “I see.” Chief Aikens wrote something down in his notebook. “You’ve been gone a long time, Katie. You just got back into town and now I’ve got a murder on my hands that you’re directly involved in.”

      “Hey!” Mel snapped. “She is not directly involved. We just came here and found her lying there. What, did you want us to just leave without calling?”

      The man’s hard eyes turned to regard Mel. “When I say directly involved, I mean that Marlena Strohm was in Katie’s employment. She found the body--and so did you, I might add.”

      That took some of the wind out of Mel’s sails. She sat back, arms crossed over her chest, and pouted. “This is what happens when you get involved with the police.”

      “Mel,” Katie said in a loud whisper, “that isn’t helping.”

      “There’s more, too,” the chief continued. “Now we have Riley Harris to fit into the equation, and here Katie tells me that Riley was in her employment, too. I’m not a firm believer in coincidence.”

      “Bernard...Chief,” Katie corrected herself. “You still haven’t told us why you’re asking about Riley.”

      “I’m asking about him because I believe he may have been involved. You say you knew him. I know the two of you went to the same high school, Katie. You’ve been gone a long time but you aren’t dumb. So. Mind telling me why his wallet was left in Marlena’s bedroom?”

      The question didn’t make any sense to Katie. Riley’s wallet in Marlena’s bedroom? That would mean he was in the bedroom. That would mean...what? That he and Marlena were together? No. Katie couldn’t even begin to picture that. There was no way Riley was intimately involved with Marlena. She was twice his age!

      Then a new thought occurred to her. Maybe he wasn’t, um, dating Marlena, but if his wallet was here, did that mean he killed Marlena?

      “Katie?” Chief Aikens prompted her. “Any idea why this man you hired to work on your house dropped his wallet at the scene of a crime?”

      Mel leaned forward. “Well there was--”

      “Actually no,” Katie interrupted her. “I have no idea. We don’t know why Riley was here.”

      The pen tapped against Aikens’ notebook. “Uh-huh. Well. In that case we’re done here. Just don’t leave town.” He handed Katie one of his business cards with his name and the police department phone number on it. He gave Mel another long stare. “We’ll be in touch.”

      Katie took the chance when it was offered to her. Taking Mel’s hand she pulled them both off the couch and right out the front door. The police officers had been careful to park their cars on the side of the street so they weren’t blocking them in. Katie took the wheel in Mel’s car again, and then they were driving away.

      “Why didn’t you tell him?” Mel asked her. “You should have told him all the stuff that you told me. Can there be any doubt now that this is all Riley? Your mom, Marlena, all of it? They need to lock that boy up!”

      “They will. I know Bernard Aikens. He’s the kind of cop who locks people up first and then asks question later. That isn’t my concern right now.”

      “Oh really, then what is?”

      “My mother. I need to talk to her. Please tell me you brought it?”

      She didn’t have to explain what she was talking about. Mel reached into the backseat to where her luggage had been sitting unnoticed. Katie heard her open a zipper and rummage around for something. When she sat back up front, she had a heavy piece of brown board in her hands. It had an old look and feel to it, and it was painted with letters, and numbers, and the words ‘Yes’ and ‘No.’ With it was a planchette, a pointer piece that had a round glass window near the top point.

      Mel’s Ouija board.

      She and Mel had used this together once before. Katie had been against it at first. Ouija boards were for having drunk fun at parties, or for those weirdos on YouTube who insist they’re talking to demons who want them to sacrifice a llama and write backward messages on the wall. In their own feces.

      Only, when Mel had convinced her to try, they’d actually made real contact with a ghost. Then the ghost had tried to kill her.

      She was hoping when she tried to contact her mother it would go better than that.

      “Thanks, Mel.”

      “Hey.” She winked at Katie. “What are friends for?”

      They were back at her mother’s house in no time. Katie held her breath as she turned down the street, half expecting Riley’s contracting truck to be parked there, waiting to do more work on the house. When it wasn’t, she breathed a sigh of relief. Apparently her last conversation with him had put him off.

      Either that, or he’d just been too busy killing Marlena to come to work this morning.

      “Where do you want to do this?” Mel asked her, hugging the board and its heart-shaped planchette piece to her chest as she got out. “Where’s a good place to call on your mother’s ghost?”

      Katie felt so strange hearing those words. Yes, she had desperately wanted to talk to her mother and she knew the only way to do it was to get in touch with her ghost. This was getting real, though, and he no longer knew what to expect.

      The scene at her mother’s grave had rattled her.

      She took a breath and made her decision. “Let’s do it in the kitchen. Actually...in the freezer.” She didn’t like the idea, but if that was the place her mother had died then she figured it would be where they could feel her mother’s spirit the strongest.

      Mel hesitated on the steps to the front door. “Um, didn’t you tell me that the freezer door keeps closing on you? And, you know, locking you in?”

      “Riley was doing that,” Katie insisted. “We’ll wedge the door open somehow so it can’t close. We’ll be fine.”

      “Hmph. Famous last words.”

      Inside, Katie made sure to lock the front door behind her. She did it twice so there wouldn’t be any doubt in her mind that she had, in fact, locked it. There was a back door to the house as well but it only took a few seconds to double check it was locked with the deadbolt thrown in place. No one was going to get in to surprise them this time.

      In the hallway, Katie gave a wide berth to the toolbox and Riley’s work belt. She’d have to take those out of here later. Hopefully by then the police would have arrested him.

      Bastard.

      The freezer door squeaked when she opened it and Katie added that fact to her list of things to fix before she could sell the house...

      She grimaced at the thought, and mentally crumpled the whole list up and tossed it away. How could she go about fixing this place up and selling it now that she knew her mother had been killed here? The closure she had hoped to gain by getting rid of this house would forever be out of her grasp. The whole place was tainted in her mind. All of her memories had forever been altered. Those photographs in the hallway seemed to be showing her someone else’s happy life.

      Mel was pushing on the door with her fingertips, examining it dubiously. “You sure this can’t close on us again?”

      “Yes,” Katie answered. Then she changed her mind. “No. I mean, it shouldn’t. I tested it yesterday and it was fine.”

      “You got locked inside,” Mel reminded her.

      “Only because Riley showed up and closed me in. Look.” From her pocket she took out the card that Chief Aikens had given her. Turning it over to the blank side she wrote out a note, just like she had done last time for Riley.

      

      We are in the freezer. Please open the door.

      

      Katie showed Mel the card before placing it prominently on the kitchen counter. “There. See? Now if we get locked in--”

      “They’ll know where to find our bodies,” Mel joked. “Wonderful.”

      Katie stuck her tongue out at her friend. She was so glad Mel was here. First the business with Riley, and then Marlena’s body, and now sitting with her in a freezer to call on her mother’s ghost. She didn’t know how she would have done all this by herself.

      They scouted around for something to prop the door open with until Katie rolled her eyes and went out into the hall. She came back with Riley’s toolbox. It was heavy enough that she had to carry it in two hands. It set nicely against the linoleum, right at the bottom edge of the door, keeping it open wide.

      “Ooh,” Mel shivered. “It’s cold in here.”

      “It is a freezer, Mel.” Katie settled herself on the cement floor, but she could feel the cold leeching through her jeans too. “Come on. Over here by the drain.”

      Mel sat down with her and they positioned the Ouija board in between them so that they could both reach an edge of the planchette. The heart-shaped pointer sat there on its three rubber-tipped feet, its round window settled over the letter G in the middle of the board, waiting for them to begin.

      Katie knew how much the Ouija board meant to Mel. It had belonged to her great-grandmother, or something, and Mel firmly believed that her maternal ancestor had a gift for talking to the other side. Katie was just hoping that her own mother was receptive to this sort of call.

      Not that she understood the first thing about how this worked. She just knew it did.

      They could have tried doing this at the graveyard, she supposed. She quickly discarded that idea. The thought of it sent a tingle up her spine. This was spooky enough, here in the house she had grown up in.

      “All right,” Mel said, pressing her fingertips down a little harder on her side. “What are we asking...uh, what’s your Mom’s name?”

      “Alayna.”

      “Okay. What are we going to ask Alayna?”

      “I think we need to keep it simple. This isn’t like text messaging, right? So let’s just ask her if she knows who killed her. Let’s start with that.”

      “Sounds good.” Mel closed her eyes and cleared her throat. Her voice became very serious. “We are seeking the spirit of Alayna Pearson, mother of Katie Pearson. Is that spirit here in this house?”

      Katie held her breath.

      Nothing happened.

      As if she could read Katie’s thoughts, Mel said, “Don’t give up. Just keep your eyes closed and concentrate. Sometimes it takes a while.”

      “Sometimes it doesn’t work too, right?”

      “Stop being negative. Negative energy affects the Ouija board...you know, negatively. Alayna Pearson,” Mel called again. “Are you here? Will you speak with us?”

      Again, nothing. With her eyes squeezed tightly shut Katie repressed a sigh. Despite Mel’s reassurances it was hard to keep up hope when nothing at all was happening--

      Then a quiet scraping noise caught their attention.

      “Alayna?” Mel asked. “Is that you? Are you here to speak to us?”

      Katie concentrated on the feel of the planchette under her fingers. She wasn’t going to open her eyes until it moved. This had to work. It had to work!

      The scraping noise happened again...and again.

      Mel raised her voice. “Alayna. Please talk to us. We need to know who killed you. Do you know who it was?”

      Scrape...scrape...

      “Alayna?”

      Katie couldn’t help herself. She opened her eyes, looking around the room. “Mom?”

      Sccrraaaappee...

      The noise drew Katie’s attention slowly back to the freezer door. It was moving. It was closing, and as it closed it was pushing the heavy toolbox across the kitchen floor.

      “No!” she shouted, pulling her hands away from the Ouija board as she scrambled up to her feet and lurched for the door to stop it from swinging shut.

      When she took her hands away from the planchette, she felt a small snap against the pads of her finges, like an electric shock.

      The toolbox twisted out of the way as the door continued moving and Katie was almost there, her hand lifted up to stop it from closing, to get out to the kitchen before they could be trapped--

      Then something grabbed her by her ankles and yanked her back into the freezer. She fell to the floor, scraping her hands against the hard cement as she went down.

      She looked down at her feet. There was nothing there. She could feel something wrapped around her legs, holding her fast, but there was nothing there.

      Somehow, she had the feeling that whatever was holding her was doing it for her own good. To protect her from something...

      It was Mel who ran past her to throw her shoulder at the door as it was almost closed. The echo of the impact was loud inside the freezer. Mel was thrown backward onto her ass.

      The door bounced open. Katie breathed a sigh of relief.

      The pressure on her legs disappeared.

      They were okay.

      Mel stood up, holding her left shoulder. “Ow. Oh, seriously ow. That hurts. That hurts a lot. I think I broke my shoulder, Katie.”

      Well. Mostly okay.

      “You saved us,” Katie told her. “A few seconds later and that door would have shut us in.”

      Then they heard a voice. “Katie? Are you home?”

      It was Riley Harris.

      He’d found them.
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      Katie held her breath. When Mel turned to her with a questioning look she held a finger up to her lips. “Shh.”

      There was sweat on her friend’s face. The strain of not crying was showing in her eyes. She was really hurt. Katie’s hands ached where she had caught herself from falling.

      What were they going to do? They were trapped inside the freezer even if the door was still open. They couldn’t go out there with Riley waiting for them, and the only thing they had to use as a weapon was the Ouija board.

      More because it was in reach than for any other reason, Katie leaned over, lying flat on her stomach, to grab the planchette. At least it had a pointy end--

      It moved, pulling her hand up to the corner so it could point at the word ‘No.’

      Damn it, Katie thought to herself, why now, Mom? Why couldn’t you have answered us two minutes ago when we asked you to!

      What was the last question they’d asked? She thought back to what Mel had said, trying to remember...

      “Katie?” Riley Harris called to her again. “Are you upstairs? Hey, I’m coming up, all right?”

      Katie bit her lip. No, it was most certainly not all right that this man was in her house, and definitely not okay that he was going upstairs without being invited! Why was he toying with them. He had to know they were in here.

      Still, if it got him up there and away from the front door so she and Mel could escape, then so be it.

      What was the last question Mel had asked her mother?

      Then she remembered. Mel had asked if Katie’s mother knew who killed her.

      No.

      The answer was no.

      Fantastic. We went through all of this and put ourselves in danger again just to find out nothing!

      Mel came over to kneel next to Katie, still holding her arm. “How did he get in?” she whispered. “We locked the doors.”

      “Wait,” Katie said, still straining her ears to hear what Riley was doing out there. She didn’t know how he got inside. She didn’t care. She just wanted to get away from him.

      “I’m coming up!” they heard him call. This time it was followed by the creaking sound of him on the stairs.

      Katie counted the steps. One, two, four, eight...

      “Now,” she whispered.

      The two of them slipped out of the freezer and back into the kitchen. Practically on her tiptoes, Katie made a beeline for the hallway. The front door was to the right. They could get to the car, call the police, and then they’d be safe again.

      The front door was there, and it was already open, and Katie felt a whimper of relief escape her throat. Her nerves were raw from everything that had happened since she’d returned to Fount Azure. This was too much.

      She was in the house with a killer.

      At least she and Mel were going to make it out.

      At the door she looked back over her shoulder and saw that Mel wasn’t with her anymore.

      “No. Oh no, no, no!”

      She looked over at the stairs. No sign of Riley. Quickly she doubled back to the kitchen. Mel wasn’t there. This couldn’t be happening, she thought. She had to be here.

      A noise drew her attention. It came from inside the freezer.

      She stood there, immobilized with fear. She should run. She wanted to run. She needed to get away from here before Riley came downstairs and found her.

      But she couldn’t. She couldn’t leave without Mel.

      Slowly, like she was moving through a dream, Katie walked across the kitchen floor, back to the freezer.

      The noise happened again. A clatter, and then a strangled sound that she recognized as Mel’s voice.

      Mel!

      Scared to death of what she was going to see, she peered around the edge of the freezer door.

      Mel was there, on the floor, kneeling and trying to pick up the Ouija board and planchette with one hand.

      “I couldn’t leave it,” she whispered, tears of pain and fear making lines down her cheeks. “I had to come back for it.”

      “Give it here,” Katie offered. “We have to go. You need to get to a doctor.”

      Mel nodded, her face pale, and handed the board to Katie. She kept the planchette. Katie couldn’t bring herself to step into the freezer. Every time she did--every single time--it tried to trap her. Tried to kill her...

      It was like the freezer itself was alive. That was crazy. She knew it was crazy, and she couldn’t care less. That’s exactly what it felt like.

      No. Riley was the killer here, and he was still upstairs.

      They stepped quickly across the kitchen floor. Katie listened to the house. It was quiet. She didn’t know where Riley was but she hoped he was still upstairs.

      She stepped into the hallway.

      There he was, standing in the doorway like he’d been waiting for them.

      In his hand was the police chief’s little white business card that Katie had left on the kitchen counter. He held it up. “Why’d you go to the police, Katie?”

      “Riley, let us go.” She couldn’t keep the tremor out of her voice. She couldn’t keep her hands from shaking where they gripped the edges of the Ouija board. “Please. Just let us go.”

      “Katie, I’m not stopping you. I just want to know what’s going on.”

      Mel, injured arm and all, stepped in between them. “You killed Marlena, that’s why! Don’t think you’re going to get away with this, you bastard!”

      The look that crossed over Riley’s face was unreadable. His eyes narrowed. “Who the Hell are you?” he asked Mel.

      Before Mel could answer, one of the framed photos from Katie’s childhood flew off the wall and streaked past them, spinning edge over edge, and struck the floor at Riley’s feet.

      He jumped back a step, bringing his arms up defensively.

      Another photo, and another, and then a third one streaked down the hallway to strike against the walls, showering Riley with glass and broken pieces of wood and plastic.

      Mel stood there with her mouth gaping open. It was Katie who took her by the arm--her uninjured arm--and pulled her in the other direction, down the hallway toward the back of the house and the other door.

      “Katie!” Riley called after her. “Wait! Don’t go!”

      “Hell with that,” she muttered. The back door was in front of her then, and she slammed the deadbolt open as more crashes came from the front entryway. How many of those pictures were there?

      She twisted open the lock on the door, and then her hand was on the knob and they were almost gone.

      Riley’s strong hand settled over hers abruptly, stopping her. She squeaked, and tried to pull her hand back, dropping the Ouija board in the process. Falling back on the training from several self-defense classes she picked her foot up and swung it forward, connecting a solid kick to his shin.

      With a grunt of pain he let go of her, and fell over onto his ass as he grabbed hold of his injured leg.

      For good measure, Mel stepped up and delivered a kick to his side.

      Katie was running again, back down the hall, back toward the front door. Her heart was racing a mile a minute and she was sure that she was already hyperventilating but hand in hand she and Mel made it to that door and she had never wanted out of a house as much as she did right now.

      The front door slammed shut just as she got there.

      It was too quick for Katie to stop. She ran full force into the door, her face bouncing off the solid wood, sending jolts of pain lancing up through her cheek and nose and instantly bringing stinging tears to her eyes.

      She stopped, cupping her face in her hand, feeling the blood running out of her nostrils. This couldn’t be happening.

      “Mother!” she shouted. “What are you doing? Why are you doing this to us?”

      Behind them, a single photo dropped off the wall to the floor. As she watched, it slid up the hallway rug and bumped against her toes, face up.

      Katie stared at it in disbelief. It was a picture of her mother, arms wrapped around the shoulders of her only daughter at age five. Katie had skinned her knee out in the driveway that day, and her mother had taken her into her arms and held her until the pain went away. To Katie, that picture had always been the very definition of feeling safe.

      Why was her mother showing her this now?

      Down the hallway, Riley was getting to his feet.

      Frantically Katie turned back to the door, grabbing the handle and twisting it furiously. The door rattled in its frame, but it wouldn’t open.

      “Mother, don’t do this! Open the door! Open the door!”

      Riley shouted a string of obscenities at them.

      Mel told him to stay back, using most of the same words.

      Katie turned the lock. It snapped closed. She turned it and held it this time, pulling again and again on the door. It wouldn’t budge. She kicked it. She threw her shoulder into it. She cried and she ground her teeth while feelings of betrayal and terror welled up inside of her.

      “Mom,” she pleaded now, “please. Please! Open this door!”

      And then it opened.

      With a gasping shudder that seemed to come from the house itself, the door gave. It peeled away from the frame slowly, reluctantly, until it was wide open and Katie pulled Mel after her while Riley shouted for them to stop.

      Katie ran instead.

      Until she got outside.

      Mel bumped up against her, and then she stared in disbelief as well.

      Police cars were parked over the curb, angled toward her house, with officers swarming in their direction. In the middle of them stood Chief Bernard Aikens, his face just as stern as it had been earlier at Marlena Strohm’s house.

      “Don’t worry,” he said to Katie. “We’ve got him.”
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      Katie’s stomach growled.

      When was the last time she’d eaten anything? Yesterday, she decided. Breakfast? Maybe. Not that anyone would blame her for skipping a few meals. After all, there had been a homicidal maniac chasing her. Not to mention her mother’s ghost trying to trap her in the house.

      How was she supposed to find time to eat with all that going on?

      Leaning her head back in the chair next to Mel’s hospital bed, she drew in a deep breath. “Hey, Mel?”

      “Yeah?” Mel said, her words a little slurred from the pain medication the doctors had given her.

      “You want to get a cheeseburger when we get out of here?”

      “No,” she said, emphatically shaking her head. “Wine. I want wine. Lots and lots of really good wine.”

      Katie couldn’t help but smile. “Okay. It’s a deal.”

      They were in Mel’s hospital room. She was going to be spending the night for observation due to a possible concussion. Her arm, as it turned out, actually wasn’t that bad off. It wasn’t broken, anyway. A bad sprain could feel like a break, the doctor had explained as he set it in a soft cast. In this case, the bad sprain was going to lead to torn cartilage or worse if she didn’t let it heal. Mel had promised to be a good girl, and then she had winked at the doctor and said something about how she would try anything once.

      That was Mel. Not even a near brush with death in a haunted house would keep her down.

      Haunted house. Her mother’s ghost was in the house. Katie wanted to scream. She wanted to laugh. Most of all, she just wanted to cry.

      Riley had been taken away in a police car. Chief Aikens had told both Katie and Mel that he needed their statements about what had happened in the house. Mel and Katie had exchanged a look, wondering how they were going to explain everything in terms that wouldn’t get them sent to a mental hospital.

      Then, thankfully, the chief said the statements could wait until Mel was checked out at the hospital and they knew she would be okay.

      “You too,” he’d added, speaking to Katie, and pointing to her face.

      Katie had been lucky. No broken nose. Her face was still tender and a little swollen, but she would live to date again.

      Still, she’d stayed at the hospital this long to be sure Mel was going to be okay. She felt guilty. She felt like this was all her fault and in a way, she knew it was. If she hadn’t called Mel to come and help her then she wouldn’t have gotten hurt. If she hadn’t suggested doing that stupid séance with the Ouija board then they wouldn’t have been in the freezer at all.

      “I’m sorry,” she muttered, surprising them both.

      Mel found Katie’s hand with her own. She winced, and resettled the other arm in its protective sling. “Chickie, you’d do the same for me. You got nothing to apologize for.” Then she laughed, and licked her lips. “Of course, that might be the pain drugs talking.”

      “You don’t need any wine,” Katie told her with a smile. “You’re already high!”

      “Don’t be mean to me,” Mel whined, looking for sympathy. “I’m hurt.”

      “Okay, okay.”

      “Besides. I always need wine.”

      “Well sure,” Katie agreed. “Who doesn’t?”

      The silence stretched in the room after their laughter died away. Very abruptly, Katie threw her arms around Mel and kissed her forehead. “I’ve never had a friend like you, Mel.”

      With a wide yawn, Mel’s eyes drooped. “Nope. Won’t ever find another like me, either. Now, go ‘way. I’m sleepy.”

      Katie squeezed her hand one last time before settling it on the bed over the sheets. When she stood up, she saw that Mel was already asleep.

      Her stomach rumbled again. There was so much she had to do. The problem with Riley might be mostly over but that was by no means the end of it. The house had to be taken care of and she needed to find a new contractor, the police still needed to speak with her, and she wanted to call Mel’s boyfriend and tell him what had happened.

      Plus, she needed to tell Chief Aikens her suspicions about her mother.

      Before she could do any of that, she was going to have to find some lunch. Her body had decided that was her top priority, and she found that she was too tired to argue about it.

      “Cheeseburger first, and then the house,” she said to herself as she got on the elevator down to the main floor of the hospital.

      She remembered saying much that same thing when she first arrived in town. Funny how things come full circle.
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        * * *

      

      The hospital wasn’t actually in Fount Azure. Katie’s hometown wasn’t big enough to have a hospital of its own, so she and Mel had been taken to the nearest facility, thirty minutes away by car. Thankfully Chief Aikens had asked the ambulance personnel to drive Katie’s car over when they went so she wouldn’t be stranded there.

      She might have to adjust her opinion of him. Maybe he wasn’t just a dirty old man undressing her with his eyes and comparing her to the teenager he’d arrested for being naked in the lake. Maybe he had a heart, too.

      “Stranger things have happened,” she said to her rearview mirror.

      She looked for a pair of blue eyes there, but all she saw was her own.

      The drive back into town took her past the Over Easy Diner where Lizzy worked as a waitress. She hesitated, realizing how awkward it might be for Lizzy if she was working this afternoon, but in the end her stomach won out. She pulled off Main Street and into the tiny parking lot for the diner, already thinking about the cheeseburger and fries she was going to order.

      The place wasn’t all that busy now that it was the middle of the afternoon. Katie had no trouble finding a seat at an empty table.

      She was reading the menu--even though she had already decided on what she was going to have--when the waitress came over. She looked up to find Lizzy standing there in her yellow waitress uniform. Her cherry red hair was starting to show the brown roots. The expression on her face was a heavy one.

      “Oh, Lizzy. Hi.” Katie didn’t quite know what to say to her. “I didn’t think you’d be working. I mean, after what happened.”

      Her shrug was unconvincing. “Like I told you before, a girl’s got to make a living. We can’t all make hundreds of thousands of dollars selling other people’s homes.”

      Katie stared up at her. Was that an insult...directed at her? “Lizzy, I know you’re upset over what happened to your brother but you have to know he deserved it, right? I’m sorry it had to come to that but he’s been doing some bad things.”

      Lizzy didn’t say anything. Katie wanted to tell her everything, about Marlena, and how Riley had broken into their house twice now, and about her mother--

      Okay. Maybe she couldn’t say everything that had happened with her mother. Certainly not about seeing her ghost.

      “I’m not mad at you,” Lizzy was saying. “I just feel bad for your mom, you know? She loved Marlena like a daughter. Oh. I didn’t mean she didn’t love you, too.”

      There it was again. Just when she was starting to get past the emotions of what Lizzy had told her... Katie felt a hollow pit open inside her as she listened to Lizzy say those things. Her mother had been looking for someone to replace her after she left home. Apparently, she’d found that someone in Marlena.

      How was she supposed to feel about that?

      “What are you going to do now?”

      Lizzy’s question caught her off guard. Now? Right now she felt like climbing under a rock and staying there until she could forget everything that had happened here. The man who may have killed her mother was in police custody. The woman who had replaced her in her mother’s household was dead.

      And Katie felt like a stranger in her own hometown.

      Setting the menu down on the table Katie stood up. “I’m sorry, Lizzy. I guess I’m not hungry after all.”

      Putting her order book away, Lizzy shrugged. “I understand. You’ve got a lot on your mind. No time for us small town folks anymore.”

      “Lizzy, that’s not--”

      “Sure, sure. Maybe you should just go, Katie. Back to wherever you came from. You’ve got better things to do then spend time with an old friend like me.”

      She was about to turn away when Katie said, “No, really. I tell you what. Why don’t you stop by my mother’s house later? We can order in some food and catch up on old times. Really, Lizzy. I’m sorry about your brother. I’d like to talk to you about it. It’s just...there’s things I’m just not comfortable mentioning in a public place like this.”

      Lizzy tilted her head to one side, considering. “I could do that. If you really want me to?”

      “Sure I do. I was just thinking earlier how I don’t have very many real, true friends. I’d like it if you and I could be that.”

      It surprised Katie to realize she meant those words. Sure, she had Mel, and they would both do anything for each other but outside of her and a couple of other acquaintances Katie had never made time for friends.

      If this business with Riley had shown her anything, it was how much she needed to depend on her friends when things got rough.

      “Sure,” Lizzy said to her. “I’d like that. I get off work in another hour. Want me to come by around six?”

      “That would be perfect. I’ll see you then.”

      “I’ll bring the pizza,” Lizzy offered. “I know the best place in town.”

      Katie was pretty sure there was only one place in town that made pizza, but that was fine with her. It was good that Lizzy wouldn’t be coming over for another couple of hours, too, because she still had to clean up the mess those flying photographs had made, and there was something else she wanted to do, too.

      It seemed to her that she needed to have a good talk with her mother’s ghost. There were things that needed to be said. Hopefully, her mother was going to be in a talking mood.

      “See you then,” she said to Lizzy, turning to leave.

      “Sure thing. Oh, and Katie?” She stepped closer, leaning in to whisper. “Thank you. Seriously, you don’t know how much this means to me. Let me package you up a piece of lemon meringue pie to go.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Katie started to protest, but Lizzy wouldn’t hear it. So, with a piece of pie in a styrofoam box in her one hand and her car keys in the other, Katie left the restaurant and went back to her car.

      On the way home, the things Lizzy had said came back to her. Guilt welled inside of her again. Maybe she had helped to capture the man who took her mother away from her, but that hadn’t fixed anything. There were still too many questions.

      Most important among them, why would Riley Harris want to hurt her mother? Katie barely knew Riley, and she had to believe that her mother barely knew him either. That dream she’d had, about her mother waiting for someone to come and visit with her. Sitting all alone at the kitchen table, not realizing that the person she let in would be the person who killed her. How had they gotten so close, her mother and Riley?

      Lizzy had said the person her mother was closest to was Marlena. How come none of this was making sense?

      Katie talked to herself as she drove. “Was it Marlena who killed you, Mom? Did I get this all wrong? Maybe that’s what you were trying to tell me. This person you loved more than me--”

      Her emotions choked her and it was a long moment before she could finish that thought out loud.

      “Did you welcome Marlena into your home and get killed for it?”

      Then why was Marlena dead now?

      Why would Riley kill her?

      She was pulling into the driveway of the house now. This house that she had thought was out of sight, out of mind. How wrong had she been about that!

      Staring at the house, the place that used to be full of happy memories for her, Katie slammed her fist down on the dashboard. If she got her mother’s ghost to talk to her, what else would she find out about her mother--and her own past?

      She got out of the car and approached the house like she was on a mission. The police were waiting to talk to her, but they would just have to keep waiting.

      She needed to talk to her mother first.
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      Glass crunched under her shoes in the front hallway. All of these pictures needed to be picked up, and the broken frames swept up and tossed out. That freezer door...she needed to take the lock off that door at least. Of course it had been Riley pushing the door closed all these times, of that she had no doubt, but she still didn’t trust it.

      She still couldn’t shake the feeling that the freezer was alive somehow, and out to get her.

      Shuddering, she walked past the kitchen entryway and started rebuilding her mental list of things the house needed done to it. She’d been overwrought before, emotional and scared, and the decision to give up on selling the house had been a hasty one. Now she regretted it.

      She wanted this place gone.

      There was no way she could continue maintaining this house anymore. It was too much of a burden on her both financially, and mentally. The house needed to go.

      All of that would have to be done some other time though. For now she just wanted to get the house cleaned up for when Lizzy came over. She would try making a new friend before she left Fount Azure for good. Then, afterward, she could worry about the rest.

      And all of it was going to wait for a conversation with her mother.

      “Mom?” she called out. “Mom, are you here?”

      She felt something. It reminded her of the sensation she’d felt at the cemetery, when she’d seen her mother’s ghost tending to her own grave. It was an odd sort of twist that she felt deep in her chest, and it let her know that her mother really was close by.

      “Mom, can we talk?” She felt so foolish doing this. How did one talk to a ghost? Was there a guidebook for this sort of thing? “Mom, I don’t know if I’m doing this right. I just...I just need to talk.”

      Behind her in the hallway, glass chimed and chinked as something unseen stirred the broken pieces of the photo frames.

      There was her answer. “I’m going to take that as a yes.”

      Katie had stared down ghosts before. Some of them had been, well, dangerous. Homicidal was a good word. Even though that had been her experience with spirits from beyond the grave before, she didn’t feel worried now. Not with her own mother.

      Then again, her mother had thrown those framed photographs at her.

      And she had pulled her back into the freezer by her ankles when she’d tried to escape.

      Her mother had loved another woman like her own daughter.

      Maybe she didn’t know what to think.

      “Mom, can we just talk? Please?”

      All the photos in the hallway fluttered, all at the same time. That was no answer.

      “Mom!” She tried to take a deep breath and calm herself down because she knew from experience that yelling at ghosts never worked. “Mom, please. Talk to me.”

      From down the hallway, from the far end by the stairs, a heavy piece of brown board came spinning across the floor, easily sliding on its smooth flat side until it spun to a stop, lettered side up, just touching Katie’s toes.

      It was he Ouija board.

      She remembered now. She had been carrying the board but then she dropped it in their mad rush to get away from Riley. It had laid there, at the back door, all this time. She had to wonder what a bunch of hardened police officers had thought of that when they came in to arrest Riley. Then she decided she just didn’t care.

      Her mother’s ghost had tossed this at her. She’d asked her mom to talk to her, and this was her answer.

      Her mom wanted to talk, too.

      “Can’t we just talk?” she asked. “Like we used to? Before I left, I mean.”

      The board fluttered at her feet again. It was going to be this way, then. Fine. She looked around for the planchette.

      She couldn’t find it.

      Frantically, she ducked into the living room, and then the kitchen, looking everywhere for it. Where could it be? It had to be here, didn’t it? Mel loved this thing. She had taken such good care of it all these years. The only reason it had been left behind today was because of all the excitement--and because Mel was hurt.

      Where was it?

      Whether Katie believed in the science, or the voodoo, or the paranormal activity behind the use of a Ouija board or not, she’d seen it work. Plus now her mother was reaching out to her. She wanted to talk to Katie, and Katie needed to hear whatever she was going to say.

      Why wouldn’t her mom just talk to her without using the board?

      “This is what you wanted, wasn’t it Mom? Me as a captive audience, coming to you for the answers?”

      She hadn’t meant for that to sound bitter but with everything she had learned from Lizzy and from her dreams, it felt like her mother had given her over for someone else. Treating Marlena like a daughter...she could understand her mother’s need for company. After all, she’d been an old woman all alone in this house.

      But she had a daughter. She didn’t need another.

      “Why didn’t you call me?” she asked out loud as she continued looking for the planchette. “Sure, Mom, I didn’t call you enough but you could’ve called me. You always had my cell phone number.”

      From somewhere in the house there was a loud thud. Katie stopped, and listened. The sound didn’t repeat itself.

      “What kind of answer is that?” In frustration she through her hands in the air. “I can’t find the other part of the board, Mom.” She’d had searched the kitchen, and the living room, and the hallway, and there was nowhere else it could be.

      Except inside the freezer. The last time she remembered seeing it was when she and Mel were in there.

      Katie took a step that way. Then she stopped, and took a step back. “Nope. Not doing it. I’m not going in there again until I get that lock taken off. You hear me, Mom? If we’re going to talk there has to be a way that doesn’t involve me following you to your grave--”

      A little motion maybe five feet away from her on the floor, caught her attention as one of the photographs that had completely broken loose from its frame came flapping like a giant ungainly insect. It flew up to her face, the edges of it slapping at her cheeks, until she swatted it out of the air.

      It landed at her feet.

      She picked it up, and stared at the photo. It was the one of her and her mother standing on a beach. She was what, twelve? Katie had just built that amazing sand castle there. It had taken all day, and the water had washed it away twice before she figured out how to build a moat to protect it. Her mom had been so proud of her for sticking to it, and building this...

      Katie held her breath. Looking down at the image of those younger versions of her and her mother, she thought she knew what her mother was telling her to do.

      It took a little doing, and a little creativity, but Katie finally got the photograph to fold into a decently shaped triangle. The two sides were longer than the third, giving it a definite top point. There. She’d just made herself a planchette. Because of how she had creased the picture, her mother’s smiling face was on the top, right next to hers in her one-piece bathing suit.

      A real planchette would have a circular hole to view letters and answers through but she couldn’t bring herself to tear a hole in that picture. Her mom would just have to deal with pointing at things with the tip.

      She took the board into the living room with her origami pointer and set them down on the little table in front of the couch. When her and Mel had done this she had suggested going into the freezer to be closer to her mother’s spirit, but no way was she doing that again. This would be good enough if her mother really wanted to talk to her. She took a seat, and settled her fingertips on the sides of the folded photograph.

      How was she supposed to do this? Mel had started with calling out to the spirit, using formal language and asking questions like she was a school teacher in front of a class. That didn’t seem right for this. Shouldn’t she just talk?

      “This is nuts,” she said to herself, closing her eyes.

      Under her fingers, the pointer moved.

      It slid across the board until it stopped, pointing at the word ‘no.’

      This is nuts.

      No.

      “Mom...” Katie breathed. “It’s really you?”

      The pointer tugged on her hands again, this time to the other side. ‘Yes.’

      Katie made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob. This was really happening. Around the painted words on the board--No and Yes--were a scowling moon for the negative and a smiling sun for the affirmative. She knew those had some sort of meaning but she didn’t care. Her mom was here.

      She took a shuddering breath, and tried to put her thoughts in order.

      “Mom, I need to ask you so much. I don’t know where to begin.”

      With a little tremble that sent shivers up her arms to her elbows, the paper pointer moved across the polished surface of the board.

      I  L-O-V-E  Y-O-U

      Tears stung her eyes. That was a good place to start. She had to sit back from the Ouija board, and just allow herself to think for a moment. This was her mother. Her dead mother, talking to her, and sending her love.

      This was insane.

      The paper trembled on the board. Her mother wanted her attention.

      “We caught the man who killed Marlena,” she told her mother. “Oh. You were here for that, weren’t you? That was you, throwing all those photographs around.”

      The planchette shook, and shimmied, and trembled until it’s top point was laying in the direction of the word ‘Yes.’ Katie guessed that was all her mother could do without her hands on the planchette to help it move.

      “Right,” she said drily. “Like I know how these things work.”

      She sighed through a smile and wiped moisture away from her eyes with her fingers. “I must be losing my mind.”

      The planchette quivered, but didn’t turn.

      “Right. You know, just a few months ago I was a happy self-employed businesswoman. I bought houses. I fixed them up. I sold them again. That was it. Now it seems like I’m some sort of magnet for haunted houses. Three of them so far, Mom. Well, four if you count this one. I mean, one of them was no biggee, hardly worth talking about at all except for all the windows I had to pay to replace, but the other two...I nearly died both times. Now this? Coming back here to find my mother’s ghost is haunting our home? I mean, seriously Mom what is going on with...me...”

      Her voice trailed off as she saw the planchette begin to spin in place. Round and round, like the needle of a compass.

      “Mom?” The pointer stopped, facing Katie. “Um. Do you know why I keep finding all these houses with ghost stories to tell?”

      The planchette moved again. She held her breath while it slowed and came to a stop, those two smiling faces from the past looking up at her from within the photo.

      The pointer was aimed at ‘Yes.’

      Yes, her mother knew about the ghosts in her life. How was that possible? “I don’t understand.”

      The top point spun around the board, coming back to ‘Yes.’

      “Mom? Answer me...I don’t understand.”

      The planchette began to shake. Its edges trembled against the board, making it crawl sideways, still pointed a ‘Yes.’

      “Damn it, Mom.” She reached out and pressed the creased edges of the photograph flat under her fingers. “I don’t understand. Do you know why this is happening to me? Why am I being drawn to all these ghosts?”

      This time, the planchette stayed in place under her hands.

      The board moved.

      It stopped at first one, and then a second letter.

      M-E

      “You? What the Hell does that mean?”

      The board began moving so fast that Katie couldn’t keep track of what it was saying. It moved sideways, it spun, it slid--

      I-N-E-D-Y-C-M-H-E-

      “Mom, stop. Slow down! I can’t...I can’t see what you’re... Stop it!”

      Katie yanked the planchette away and held it tight in her hands and when she did the board flew up into the air and came dropping back down against the table with a clatter. She cringed, sure that the thing was going to break in two and then she would have to explain to Mel that she’d broken this important heirloom.

      But it didn’t break. It just lay there, flat and centered on the little table, staring up at her.

      Her fingers cramped around the planchette. She was starting to rumple it, and she made herself stop. No matter how frustrating this was, she needed to do this. She needed to talk to her mother. She needed answers.

      So, very carefully, she set the triangle down on the table next to the board--not on it--and ran the side of her palm over the top of it to flatten it out again. When she was done, she brushed her fingertips over the image of her mother’s face, there on the beach.

      “All right, Mom. Let’s try this again. I don’t understand. I need you to explain this to me but I need you to go slow, so I can read it, okay?”

      Come to think of it, a lot of their conversations just before Katie had left for good had been exactly like this. Her mother, talking over her while desperately trying to get her point across. Katie, asking all the wrong questions and getting angry when the answers weren’t the ones she wanted.

      It had been years since she had left home, and two years since her mother’s death, but they were still playing out the same scenario. She loved her mother. Why couldn’t they just connect like a mother and daughter should?

      In a whisper, Katie spoke to her mother, her eyes still on the faces in the photo. “I’m sorry, Mom. I’ve never been able to say it before, but I was wrong. I should have listened to you. I was chasing a dream and when I finally realized what I had done, I didn’t know how to tell you.”

      She sniffed, her voice thick with emotions. “I’ve made a good life for myself, Mom. I’m happy...well, sort of. Mostly. I love what I do for a living. My personal life maybe needs some work but the rest of it is going good. I’m sorry I never shared any of that with you. I’m sorry I never included you in my life away from here. The guy I left with wasn’t right for me. Just like you said. But the rest of it...ah, Mom, I wish I could have shown you who your daughter grew up to be.”

      It was the truth. The simple truth that Katie had avoided for all these years. Now, here in this house, she’d been forced to confront it.

      “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I’m ready to try, if you are.”

      Very gently, the board slid closer to her hands, and slipped under the edge of the photograph planchette.

      “Thanks, Mom.” With a deep breath, Katie started again. “Okay. Do you know why all of these ghosts are suddenly being attracted to me?”

      She still didn’t have her hands on the planchette, but the board moved anyway. It was like the connection between her and her mother was getting stronger.

      The letters came slower this time. Katie paid close attention, forming the words in her mind.

      I  N-E-E-D-E-D  Y-O-U

      Pause.

      K-E-P-T  C-A-L-L-I-N-G  Y-O-U

      Pause.

      C-O-M-E  H-O-M-E

      The message stopped.

      Katie sat back on the couch, running those words through her mind. “You were calling me home. Oh! You mean...now. You mean after you died. You were calling me to come home.”

      As Katie watched, the triangle pointed to ‘Yes.’

      “So you were calling me from beyond the grave--”

      She realized how crazy that sounded.

      Then she realized something else.

      “You were trying to reach out to me.” She sat forward on the edge of the couch as her thoughts cascaded through her mind. “You were reaching out for me and somehow all these other ghosts listened in on the call. They followed you to...me.”

      The pointer spun in a circle, settling back where it was before. ‘Yes.’

      “Well gee,” Katie said sarcastically. “Thanks a lot for that.”

      The planchette began to vibrate again and shake all over the board.

      “All right, all right.” Katie slapped her hands at it a few times until she had it trapped under her fingers again. “Forget about that. You were calling me home because of your death, right? Because...you knew you’d been murdered?”

      The board twisted in an arc until the tip of the triangle was pointing at ‘Yes.’

      “Fine.” She swallowed back her fear of the answer, and asked the question. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      The board spun, letters touching the tip of the planchette only briefly and once again, Katie was left with only bits and pieces of words and no way of making them make sense.

      “Stop! Just stop. Mom, this isn’t working. They arrested Riley Harris. It’s over. You wanted me to know you were murdered. I get it now. I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you and you felt like you had to turn to Marlena for companionship but I can’t change any of that. I’m here for you now. Can we...” She sniffed back the tears that were suddenly right there again. “Can we just say we love each other and let that be our goodbye?”

      The planchette spun.

      ‘No.’

      “Mom!” Katie growled her frustration and dropped her head into her hands. “Why is it never simple with you?”

      The board spun, starting a new message...

      There was a knock on the front door, and Katie jumped in her seat. Then she laughed at herself. Here she was talking to her mother’s ghost and the thing that scared her was a knock on the front door.

      Pushing her hand through her hair, blowing out a breath, she looked out into the hall. Who could that be...?

      Then she remembered. Lizzy was supposed to be coming over. Had it gotten that late already? She hadn’t even had the chance to clean up.

      “Fantastic. Mom, just...” She had been about to say don’t go anywhere, but that was a pretty stupid thing to say. “Just don’t go heading into any bright lights, okay?”

      There was no answer. The board didn’t move. The planchette lay perfectly still.

      The knock on the door came again.

      “Coming!” Katie called out. With a last look at the Ouija, and the bit of photo showing on her home made planchette, Katie went to let Lizzy in.
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      “I brought beer,” Lizzy said with a grin. “We’ll just order the pizza from here. I hope that’s all right.”

      Her mind was still reeling from everything she had just heard in the living room, but Katie returned a smile of her own. “I drink beer,” she said. She preferred wine, personally, but any alcohol would be welcomed right now.

      Lizzy came in as Katie held the door open, and then her sneakers crunched on some of the broken picture frames and she stopped.

      “Wow. What happened here?”

      “Uh. Renovations.”

      Lizzy gave her a look. She wasn’t buying it. “My brother did this, didn’t he?”

      “Er, not exactly. I meant to get it cleared up before you came over but I got distracted. Come on in. The kitchen is this way. We’ll put the beer in the fridge and then we can order that pizza you promised.”

      “Yes, I remember where everything is. I’m really glad you asked me over, actually. I wanted to talk to you about Riley. I think I know why he did...what he did.”

      “You mean Marlena.”

      “That, and other things.”

      The six pack of beer stopped halfway from Lizzy to Katie. Those words hung between them the same way, as Katie wondered what Lizzy meant.

      “What’s wrong with your freezer?” Lizzy asked.

      “Um, what?” Katie felt like a ragdoll caught in the wind trying to follow along with then change in conversation. “The freezer?”

      Lizzy motioned to the freezer door. When Katie turned, she saw it was opening. All by itself.

      Dropping the cans of beer on the counter Katie set her shoulder to the door and pushed it shut. The lever clicked closed as she did, and she stood back from it.

      Then it opened again.

      “Old houses, right?” Lizzy said. “You must see things like this a lot.”

      “Not really,” Katie muttered. She pushed the door shut again, one handed, and held it that way. “Lizzy, listen. I know you think I left town to get rich off flipping houses but there was a lot more to it than that.”

      “Sure, sure.” Lizzy pushed the beer cans back and forth on the counter. “So have you decided what to do with the house?”

      “I’m still selling it. I wasn’t going to but now that everything’s resolved, you know, with your brother? I think it’s time.”

      The beer cans stopped moving. “Really? You don’t want to stay here?”

      “No. I just can’t do it. There’s too many memories and not all of them are good.”

      “Like how you left your mother behind and forgot about her. I understand.”

      That was harsh, Katie thought to herself. “No, that’s not what I meant.”

      “Wasn’t it? Oh, sorry. Then why did you leave?”

      Katie took her hand off the door, gesturing in helpless frustration with her hands.

      As she did, the door clicked open again.

      “Damn it,” Katie swore. She leaned her back against the freezer, feeling the cold leeching through the metal into her skin. “You’re twisting everything that I’m saying, Lizzy. I didn’t leave Mom because I wanted to.”

      “Katie, you don’t have to explain yourself to me. You left your mom behind and went to find yourself.” Lizzy shrugged. “It’s just too bad that the rest of us never had that luxury. My parents died, too. I didn’t get to run away to a whole new life.”

      She smiled in a way that didn’t touch her eyes. For some reason it set Katie’s teeth on edge.

      “Are you mad at me?” she asked Lizzy.

      “Oh, no, Katie. How could I ever be mad at you? Everything you do is so perfect.”

      Katie couldn’t believe this. “Your brother has been terrorizing me. He killed Marlena. I think he may have killed my mother, for that matter, and you’re going to stand in my kitchen and belittle me for a decision I made years ago? I don’t think so!”

      Lizzy took a beer off its plastic ring on the six pack and slowly opened it. Then she took a sip. Her eyes never left Katie’s.

      “Whatever you say, Katie.” She took another sip. “You got it all figured out, right?”

      Katie was about to snap something else at Lizzy when she realized, it wouldn’t matter. Lizzy had decided to hate her for no reason that Katie could see. All of this was her brother’s fault. Whether Katie had spent more time at home or not, Riley would still be who he is. There was no changing that.

      The demons from her past were her problem. Not Lizzy’s. She and her mother had a chance now, a chance to talk and fix things. They’d already started to do just exactly that. Riley’s arrest had been a good start, and Katie admitting that she had made a mistake all those years ago had made her feel so much better.

      She wasn’t going to let anyone ruin this for her now.

      “This was a mistake.” Katie waved her hand in the direction of the door. “Just leave. Get out.”

      Lizzy drank from her beer. “I haven’t finished this yet.”

      “Take it,” Katie grated out through her teeth, “and go.”

      In no rush, Lizzy drank the rest of the beer in one long gulp. Then she set the can down. “Keep the rest. It seems like you need it.”

      Finally she turned away and walked out of the kitchen. Katie heard her footsteps crunching on the broken photo frames. A moment later the front door opened and closed.

      Pushing away from the freezer she ran down the hallway to the door and clicked the lock in place. That was enough of that for one day.

      Katie wanted to bang her head against a brick wall. She shouldn’t have even bothered extending her hand to Lizzy. There was enough for her to worry about as it was. She didn’t need any more to think about.

      Maybe this was why she didn’t have many friends.

      Things had been going okay, really, until Katie had told Lizzy she was still going to sell the house. Then Lizzy got all snotty again.

      Well. Her brother was in jail. Maybe she had a right.

      Or maybe Katie was seeing the real Lizzy Harris.

      The beer on the counter was calling her name. She had never wanted to get blistering drunk more than she did right now. Going back to the kitchen she pulled a can off from the others and opened it up. It was bitter against her tongue but she could feel the flush of the alcohol in her bloodstream almost immediately. She shouldn’t drink on an empty stomach. She knew that from long experience. She just didn’t care.

      The freezer door opened again.

      “I take it back,” she said with another swallow. “Now is the perfect time to drink.”

      That freezer door. She glared at it. What was she going to do about it? Taking it off the hinges seemed like a great idea. Welding it shut occurred to her as well.

      “Hear that?” she shouted at the freezer. “How about I shut you permanently. What would you do then?”

      The door swung itself shut and stayed that way.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      She lifted her beer to it, and then drank.

      Out of the corner of her eye she saw a dark shadow move silently down the hall.

      Katie spun, trying to see it again. “Who’s there?”

      No one answered, and she held her breath for a moment listening to the silence. There was nothing to hear. No one was in the house except her. Well, her and her mother’s ghost.

      Of course, the fact that it kept opening and closing now meant she’d been wrong to accuse Riley of closing it on her. This wasn’t being caused by any human hand. It wasn’t a malfunction, either. And, no matter how much it felt like the freezer had come alive and started trying to eat her, she knew that wasn’t true.

      Which left one possibility.

      “Mom?” she asked hesitantly. She popped open another beer, and drank a little of it. “Mom, why are you messing with the freezer door? Okay, you died there, but still. Isn’t this a little bit of overkill?”

      The door slowly opened, all the way, and then it closed again.

      “Mom!” she snapped, slamming the beer can down hard enough that lukewarm, foamy liquid spilled out the top and over her hand. “Enough. Leave the freezer alone!”

      She waited. The door didn’t move.

      “There. That’s better.” Katie lifted her half-empty beer can to her lips again, then set it back on the counter without drinking any of it. She rinsed the spilled beer off her hand and wrist in the sink. She didn’t even feel like drinking anymore.

      She wanted to talk with her mother again, was what she wanted. There was so much more she wanted to ask. How long would her mother even be around, she wondered. Didn’t spirits disappear after their murders were solved?

      She had no idea if that was true, but she wasn’t going to waste the chance she had been given. If nothing else good had come out of this trip home, at least she had been able to mend things with her mother.

      With that thought bolstering her, Katie gave the freezer door one last glare and went to the living room.

      On the couch, Lizzy sat with her one arm hooked over the back. In her other hand was the Ouija board.

      “What are you doing with this?” she asked Katie. “You don’t believe in this stuff, do you? Ghosts and things that go bump in the night?”

      “I thought you left.” Katie didn’t like the look on Lizzy’s face. “I told you to get out.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “What? Lizzy, this is my house. I want you to--”

      “But this isn’t your house, is it?” Sitting up, Lizzy spun the Ouija board between the fingers of her two hands. “This is your mother’s house. All you want to do is get rid of it. You don’t care what your mother wants at all. But I do.”

      “Lizzy, for the last time, you need to get out of my house!”

      The Ouija came down abruptly against Lizzy’s knee. With a snap that sounded like bones breaking, the board cracked down the middle, into two pieces.

      “This is not your house!” Lizzy launched herself off the couch, her hands held in fists. Her legs bumped against the coffee table, shoving it aside. “This was your mother’s house and you never cared about it! This should go to someone who can appreciate it. Someone who loves it. Someone who loved your mother!”

      “Who loved my...?”

      No. Oh, no.

      Katie finally, finally understood. All this time she’d been listening to lies.

      Lies told to her by Lizzy.

      “You...” Katie tried to say it, but her throat closed up.

      It wasn’t Marlena that her mother had been waiting for in that dream.

      Riley hadn’t killed her mother.

      No.

      It was Lizzy.

      “I’m going to take this place away from you,” Lizzy threatened. “It’s going to be mine. Your mother should have left it to me. I begged her to see how much it meant to me. How much she meant to me. My real parents died in a car crash when me and Riley were very young. Can you blame me for wanting parents of my own? Why do you think I came over to your house when we were younger? Why do you think I kept coming around after you were gone? Huh?”

      Katie had no answer. Her legs were locked in place or she would have run. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t scream. All she could do was listen to this horrible story.

      “But all your mom could talk about was you. Can you believe that? After everything you did to your mom she still loved you! It was always Katie this, Katie that. Blah blah blah! It didn’t matter how many times I came over, or how many times I pointed out that you weren’t here. It didn’t matter! She loved you too much!  She deserved a daughter who would care about her. A daughter who was here!”

      She threw the Ouija board at Katie, one piece at a time. The first one missed as Katie ducked low and threw her arms up over her face.

      The second piece connected squarely with Katie’s temple.

      All she knew after that was inky blackness that churned in her stomach and made her head pound in time to the beating of her heart.

      The floor rushed up to meet her, and then she passed out.
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        * * *

      

      It hurt worse when she woke up.

      The world around her revealed itself very slowly. The first thing she knew was pain. The very next thing, was a stinging sort of cold.

      Katie moaned and tried to move her body. She was sitting in a chair, but for some reason her arms and legs wouldn’t work right. She tugged at her arms but they only moved a few bare centimeters before they came up short again. Same thing with her feet.

      When she opened her eyes, she couldn’t see.

      A scream pushed up from deep within her but she bit it back as she realized she hadn’t gone blind. There was something over her eyes. Her arms were tied down. Her ankles, too. She was tied to a chair. It creaked when she tried to shift herself one way or the other. One of the chairs from the kitchen, then.

      The cold. Finally, the cold she was feeling made sense. She was still in her mother’s house. She was tied up in the walk-in freezer.

      Terror squeezed around her heart. She was in the freezer.

      “About time you woke up,” she heard Lizzy say. “What, did you think I was just supposed to sit around and wait all day for you?”

      “Lizzy, please--”

      The slap that hit her cheek left her dazed and unfocused. For a few precious seconds she couldn’t think. When she was able to focus again she heard Lizzy still talking like nothing had happened.

      “I tried to get you to leave. I told you that your mother had found a new daughter. I had to tell you it was Marlena, of course, because if I’d told you it was me then you would have known what I did.”

      Lies. Those had all been lies, and Katie had fallen for them.

      “Then,” she heard Lizzy say, “I killed the woman who took care of the house so you would have no one to help you.”

      A hand gripped Katie’s chin and held her fast as her fingernails bit painfully into Katie’s flesh.

      “I even framed your contractor for the murder! My own brother! I did that for your mother and what do you do in return? You still try to sell this house!”

      Lizzy abruptly yanked the blindfold off Katie’s head. Katie blinked at the light and saw that Lizzy’s face was right there in front of hers, so close that Katie could see the feverish light in her eyes. The woman’s brightly dyed red hair was a mess of loose curls and strands sticking out from her temples.

      “Why did you have to come back to town? Why!” She was screaming, and spittle flew into Katie’s face with each word. “Everything was perfect without you here. I snuck a copy of Marlena’s key, and I would sneak in here every night and pretend it was all mine. I slept in your mother’s bed. I stayed close to her. Did you do that? No! You only cared about yourself. You selfish, ungrateful child!”

      She slapped Katie again. And again. Stars blossomed in Katie’s vision and she tasted blood in her mouth.

      “You had it all,” Lizzy told her between blows. “You had a mother who loved you. All you had to do was show up! You couldn’t even do that!”

      She lifted a hand, and Katie cringed because she was sure that Lizzy was going to beat her again.

      Instead, this time, there was a serrated kitchen knife in her fist.

      “This is where I killed her, you know.” Katie waved the knife point around, casting her gaze at the four corners of the freezer. “Of course it was full of stuff then. I was debating in my mind--when I did it, I mean--whether she would try to eat anything to stay alive. Guess she died from the cold first.”

      Katie whipped her head back around to glare at Lizzy. She remembered her mother’s ghost, saying how cold she was, begging Katie for help, calling to her across all that distance to get her to come home...

      Now she knew the truth, and she was helpless to do anything about it.

      “When she was dead I took her upstairs and I dressed her and I put her in her bed,” Lizzy said, finishing her bizarre confession. “She was all peaceful like. I did that for you, Katie, so you would think she died in her sleep. Peaceful. So, you know, you’re welcome for that.”

      The knife tapped against the hollow of Katie’s throat.

      “You,” Lizzy said, “I’m not going to leave to chance. I want what you had. I’ve had to take every single part of it because you won’t just give it to me. So, I’m taking this part, too.”

      The knife cut into Katie’s skin. It stung. She could feel the beat of her pulse, right there in her throat, right where the sharp tip was biting her.

      “You monster,” Katie said through trembling lips. “You monst--”

      Lizzy’s slap was hard-knuckled and it snapped Katie’s head back so far she thought for a moment her neck had broken and she was just spinning around on her shoulders like an owl.

      Her teeth clacked together and she bit her tongue. Coppery liquid coated the inside of her mouth.

      “Mom...” she begged in a whisper. “Help me...”

      In the freezer, the lights went out.
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      “Now what?” Lizzy asked.

      Just as the door closed.

      The click of the locking mechanism was way too loud in the enclosed space. Katie felt her panic mounting. She was trapped, in the freezer, with her mother’s killer.

      Then something moved against her cheek there in the dark. Something gentle, and warmer than the cold air around her. It was an intimate sort of touch. So familiar...

      Her eyes flew open, straining against the complete absence of light in the sealed room. Her vision had only barely adjusted and all she could make out was forms, and shapes, and bigger blobs of dark against a backdrop of nothing. She could sense the metal shelves around the walls. She could barely see herself tied down to the chair. There was Lizzy over there, turning a slow circle as she fumbled for the light switch.

      And there, behind Lizzy, was something else.

      The form of it reared up and spread out until Katie wondered how it was possible that Lizzy couldn’t see it or feel it right there behind her.

      It stood very tall, and the edges of it quivered in Katie’s vision. Waves of unseen energy radiated from it, spiraling eddies of hate and anger and vengeance. It was the most frightening thing that Katie had ever seen.

      For her, that was saying a lot.

      Lizzy finally sensed that something was wrong. She stopped searching for the light. She stopped moving. The knife was a grayer slice of black against everything else. She lifted it up in front of her defensively.

      “What is this...?” she started to ask.

      She never got the chance to finish.

      The darkness engulfed her. Washed over her.

      Took her.

      Katherine, came her mother’s voice in her mind, close your eyes. Don’t look.

      She did. For a moment, she didn’t hear anything. Then there was a scream that raised gooseflesh on her skin.

      When the scream cut off in the middle, the silence was just as loud.

      Katie startled when that warm touch returned, this time encircling her wrists and her ankles, to untie the knots that had been holding her prisoner. The rough rope slid away from her skin, and a ghostly hand stroked her cheek.

      “Mom, I don’t know what to do--”

      Shh. Keep your eyes closed, Katherine. Let me guide you.

      A tug on her arm was her mother’s old and arthritic fingers pulling her up out of the chair, and to the door. It opened for her on its own, and the light from the kitchen filled the room, pressing against her eyelids.

      Katie kept her eyes shut just like her mother had asked her to do. Then she was out in the kitchen, and the freezer door was closing behind her, with a solid snap of the lever locking into place.

      Then her mother’s touch was gone from her arm.

      I’ve always loved you, Katherine. No one would ever replace you. Remember that, when you think of me...

      “I will,” Katie promised. Her mother’s presence was so strong now. Like they had been moving toward this the whole time and finally, for this one moment, Katie could be with her mother again. A single tear fell from her eye, the only one she had left. “I love you, too.”

      Then, with the feeling of a long held breath that was finally let go, her mother’s spirit lifted away, and she was gone.

      She shivered, warming up now that she was out of the freezer. It had been so cold in there--

      “The freezer!”

      She rushed back to the door, grabbing hold of the lever. She’d forgotten all about Lizzy. If Katie didn’t get her out of there then she’d die just like her mother had.

      Just before she yanked the door open, she stopped.

      Would that be so wrong?

      Lizzy murdered her mother. There would be a certain kind of justice in it if she died in that freezer now. Let her die, she thought to herself. It’s only right.

      “No.” She shook her head, resettling her grip on the lever. “I won’t do that.”

      Deep in her heart, Katie knew she wasn’t like that. She wasn’t a murderer. She could never be that evil.

      She opened the door.

      There on the floor, she found Lizzy. She was curled up into the fetal position. Her eyes were wide and staring. A thin layer of frost coated every inch of her exposed skin.

      In only a few minutes, she’d frozen to death.

      “That’s impossible,” Katie muttered. “How...?”

      Shaking her head, she left Lizzy there and closed the door again. It didn’t matter how. It was over.

      Her mother’s spirit was at peace now. She could feel how empty the house was now.

      Everything was just how it should be. The only thing left for her to do was call the police.

      That, and try to get her contractor back. There was a lot of work still to do.
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      “I don’t understand,” Mel said. She was sitting up in her hospital bed, eating pancakes from a tray one of the nurses had brought her. In between bites she’d been asking about a hundred questions. “The Ouija board told us ‘no’ when we asked your mom if she knew who killed her.”

      Katie had spent the night thinking about that, and about everything else too. “Actually,” she said, “my mom was telling us that Riley wasn’t the one who killed her. Remember, Riley came in the house right as we asked the question. We thought he was after us. We thought he was the one who killed Marlena and my mother. But, Mom was telling us--”

      “She was telling us no, not him.” Mel nodded that she got it. “Oh, wow. We totally missed that!”

      “Right. I guess mothers and daughters always have a bit of a communication gap between them. Maybe it gets worse when one of them dies.”

      “So then how did Riley get in the house in the first place? You said the door was locked, right? And then he left his toolbelt in the hall.”

      “The toolbelt was left there by Lizzy. She was trying to frame him and ruin my chances of getting the housework done. She had a key to the new locks. Every time Riley came in the house uninvited, it was because Lizzy had been there, unlocking my door, trying to frame him.”

      “Huh,” Mel said. “Kind of all makes sense when you look at it that way, doesn’t it?”

      “Sure, except for...you know. My mom’s spirit.”

      Mel pushed her plate of food away. “Seeing her?”

      “And hearing her. When we were in the freezer together and something yanked me back in...that was Mom. She was trying to protect me. She was trying to bring me back to the Ouija board so she could answer my questions. She needed me to know it wasn’t Riley who hurt her.”

      “He was there when she did that,” Mel pointed out.

      “Right, and if I’d gone running out after him I would have accused him of killing Marlena, and my mom, and the whole thing would have been a mess. Which, if you remember, is exactly what happened when we confronted him. All because I wasn’t listening to what my mom was trying to say.”

      She took a breath, and then told Mel the rest of it. “All these years I thought so many horrible things about my mom, and about our relationship. I thought I broke her heart. I thought she would never forgive me for leaving and not coming back. Now I know that everything is all right between us. It’s like a weight got lifted right off my heart.”

      Mel smiled at her. “I’m glad I was here to help.”

      “Me too. Um. That reminds me, though. I’m sorry about your Ouija board.”

      “You mean about it being broken in two?” Mel shrugged. “No biggee, chikiepoo. My great great great grandmother only paid about twelve bucks for it at a flea market. I’ll get a new one.”

      “What!” Katie exclaimed. “You told me it was an antique. That...that it had some sort of sentimental value, or something!”

      “Well, it did!” The smile on Mel’s face turned sheepish. “Although I may have exaggerated that part.”

      “Mel!”

      “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger here. I’m sure it’s really old, it’s just not that old to my family. It was never about the board, Katie. It was about whether you believed it could work. That’s what let us use it to call on ghosts. That’s what made it work.”

      “So I had to have faith, is that it?”

      “You got it.” Mel gave her a wink, and blew her a kiss.

      They laughed about that for a while, and about other things, and it felt good to know that her best friend was going to be all right. The doctors had said she could be released later today. She was just waiting on the official word.

      Her hand settled over Katie’s. “Chickie, you did good. Lizzy was playing with your mind. Now she’s gone. Don’t let her keep screwing with that pretty head of yours. Your mother said she loved you. When she needed someone’s help, she called to you.”

      Katie knew Mel was right. All this time she’d been beating herself up because she didn’t call her mother enough before she died. She’d been upset because her mother hadn’t called her, either.

      But, when her mother’s spirit needed someone to listen, it had been Katie she called on for help.

      Of course, through her death Katie’s mother was aware that doing that Katie was a sort of ghost magnet, but her mother couldn’t have known--or expected--that would happen.

      Her mother loved her. That was what mattered.

      “There,” Mel said, seeing the way Katie’s expression had changed. “Now. you take that with you, all right? You keep it in your heart, and you go do what you do best. Go take care of your mother’s house.”

      “But--” she started to argue.

      “Nope. No arguments. I’ll be along whenever the doctors get around to kicking me out. Hey, if I’m lucky, I’ll get lunch out of this place, too!”

      They laughed some more, and then Katie hugged her friend.

      “I love you, Mel.”

      “Aw.” Mel hugged her back. “Love you too, Katie.”
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      The house looked good.

      It was several days later. Mel had gone home already, back to the boyfriend who had called her every day she was in the hospital. Now it was just Katie in Fount Azure.

      Her, and Riley Harris.

      She held a cup of lemonade in one hand now as she watched him working up on the roof. His shirt was off and sweat glistened on his muscles as he finished putting a row of new shingles in place.

      It was a very nice view she had from here.

      “Hey,” he called down when he noticed her. “Give me a sec.”

      It was just him working here today. They’d given the rest of his guys their final paychecks because what was left to do didn’t require more than Riley’s capable hands. He swung his legs over the edge of the roof and shimmied down the ladder, his leather toolbelt swaying with his hips.

      Katie’s eyes watched every step.

      When he got to her, he took the lemonade from her hand, holding the cool side of the glass up to his forehead. “Thanks.”

      “Anything for my hardworking contractor. You look very fine up on that roof, Riley Harris.”

      He leaned in close to her, and set a lingering kiss on her lips.

      “And you,” he said when the kiss finally ended, “look very fine down here, Katherine Pearson.”

      No one called her Katherine anymore. No one, except Riley.

      All of this had taken both of them by surprise. After being released from police custody, after listening to how his sister had done all those awful things and then died an accidental death in the freezer trying to kill Katie, Riley had shown up on her doorstep. They’d talked for hours, and cried together, and when the sun came up he was working for her again.

      Two days later, they woke up in the same bed.

      They both knew this was heading somewhere serious. They just didn’t know exactly where. There were so many issues to work out still. All Katie knew for sure was she had her mother to thank for this. If her mom hadn’t called her home, she never would have started falling in love with Riley.

      “Thanks Mom,” she whispered.

      “What’d you say?” he asked, the ice in his glass clinking as he finished his drink.

      “I, uh, said I want to go visit Mom. Her grave, I mean.”

      He smiled at her. It was an expression full of patience and understanding. “Give me a few minutes to shower. I’ll come with you.”

      “Really?”

      “Sure. The roof’s done. All we’ve got left is a few minor things inside. I’ve got time.”

      What he didn’t mention was they still had a freezer door to take care of. Not that it had given them any more trouble after her mother’s spirit had disappeared, but neither of them could bring themselves to go in there the way it was. Riley’s plan was to remove the door altogether and just turn it into a walk-in pantry. The little freezer above the refrigerator would be enough for anyone, he argued.

      She couldn’t agree more. Whoever bought this house from her would make their own memories. Katie would take hers with her when she left.

      “All right,” she said to him. “I’d love for you to come along. Um. Maybe it would go quicker if I helped you shower? You know. Wash your back, or whatever.”

      “Hmm. I like that idea.”

      He put his arm around her, and she felt the heat from his exposed skin against hers. This time their kiss led them inside, and upstairs.
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        * * *

      

      The graveyard was quiet today. No cars. No caretaker, either.

      “I wonder where Everson Millsap is?” she asked as Riley pulled his truck to a stop.

      He looked at her oddly. “You mean the old man who used to take care of the cemetery?”

      “Yeah, him. I thought maybe he would--wait, what do you mean, he ‘used to’ take care of this place?”

      Riley shrugged, and then opened the door on his side. “Everson died almost a year ago.”

      She sat in the truck for a moment after he got out, processing that. Everson was dead. Which meant...the Everson she saw and spoke to was actually a ghost.

      Then she smacked her forehead with her palm. “Of course he was. Once “spiritual” Mom realized Katie could connect with others that had passed, she made it so that every ghost from here to Timbuktu wants to talk to me. Fantastic. So what do I do now, Mom?”

      She didn’t answer, of course. Her mother had moved on, leaving Katie to figure out things for herself. One thing was for sure. Her life was never going to be boring again.

      When she joined Riley on the path up to her mother’s grave she noticed that the cemetery wasn’t as quiet as she thought it was after all. There were a few people visiting different graves. None of them seemed to notice her, and she didn’t want to bother them, either.

      At her mother’s grave, Katie suddenly felt awkward. Was she supposed to say something? She stood there for several long seconds, just staring at the headstone with the date of death and the inscription ‘Loving Mother.’ The silence stretched until she realized the person she really needed to talk to wasn’t her mom.

      It was Riley.

      “I’m going to be leaving soon,” she said without turning to look at him. “I have to get back to my life.”

      “Doing what you do best,” he offered.

      “Yeah. I mean, Mom’s house looks amazing now and I could stay here, I guess, but it just...wouldn’t feel right.”

      “It wouldn’t be your home anymore.”

      “Right. That’s it, exactly.”

      “I understand.”

      Her eyes flicked over in his direction. “Do you?”

      “I do.”

      “Um. How are you with long distance relationships?”

      “Terrible.”

      Well, that wasn’t the answer she had been hoping for. “Oh. I see.”

      Katie turned her face away so he wouldn’t see her disappointment. In the direction she was looking, an elderly man stood over a grave, under the shade of a big tree. As she watched him, he began slowly walking back and forth like he wasn’t sure which way to go.

      She knew how he felt. Falling for Riley hadn’t been part of any plan, to be sure, but now that she had him in her life she wasn’t sure she wanted to let him go, either. Could there be a solution that would work out for both of them?

      “I don’t suppose,” he asked suddenly, “you’re looking to hire a contractor full time?”

      Now she did look back at him, searching his eyes. “You mean, someone to travel around with me and go wherever I find a house to flip?”

      “Right. Exactly like that. I mean, if you were looking for someone to do that with you, I’d like to apply for the job.”

      She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Are you serious?”

      He nodded. “There’s only so much work here in Fount Azure. I’m sure when you hire someone to work on your houses it cuts into your bottom line and if we were working together...”

      If they were working together, they could be together.

      She threw her arms around his neck and held on tight as he spun her around and around. This was perfect. Riley was just the sort of guy she needed in her life.

      Maybe you could come back home again, after all. The trick, she thought to herself, was taking the best parts of home with you when you left.

      She laid her head against his shoulder as he held her close. Looking off into the graveyard again, wondering what changes this would bring to her life, she saw the old man she’d been watching just a minute ago, pacing by that grave.

      Then she watched him walk straight through the tree.

      Katie gasped. Now that she looked at the other people in the graveyard, she realized they weren’t really there, either. They were ghosts.

      Every single one of them.

      “What is it?” Riley asked her.

      She shifted in his arms, and turned him to face the old man walking out through the tree again. “Do you see him?”

      “The old guy?” Riley asked. “Sure. Why?”

      Her jaw dropped. Riley could see the ghosts, too.

      Oh, yes. Her life was going to get very interesting. Very interesting indeed.
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      Whitney Houston sang on the radio. The convertible top of the rental car was down and Katie Pearson turned up the volume as she drove along the open highway. She loved this song. It was so sad that they didn’t have the musical talent of Whitney to make songs anymore.

      Maybe Whitney was haunting some stadium somewhere, giving concerts from the afterlife.

      “Stop it,” she told herself, catching her hazel eyes in the rearview mirror. “This is a vacation, remember? No thinking about death and sad stuff.”

      She’d had quite enough of death in her life. Not that she’d had a lot of people in her life who died. She was an only child, and her mother had passed not that long ago but other than that, death wasn’t something she had much experience with.

      It was the ghosts of people who were already dead who kept interrupting her life.

      Her profession was flipping houses. Buying them cheap, sprucing them up, selling them for a lot more than what she put into them. It used to be a simple life. Sure, it was lonely, but for a time she’d liked it that way. Easy. Simple.

      Somehow, she kept finding herself in haunted houses. Places where the ghosts were all too real, and she always found herself in the middle of some crazy horror story.

      Well. She wasn’t going to think about that now. Not while she was cruising the roads across the country looking for escape.

      Enough of that. For the next four days she wasn’t going to think about houses, haunted or otherwise. She was on vacation. That was it.

      She was good at what she did. Very good, in fact. Just this year she’d made enough money that even after paying her share of taxes to the government, she wouldn’t have to work for the rest of the year if she didn’t want to.

      Katie had decided that she definitely didn’t want to. It was time for a break. Better to enjoy it now while she had the money, and the time. If she waited too long she might never get the chance again.

      She was just sorry she had to take this trip alone.

      Next to her on the passenger seat, her phone rang.

      She couldn’t hear the ringtone over the sound of Whitney hitting the high notes but the screen’s flashing told her she was getting a call. Picking it up, she set it into the cradle on the dash and looked at the name on the caller ID.

      Just like kismet, she thought to herself. Think of the one who matters most to you, and then there he was.

      The Bluetooth piece went into her ear and she pushed the button to accept the call, with a little smile on her face.

      “Hey there, babe. Miss me yet?”

      “I missed you the second you walked out the door.” His voice was strong and masculine and it brought a picture of his face to mind, cute and sexy, like Ryan Gosling mixed with Bradley Cooper. “You’re missing me too, right? Picturing my face?”

      “No, I’m not.” She felt her face heating up with the lie even though he couldn’t see her. “I’m not a silly school girl, you know.”

      Riley had actually known her in school, even though he hadn’t given her the time of day back then. She had such a crush, too. Now that they had reconnected, their relationship was everything it could have been back in high school, and more.

      Grownups had all the fun.

      “Wish you were here,” she said to him.

      “Me too. This place isn’t the same without you.”

      “Aw,” she chuckled. “You’re sweet. Corny, but sweet.”

      “That’s me. Where are you now?”

      “New Hampshire. It’s beautiful out here. Just a little lonely.”

      “Oregon could be beautiful, too, you know.”

      “I know. I just needed a change of scenery. Sure do have it out here. I’ve never seen this many trees in my life.”

      “Sounds nice.”

      “It’s just the long road and me.” Katie whipped her long black hair back in the breeze. As fun as this was, it would have been more enjoyable with Riley here. “You know I could have delayed coming out to New England until your latest house project was done. I’ve been looking forward to this antiquing trip forever but it could have waited,” Katie told him.

      “No, we talked about that, remember?” His voice faded in her ear as the reception wavered, then came back echoing with static. “The repairs on this two story ranch we’re renovating are taking longer than we expected. No telling when we’ll be done. You can’t live your whole life waiting for me.”

      “What if I want to?”

      He laughed. He had a nice laugh. “A gentleman never makes a lady wait.”

      Katie had reconnected with Riley when she came back to her hometown, to her mother’s house, and needed to hire an experienced contractor. The two of them being in different sides of the real estate business had brought them close to each other.

      When she found out that he could see ghosts, just like she did...well, a girl didn’t find a guy like that every day.

      “Well,” she said to him, “I’ll be back home in two weeks. Think you can live without me for that long?”

      “I’ll try my best. Hey, if you get the...you should...”

      “What? Hey, Riley you’re breaking up.”

      “...said, if you... Katie? Can you...me...?”

      And then the call cut out. Her phone flashed again and the “no signal” icon came up on the screen.

      Katie sighed and turned off the Bluetooth, pulling it out of her ear and tossing it onto the seat next to her. Great. Beautiful scenery, zero cell signal. No wonder hardly anyone lived in this part of the country.

      It was starting to get chilly. Katie pulled over to the side of the road and put the roof back up on the car.

      All around her, on both sides of the road, there was long stretches of trees and hills and nothing but nature, so it wasn’t surprising that cell service was going to be spotty. What she needed was a town where she could stop and stretch her legs and find a real phone. It was almost lunchtime, too, so a restaurant would be nice.

      As she started down the road again, the little yellow icon for the gas gauge started blinking at her. She wasn’t going to get much further without some fuel.
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      It took another twenty minutes, but she finally found a roadside gas station with a little convenience store and a sign that proclaimed they were the last gas for thirty miles. Good enough for her.

      She pulled in and up to the single pump, getting out to fill the tank herself.

      “Hold on there, hold on!” An elderly man with skin the color of faded chocolate and wearing gray overalls came hustling out of the convenience store, waving to her with an oily rag in his hand. “I’ve got that for you, pretty lady. I’ve got it.”

      Katie smiled. The people in New Hampshire were always friendly. This guy probably saw a whole ten people all day long at this place, and he was probably happy to see each one.

      He whistled as he opened her gas tank and set the gas pump in place. Then he winked at her. “How much you looking for?”

      “Fill it up, please. I’m not sure how much further I have to go.”

      “Oh? Seems an odd thing for someone to be driving down the road and not know where they’re going.” He chuckled to himself. “You must be one of those free spirits.”

      Katie had to laugh at that. “Hardly. I’m a business woman. I’m just on vacation.”

      “Well, do tell.” He checked the pump and saw the numbers were still spinning. “What sort of business do you have for yourself? Seems like a pretty woman like you ought to be happy doing just about anything.”

      The compliment was an odd one, but it left Katie with a little smile. “I buy and sell properties.” That was the simplest way of putting it, anyway. “I came out here to do some sightseeing and maybe look at buying some antiques. I’m from Oregon. Not a lot of antiques out there.”

      “Whoo whee,” he said to her. “You sure did come a long way to visit with us. Hope everything’s going the way you want it to.”

      “Actually, not so much.” Katie took out her cell phone and shook it back and forth for him. “I lost cell service down the road.”

      “Yup. Not much good for cellphones out this way. What you need is a good payphone. Got one around the corner of the store, if you like.”

      “Um. Thanks, but I don’t have any change with me. I’ll just wait until I get someplace with a hotel.”

      That made the man laugh. “Hotel? Sweetheart, you’re in the wrong part of the world to find a hotel. You’ll want to drive back the way you come and go to Whitefield or Lincoln, if you want to spend the night in a hotel. All we got around here is folks in their nice warm homes and a few motels.”

      Katie’s spirits sank. Well. She hadn’t come out here to find a day spa or anything. “That’s fine,” she said, although she didn’t quite feel like it was fine. “I’ll just wait for the next motel, I guess.”

      “Got a town up ahead,” the man said to her suddenly. “Twilight Ridge. Nice enough place. Good folks. Got a number of places that sell those antiques you’re looking for, too.”

      “Sounds nice.” Katie figured it was a place to start, anyway. Riley could take care of himself until she found a phone to call him. He was a big boy. “How far down the road is it?”

      “Not far.” The gas pump clicked off. The tank was full. “You’ll see a road sign if you’re looking for it. Probably got everything you need there.”

      Katie thanked him and handed him her debit card to cover the cost of the gas. He took it, looking at it a little funny as he scratched his head. Then he trundled back to the store and through the door.

      Katie checked her phone again. Still no service.

      After a long moment she looked over at the store. Where was this guy? She went over and opened the creaky screen door, poking her head inside.

      He wasn’t here. On the counter just inside the door was her card, just lying there. He must have already run it, she supposed. If he hadn’t, she wasn’t going to stand here waiting for him forever. “Hello?” she called out.

      No one answered. She thought about it, and then swiped her card up off the counter. She couldn’t just stand here all day trying to figure out where the guy had gone.

      She would have left a note if there had been a pen and a pad of paper here, but there wasn’t. In fact, there wasn’t much of anything in here. The shelves seemed oddly empty. The lights weren’t even on, now that she was looking.

      Weird.

      Stepping outside again she closed the door and looked over the front of the store. The sign in the door was turned to say “closed.”

      Now that was odd.

      Oh well. She had the gas she needed and the guy must have run her card before he disappeared to wherever he’d gone. Time for her to get back on the road.

      This time the radio was playing Sia, and on the next station was that song by Luis Fonsi and Justin Bieber. Katie liked that one well enough to leave it there while she kept her eyes out for the road sign the guy had promised her for that town.

      

      She nearly missed it when it came. It was hand painted on brown wood, swinging in the breeze on its chains, and it more or less blended into the trees all around. She stopped the car with a squeal of tires, glad she was the only one on the road, and backed up until she was at the intersection. Then she read the sign again.

      Twilight Ridge.

      An arrow pointed down the road, and under that was more writing. The town slogan, apparently.

      “Come to Visit, Stay Forever.”

      Kind of a pretentious motto for a place in the middle of nowhere in a state the size of a postage stamp, but the more she thought about it the more Katie liked the way that sounded. Her kind of place.

      She turned down the narrow stretch of two-lane road. It was ten minutes before she saw anything other than more trees, and several squirrels that seemed to enjoy dashing out in front of her car in crazy zig-zags.

      The trees finally opened up, and there was a town right where the road became Main Street. There were tiny, picturesque houses nestled side by side, and a church with a steeple, and she was pretty sure that was a working grist mill over on the river, just visible through the tangled branches of the forest all around them.

      Some of the houses looked really old. Possibly even a couple of centuries, based on the construction and design. She had an eye for that sort of thing because of the work she did, and it was easy to see that with a little work, some of these places could be worth mid to high six figures. Even in New Hampshire.

      “Calm down, Katie,” she told herself. “You’re not here to work. You’re here to relax. Let’s just see what Twilight Ridge has to offer. Not much, by the looks of it.”

      She stopped at the four-way stop sign in the middle of Main Street. There was a sign on the corner, pointing to the right. “Harper Inn. Accommodations.”

      This place might be just what she needed after all. A room for the night in a quaint New England town, and a hot bath, and a phone to talk to her boyfriend on, all night long. Nice. Now if there was a restaurant in this town it would be perfect.

      She took the turn toward the Inn, and there was a little blue building with white trim and a sign that read “Good Eats Diner.”

      That wasn’t so much quaint as it was tacky, but as long as they had a good cheeseburger she didn’t care what they wanted to call themselves.

      Parking her rental car at the curb, Katie got out with a smile on her face. Maybe this little town had more to offer than she thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Inside the diner, soft music played from a speaker in the corner of the ceiling. The tables were small, and everything was cramped, but she found exactly what she was looking for on the menu. A mushroom cheeseburger. The waitress took her order and brought her drink, and promised the food would be out in “just a sec.”

      When it came, it looked perfect on the plate, but the cheeseburger was only okay.  Nothing to write home about, to be sure, and the fries were cold.  Katie hoped the quality of the meal didn’t set the tone for the rest of the night.  But for a glorious half hour, she forgot she was anybody other than just a tourist in a foreign land.

      It didn’t stop her from checking her cellphone every ten minutes. Still no service.

      The waitress came back over a few times while she ate, maybe sensing that Katie wasn’t loving her meal and worried that it would be reflected in her tip.

      Katie was just draining the last swallow out of her glass of pop when the waitress came the third time. This time Katie read the name on her tag. Emily.

      “Get you a refill, hon?” Emily asked her.

      “Yes, please,” Katie said. At least she wouldn’t go thirsty. “Some ketchup too, when you have a moment.”

      “Will do.” With a smile and a flip of her ponytail over her shoulder, Emily picked up Katie’s glass from the table. “You passing through or are you staying with us for a while?”

      “I thought I might stay for a night.” Katie didn’t mind a little small talk, but she felt weird talking to a stranger this far from home. “Um. My cellphone isn’t working, and it was getting late anyway. It seemed like a good time to find a bed for the night.”

      Emily’s eyes got a little wider. “Oh, you’re planning on staying...at the Harper Inn.”

      That little hesitation seemed odd, Katie thought. “Um. Yes, I was. Why, is there something wrong with the place? Do they overcharge, or something? No mints on the pillow?”

      “What? Oh, no.” Emily laughed. It sounded fake. “Lots of people come through here and stay at the Harper Inn every year. Lots of people. Yes, they do. Lots and lots.”

      Katie was well aware of how small towns worked. She’d grown up in one, after all, and when she got right down to it Twilight Ridge really wasn’t all that different from her own hometown. It was smaller, sure, but that wouldn’t change one fundamental truth. When you grew up in a fishbowl, it warped your view of the world. You thought everything important was right here with you, and anything from the other side of the glass was suspicious. Maybe even dangerous.

      So she smiled at Emily and tried not to take offence at the woman’s sudden change in attitude. She was a stranger, and so she was suspicious.

      “I won’t be in town for long,” she promised. “Like I said. I’m just passing through. I really just want a place I can sleep and make a phone call. You guys have really bad reception up here.”

      Emily laughed that laugh again. “We sure do. Most of us don’t even own cellphones. You know on those service maps the cellphone companies have, where there’s all this red showing great coverage over most of the country and then just two or three spots where there’s nothing? Well, we’re one of those blank spots.”

      “Well, I’m sure they’ll have a phone for me to use at the Inn. Is it a nice place?”

      Emily opened her mouth to say something, but then she closed it again. After clearing her throat, she held Katie’s empty glass up in her hands as if she’d only just remembered she was still holding onto it.

      “I’ll get you that refill.”

      She turned away, and then stopped, and looked back over her shoulder. In a low voice that wouldn’t carry to the rest of the room, she whispered, “The Harper Inn is a real nice place to stay. Enjoy your meal.”

      Katie watched her go around behind the counter to where the pop machine was waiting. People in small towns were odd, she thought to herself. That was why she had moved to the big city in the first place. It was only when she grew up that she could appreciate the life she’d had back in her home town.

      A tall, muscular man stepped out of the kitchen. He went over to where Emily was filling Katie’s glass and caught the waitress by the wrist. Katie couldn’t hear what they said to each other, but the look on the man’s face was pretty serious, and it was very obvious that he was not looking at Katie on purpose.

      When they were done speaking he let Emily’s wrist go. Then he picked up the refilled glass and brought it over to Katie himself. He set it down hard on the table in front of her.

      “Refill,” he announced, as if Katie wouldn’t know what it was otherwise. “Somebody will be by with your bill.”

      He didn’t wait for her to say thank you. He didn’t ask if she wanted anything else. He was as good as saying he wanted her to leave, without ever saying it.

      Behind the counter, Emily watched Katie for a moment before stepping through the swinging door to the kitchen. Katie didn’t see her again for the rest of the time she was in the diner.

      Yes, Katie thought to herself. Life in a small town. It would drive you completely around the bend if you let it.

      She finished most of what was on her plate and laid down a twenty dollar bill without waiting for the bill. That would more than cover the price of what she had ordered and give Emily a decent tip as well. Even if she was only going to be in Twilight Ridge for one night, she didn’t need the locals to be mad at her.

      Best to make nice with people while she had the chance. She just never knew what tomorrow might bring.
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      At the other end of the street was the Harper Inn. It was a three-story building that had maybe seen better days. The paint on the fluted columns out front was peeling. The roofing tiles were starting to come loose in spots. The stonework in the steps leading up to the porch needed to be reset. Little things like that. Stuff that every building eventually had to deal with.

      It was rundown, sure, but Katie could recognize the solid construction under the façade. The place had good bones. It was quaint and situated on a lovely acre of property lined with flowering shrubs and pines. It was worthy of a postcard.

      Even though she kept telling herself that she was on vacation, she couldn’t help but recognize the potential of a place like this in a town whose major industry was obviously tourism. She wasn’t sure what would draw people to the town of Twilight Ridge, but there had to be something of interest here. Otherwise, the whole place would have dried up and blown away years ago.

      There were two other cars in the small parking area. Katie debated getting her suitcases out now, but she figured it would be smarter to see if they had a room available first. This wasn’t the Holiday Inn Express. How big could a place like this really be?

      The floorboards creaked as she went inside. The front room had a counter set up at the far end, a framed square of embroidery hanging on the wall behind it, stitched with the words “Welcome Friends.” The walls were white with blue trim, and it just all looked so charming and sweet that Katie could feel her blood sugar rising just looking at it all. She had to admit, however, that it was appealing.

      After a moment, when no one came out to greet her, she slapped her hand against the metal bell on the counter and waited.

      “Coming,” she heard someone calling from a room off to the right. “Be there in a jiffy!”

      An older woman came through the doorway a few seconds later. She had gray, curly hair and a kindly smile that crinkled the skin up at the corners of her eyes. She was wiping her hands on an apron, and now Katie could smell something delicious coming from just beyond that doorway. That must be the kitchen.

      “Greetings,” the woman said to her. “I’m Maggie Harper, owner and proprietor of this fine old Inn. Fancy a stay with us, do you?”

      “I would, actually. I was just passing through. I almost missed the sign for your town.”

      Maggie laughed as she reached under the counter to bring up a sign-in book. An honest-to-God register. She set it down, opened to the most recent page of signatures, and handed Katie a pen.

      Her smile slipped away as she did.

      Katie wondered what had brought about the sudden change in the woman’s demeanor. She signed her name on the next line, and got out her license and credit card, and handed them both over.

      Maggie was frowning at her now.

      “Is something wrong?” Katie asked her. If this was the kind of reception she was going to get here then maybe she would just keep driving.

      “Oh. Oh, dear I’m sorry.” Maggie looked completely flustered even as she brought her smile out for Katie again. “It’s just that you look so much like someone else. It’s simply uncanny, the resemblance.”

      “Oh, is that all? I must have one of those faces.”

      “It’s more than that.” Maggie seemed at a loss over how to explain herself. Finally, she held up a finger in the air as an idea occurred to her. “Hold on. Let me show you.”

      Bending down behind the counter again, she came up with a different book this time. It was heavier than the register, and its cover was worn and old. When she opened it Katie saw that it was a book of photographs. The old kind of photographs that used to be taken with film. Maggie flipped page after page and as she did, the pictures got older and older. It wasn’t long before the photos were all black and white, yellowed with age, held in place with those little black corner tabs that Katie remembered her grandmother using years and years ago.

      At a page near the far back of the book, Maggie stopped. She turned the page to face Katie.

      “See?” she said. “Right here.”

      Katie looked closer. The photo was of a group of women, four of them, all wearing long black dresses of a style that hadn’t been in vogue since the early 1800s. With somber expressions, they all faced the camera.

      They were standing in a cemetery, to either side of a gravestone.

      Maggie was pointing to one of the women in particular. She was average height, and her long black hair was done up in a bun, and her eyes...

      Katie gasped. The woman looked exactly like her. Not sort of like her, not just a passing resemblance, but exactly like her.

      “See what I mean?” Maggie said with a little chuckle. “I didn’t mean to stare but it’s just such an odd coincidence, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah,” Katie agreed, not knowing what else to say. “It’s really strange.”

      Unless you lived in her world, Katie thought to herself. Then you just started to expect weird stuff like this.

      What was she in for this time?

      As if Maggie had heard the unspoken question, she leaned her elbows on the registration desk and tapped the photo on the page. “These women are the wives of the town’s founding fathers. The original settlers of Twilight Ridge. They were in some sort of social club, if I remember correctly. It’s ancient history and I’m afraid I’m not all that up on the story. Oh. We have a really nice library here in town. You could always ask there for books on the town history, I suppose.”

      “Well, I didn’t really come here for the history...”

      She was about to explain how she’d only come out to New England to do some antique shopping, and find items she could use to dress the houses she put on the market for sale, but then the gravestone in the picture caught her eye.

      Florence Anderson was the name on the grave. It didn’t mean anything to Katie, but if these were the wives of the founding fathers, then they would have been women who had some major social standing. Whose grave would have gathered them all together like that?

      “Who’s this?” Katie asked, pointing to the headstone.

      “Hmm? Oh, Florence was one of the other founding wives. She died, um, unexpectedly.”

      Katie heard the hesitation in Maggie’s voice, and she knew there was some colorful local story behind it. The photograph, with its blurry black and white image, held her in a sort of trance. A woman from long ago with the same exact face. A secret group of powerful women. A grave.

      No, Katie said to herself. She was not going to get drawn into another ghost story. Not this time.

      Let the dead fend for themselves. She was on vacation.

      “Well, that’s all very interesting,” she told Maggie, pushing the book back across the counter. “I think I’ll go up to my room now. Oh, are there phones in the rooms?”

      Maggie seemed almost disappointed that Katie didn’t want to talk about the picture anymore, but she picked it up and put it away without another word about it. “Well, yes, there’s a phone in each of our four rooms but I do charge extra for out of state calls.”

      “That’s fine. I understand.” She could put a couple of calls to Riley on her credit card. It would be worth it to have his smooth voice lull her to sleep. Maybe, they could even get in some sexy flirting that would carry over into her dreams.

      Maggie handed her a key attached to a plastic diamond. “Number three is yours, just up the stairs and to the end of the hall. My room is at the other end. Feel free to go anywhere in the place you like but I do ask that you stay out of the kitchen, and out of the basement, for insurance purposes. Breakfast is at nine, lunch is at one, and you’re on your own for dinner. There’s a nice restaurant in town.”

      “I had lunch there, actually.” She didn’t bother to say that the food was only so-so. “That all sounds great, Maggie. Thank you. I think I’ll take a walk around town. Anything I should see?”

      “Oh, it’s all wonderful. Welcome to Twilight Ridge, Miss Pearson.”

      Katie smiled as she took the key. She gave that book of photos one last glance, and then turned away to go back out to the parking lot for her bags. She was going to have fun on this vacation, and she was going to ignore anything that had to do with the dead, or ghosts, or the mysteries of other people.
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      Before bed, a little walk around the town seemed like a good idea. It wasn’t that late, after all. The sun was still up.

      The people of Twilight Ridge were keenly aware of the stranger in their midst. She got more than a few glances, and she saw people whispering to each other behind cupped hands, but she didn’t mind. They smiled when she smiled, they said hello when she did. Nobody was rude to her. Even Emily, the waitress at the diner, had been polite, if a little odd.

      So she wandered up and down the streets, stopping to look at buildings or houses that were old or interesting in the way they had been built. Every single place here seemed to have a character all its own. None of it was the cookie-cutter construction she was used to seeing in the city, where you might have entire neighborhoods built on the same exact design squeezed in between highrises of glass and steel.

      After a short little while she found that she was actually enjoying herself. She even stopped to talk to a few people that were more than happy to discuss the history of their house, or their business, or how their ancestor had actually come here straight from England to settle into Twilight Ridge. Back in the 1800s, apparently, the town had been growing by leaps and bounds.

      So what happened? Katie would ask.

      No one had a good answer for that, and sometimes it stopped the conversation altogether.

      As she was walking down one of the short side streets a soccer ball came bouncing across a lawn and rolling down the sidewalk, right to her feet.

      Katie bent down to pick it up, rolling it around in her hands. She hadn’t played soccer since she was a kid, but now she smiled and looked around for the ball’s owner.

      No one came to claim it. The yards around her were empty, no kids, no grownups. Not even a dog in sight.

      She rolled the ball in her hands and bounced it off the sidewalk a few times. This ball had been played with, a lot. Someone had loved this ball. There were scuffs on the black and white pads. As she turned it more she saw a name written in marker. It was faded, though. Whoever it had been was too obscured to read.

      “Oh, thank you,” a woman said to her suddenly.

      Katie looked up to see her rushing off her front porch, a simple dress flapping around her legs. There was gray in her hair and lines around her eyes. She frantically reached out for the soccer ball as she got closer. Katie handed it to her.

      “This was my son’s,” the woman said, looking down at the name on the ball. “He loved this so much. He really did.”

      There were tears in her voice as she spoke. Katie began to realize that her son wasn’t here anymore. The ball was a treasured keepsake of a woman with a broken heart.

      The woman took a deep breath and hugged the ball to her chest as she nodded to Katie. “Thank you.”

      “I’m glad I could find it for you,” Katie told her, because she had no idea what else she could say.

      “I never let this out of the house,” the woman said, almost as if she didn't hear Katie at all. “I keep it close because it’s the last thing I have to remember him with. I don’t know how...I just don’t know how it got out. I must have been careless.”

      Now her eyes focused on Katie, and she blinked in surprise. “Oh. Sorry, I didn’t mean to go on like that. I must have left the front door open earlier when I had company. Thanks again for finding this. It means so much to me.”

      She turned and walked back across her lawn, and Katie could hear her talking quietly as if she was speaking directly to her lost son through the soccer ball.

      Katie watched as the woman went up the steps and into her home, and closed the door behind her.

      Well, it was starting to get later than she thought, and if she was going to go into any of the places selling antiques to even look around, then she was going to have to get going now.

      She took a single step.

      And the soccer ball was rolling down the sidewalk toward her again.

      It couldn’t be the same one, she thought to herself, but as it rolled closer she bent down and caught it and picked it up to find that yes, it was. The same scuffed panels, the same faded name that she couldn’t read.

      She looked up to the house where the woman had gone. The door was open.

      Well, that explained it, then. Ha. For a moment she’d thought there was something ghostly going on. Something weird. She wasn’t here for weird.

      Knowing how important the ball was, she went up to the open front door and knocked, and waited, and then when no one answered she set the ball down inside the door and closed it.

      She went to leave.

      When she turned around, the ball was on the front lawn.

      Katie didn’t move. She didn’t dare take a step toward a ball that belonged to a dead child and now was following her no matter where she--

      Three kids came running from across the street. The first one picked the ball up in his hands while the other two shouted “that was no fair” and “against the rules” and then they were all racing back to their yard to play again.

      Katie saw now that it was a different ball. This one had white and red panels, not black. She laughed quietly at herself, and stuffed her hands in her pockets, and started up the street again. She was starting to see ghosts at every turn. After a few too many haunted houses in her life she supposed that was only natural, but she sure didn’t want to be that person who jumped at every single--

      She heard the door to the house opening behind her.

      Without looking back, she started walking faster.

      She walked by a museum that had been closed since three o’clock in the afternoon. That might be fun to check out tomorrow, considering the rich history that existed here in this town. She was only starting to get the barest sense of all that, from the stories people had told her about their houses and yes, even those photos that Maggie had shown her.

      It was probably true that every place in New Hampshire had some sort of long history to draw on. These were some of the oldest places in the country, after all. Not all of that history was good, as she well knew, and some of it was downright evil. Still, those who forgot history were doomed to repeat it, as they said. Besides. In her line of work an understanding of history was key. You couldn’t rebuild a house to what it used to look like if you didn’t understand the historical context it had come from.

      When she found the first house with a sign out front saying “Antiques for sale inside,” she was excited to see what they might have. It was just someone’s house, as it turned out, and the “antiques” were all displayed in the front room. Chairs and battered end tables were most of what was there. She thanked the nice woman who came out to show her around everything and then left.

      The next place she found was exactly the same. This time she was met by a man in a t-shirt and a bathrobe drinking a cup of coffee as he tried to convince her that paying seven hundred dollars for an old chair with a broken leg was a real bargain because it used to sit in the state office building.

      He grumbled at her under his breath as she walked out.

      Well, this was going to be a bust all around, apparently. At least she could head back to the Harper Inn and have some alone time with her and a phone and Riley. She was really starting to miss him, and she wished again that she had just postponed her trip a few days to wait for him. Her schedule was open-ended after all. If she wanted to spend the next month right here in Twilight Ridge, then that was exactly what she could do.

      Although, from what she’d seen so far, she had no reason to think she would ever want to spend that much time here.

      She kept walking, stopping to look at the church but not going in, and passing right by the library--she had no reason to want to be in there at all.

      The gristmill caught her eye over past the tree line, but there was thick forest all around the town, and she wasn’t sure how to get from here to there. Wandering around the woods aimlessly and maybe getting lost out there appealed to her even less than looking through history books in the library to find out why a woman from the 1800s could have been her twin.

      Katie was just trying to get her bearings to head back to the Inn when she found another place offering antiques for sale. With a sigh and a shrug, she decided to try one more time.

      She was glad she did. This home had a separate room with a side entrance to show off their antiques. Instead of old furniture that may or may not have come from someplace historic, she found shelves with knickknacks neatly lined up, and jewelry items behind glass cases, side by side with silverware and ceramic dishes, all of them tagged with a little description.

      Even the prices were reasonable.

      The woman who showed her around was pleasant and not at all pushy. She was a convincing saleswoman, laughing casually about how interesting this piece was, or how wonderful these plates would look on a dinner table or as a showpiece above a mantel.

      Katie browsed through furniture and lamps and paintings, and the shelves of different items, for over an hour. Before long she had purchased a pair of crystal candle holders. There were other things that caught her eye, including a few pieces of furniture that would really dress up any space.

      She paid for her candle holders and promised to be back tomorrow to look for more. The woman thanked her and then asked where she was staying.

      When she heard it was the Harper Inn, a shadow crossed over her face.

      “Is there something wrong with the Inn?” Katie asked. When it had just been Emily the waitress she’d chalked it up to nothing more than small-town politics, or rumors, or such.

      Now, she was beginning to wonder.

      The woman folded Katie’s check and slipped it into the pocket of her slacks. “Maggie Harper runs a fine place,” she said, sounding like a tourism advertisement. “She’s just an odd lady. Keeps to herself. Sometimes, that rubs people the wrong way in a town like this.”

      Sure, Katie thought. There it was again. Small town folks with small town problems.  Well. If that was all it was, then Katie wasn’t going to worry herself about it.

      Especially since she was only planning on staying for one night. But hey, if everyone in town were going to make such a big stink about a woman owning an Inn and not being a freaking social butterfly, maybe she’d just have to stay for two nights and show them all what she thought of small-town foolishness.

      Humming to herself, she walked up the street with her candlesticks in a plastic bag. She was already looking forward to talking to Riley and telling him all about the eccentric people she’d found here.
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      Riley had talked to her for two hours straight while she laid back on the deep mattress in her pajamas. Some of it had just been normal day-to-day stuff, about how his current construction job was going, and the weather, and the gossip about what was happening around town.

      Some of it had been so racy that Katie had trouble getting to sleep after hanging up. When she did, her dreams had been very...pleasant.

      Waking up in the morning had been hard for her. She didn’t want to climb out from under the fluffy comforter. The bed was amazing, even if the springs sang to her every time she rolled over. Now she really was glad she’d stopped here in this little out of the way place. She decided, after a shower and getting dressed for the day, that she was going to have another walk around and see what the place had to offer. Maybe she would stay another night, after all.

      * * *

      Breakfast at the Harper Inn that morning was freshly scrambled eggs and bacon and toast. A breakfast after her own heart. There was fruit, too, bananas and apples and plums but she wasn’t really feeling like anything too healthy today. The other guest of the Inn sat across from her stuffing his face, smiled once, and then left. Obviously, he was in a hurry to get to whatever he had planned for the day.

      That was all right by Katie. She wasn’t here to make friends. Just see the sights for a day, maybe two, and then get back to her trip.

      She gave Maggie high praise for the food before getting up from the table. The owner of the Inn seemed very happy to hear the compliments. Katie was going to help clear the dishes, but Maggie wouldn’t hear of it. “Go on, now,” she said. “I’ll hold your reservation for tonight until lunchtime. Just in case. I’m sure you’ll want to stay another day after Twilight Ridge gets under your skin.”

      Katie was sure that was meant to sound heartening. A bit of a sales pitch meant to encourage tourists to stay longer. For some reason, for her, it just sent a chill down her back.

      She forgot all about it as soon as she stepped out into the warm sunshine of midmorning. The fresh air filled her lungs when she took a deep breath. She heard birds singing away in the trees. Everything seemed so alive. She got the sense of things happening all around her in the sleepy little town.

      Time to go have some fun.

      There weren’t all that many streets to figure out, and most of the shops and things were either on Main Street or just around the corner. She’d discovered that last night. Everything was within walking distance, but she was trying to see everything all over again to make sure she hadn’t missed anything in her impromptu tour yesterday. After an hour of exploring her feet were sore.

      After visiting two more antique shops she came away with an amazing set of stoneware dishes and a dresser with glass knobs that the nice man selling it to her promised to have shipped to her address in Oregon. For a reasonable fee, too.

      She had found that dressing a house when it was for sale was as important as fixing it up. People wanted to see themselves living in the house right from the first moment they laid eyes on it. Show people an amazing house with bare floors that had “potential” and they might walk away without making an offer. Show them the same house set up with furniture and wall art and decorative items, a place that already looked like a home, and nine times out of ten the same people would make an offer on the spot.

      She thought about going back to that one shop last night, where she found the candlesticks, but somehow the woman had put her off. It wasn’t even so much what she had said, because she hadn’t really said anything bad about Maggie or the Inn. It was more what she hadn’t said. Or maybe, the way that she hadn’t said it.

      Anyway, she found several items that she loved at those other stores. If the rest of her trip was as successful as her little side trip to Twilight Ridge had been, then she was going to have to rent a warehouse to hold all of her purchases.

      With her new dishes in a thick plastic bag she walked up the sidewalk, the irregular paving stones making her watch her footing with each step. She nearly missed the coffee shop squished in between two houses while she was making sure she didn’t twist her ankle.

      It was the aroma of the coffee that caught her attention. She looked up, and through the window she could see a few round tables with red and white checkerboard cloths over them. There were enough people in there to make the tiny space appear crowded, sitting by themselves or with one or two others, drinking from tall ceramic mugs of coffee or tea.

      Well. This town just continued to surprise her.

      Stepping inside set the little shopkeeper’s bell over the entrance door to ringing as she looked around for a place to sit. There was a free table over in the corner and she made a beeline for that. A plastic-coated menu was nestled between the sugar dish and the salt and pepper shakers. Coffees, teas, and a few side dishes like french fries and poutine were listed. Not bad for a place this small.

      When the server came over to take her order Katie asked for a Vanilla Chai, hoping it would be as good as the ones she was used to back in Oregon.

      “Interesting choice,” the man at the table next to her said. “Most people who come here for the first time try the espresso.”

      Katie turned to look, surprised that he was talking to her out of the blue like this. Most people didn’t just strike up conversations with complete strangers.

      He was kind of cute, and about her age, and if she was maybe looking for someone to start a one night stand with, he would definitely have fit the bill. Bright green eyes, an unruly shock of brown hair, a casual sort of business attire doing very little to hide an athletic body. Every warm-blooded girl’s perfect type.

      Lucky for her, Riley was still waiting for her back home, and a phone call to him tonight was all the companionship she would need. Her cell phone still wasn’t working, but when she left Twilight Ridge for the next town down the road that would change.

      Still, there was no reason not to be friendly.

      “How do you know,” she asked, “that it’s my first time here?”

      “I know every face in this town,” he told her. “I’m in Twilight Ridge a lot.”

      “Is that so? Well, then let me ask you. Is the espresso here any good?”

      His smile got bigger as he shook his head. “No. It’s terrible. But don’t tell the owner I said that. He likes to give me my drinks for free because I’m a reporter. I don’t want to ruin that for myself.”

      “Oh?” Katie asked, turning in her chair to face him. “You’re a reporter? What brings you to this little part of the state?”

      “I’m researching the history of places like this in New Hampshire. You know, dying little towns that are learning to remake themselves into tourist attractions to keep from drying up completely and blowing away.”

      Funny, Katie thought to herself. That was almost exactly what she’d been thinking herself. “That sounds kind of exciting.”

      He shrugged and sipped at his mug of coffee. “What about you? What brings you here?”

      “I’m just taking a break from my usual work, actually.”

      “Oh, a little vacation? Well, you certainly picked a great time of year for it. It’s the off season up here...oh, wait. I’m back to assuming you aren’t from here. That’s rude of me.”

      Katie laughed. She liked this guy. She didn’t even know his name yet but she was already having fun just talking with him. He made her want to open up. “Actually, I’m from out west. Oregon. I’m Katie Pearson, by the way.”

      “Mason Fieldman,” he said, holding out his hand for her to shake. When he did, Katie saw the large wristwatch he was wearing. It was a big, heavy thing, the kind with a windup dial instead of a digital display. “So what is it you do, Katie? What made you need a vacation so badly?”

      “I flip houses for a living,” she said, ready to explain that to him, since most people had no idea what that entailed. He surprised her instead.

      “Now there’s an interesting profession. Taking old houses and making them great again to sell to new owners. Wow. I would dearly love to hear more about that.” With a nod of his chin, he indicated the other chair at her table. “You think I could join you? You must have some great stories to tell.”

      She wasn’t really sure if she should, because she was almost positive he was hitting on her, but what could it hurt? Just a little conversation over coffee. She wasn’t going to avoid men for the rest of her life just because things were going good with Riley.

      When she smiled and waved graciously to the empty chair next to her, Mason eagerly picked up his coffee and came over to join her.

      They were there for what turned out to be hours when Katie finally checked the time on her cell. They’d talked about their respective professions, and where they were from, and why coffee was better than tea. Although, the chai that she had ordered was excellent and she was definitely stopping here again before she left.

      She found herself telling stories about some of the houses she had refurbished in the past, and how much she made on average with each one, and things like that. If he noticed how she was less talkative about some of the more recent homes she had been involved with, he didn’t say anything. She had no intention of telling him everything about some of those places. Nobody needed to know about her brushes with the paranormal.

      Mason was a fascinating man. For a while, Katie almost forgot that she wasn’t single.

      Almost.

      “You know,” he said to her as he drained the last of his refill and took out money from his wallet to pay for the tab--his and hers--I would love to talk to you some more about what you do. Maybe write an article about it.”

      “I don’t know...” She wasn’t into publicity. She liked to keep her life private. On the other hand, Katie found that she wasn’t exactly against the idea. Sitting here, talking about it with him, made it all sound very interesting. “Well, I think I’ve decided to stay in town for another night after all. Maybe we could talk tomorrow?”

      “How about this afternoon instead?” he asked. “I have something I need to do for the next few hours but what do you say we meet back here around four and you can try that espresso I was telling you about?”

      “The not-very-good espresso?” she laughed. “Well I am on vacation, so I guess I can be a little adventurous.”

      “Then it’s a date,” he said with a cheery smile.

      He was up from the table and leaving the café before she could mention the fact that she had a steady, amazing boyfriend.

      Of course, she could have mentioned Riley at any time while they were talking. It wasn’t like there hadn’t been a dozen openings. Three simple words was all it would have taken. I’m seeing someone.

      So why hadn’t she said it? What was it about Mason Fieldman that had her feeling like a mischievous teenager sneaking out with a guy she just met?

      She’d just have to tell Mason about Riley tomorrow.

      In the meantime she had to let Maggie Harper know that yes, she would definitely be staying another night.
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      Still no cell service.

      She’d promised to let Maggie know by lunchtime if she was staying longer, and here it was well after noon already. Walking back to the Inn was going to talk a half an hour, probably. She would just have to hope her room was still available.

      Or, she could go in the public library and ask to use their phone.

      The path back to the Inn took her past the library, which was what made her think of it. The building looked out of place in this town among all the other, older buildings. It was made of red brick, completely square, front to back. The sign out front gave the hours and the name of the town’s librarian along with his phone number.

      It was open hours right now. Smiling and whistling to herself, Katie went inside. Hopefully she could make the call to Maggie and continue hitting the antique stores in town.

      Inside everything was silent and musty. It had the look and feel of every library Katie had ever been in. There was no other place like this in the world. Books had their own smell, and older books even more so. It was kind of nice. It had everything that e-readers didn’t.

      There were shelves of books lined up and down the room, and a tall counter on the other side gleamed with polish. Behind the counter sat a tall, thin man with graying hair hanging limply down to his shoulders. When she noticed him, he was already staring in her direction.

      “Hi,” she said cheerfully. “Do you have a phone I can borrow? I’m staying at the Harper Inn and I need to call the owner.”

      He continued to stare at her.

      “Um. You know, Maggie Harper? The owner of the Inn?”

      The man stood up from behind the counter, still without saying a word.

      “Sir? Do you have a phone?”

      Reaching behind the counter, he brought up an old, black, rotary-dial phone with a long coil of cord between the base and the handset.

      Then he put the phone on the counter, and pushed it toward her, and sat back down.

      The guy was really beginning to creep her out, just sitting there and staring at her. For a minute she entertained the idea that he was a ghost and she’d walked into a haunted library but of course, that was just silly.

      Wasn’t it?

      Sure it was. He was just a guy in a library.

      She picked up the handset, but then she hesitated, staring down at the faded plastic dialer. It wasn’t that she didn’t know how to use the thing--even if it had been a while since she’d seen one, they weren’t that hard to figure out. She just realized she didn’t know the number to the Inn.

      “Excuse me,” she said to the man, letting the phone droop in her hand. “Do you know the number to...?”

      He slid a piece of paper across the counter to her. While she’d been staring at the phone he’d already been writing out the number to the Inn for her.

      “Um. Thanks.” She read the crisp, precise handwriting on the square of paper, and dialed the numbers one by one. She smiled at the man as the phone rang in her ear. He didn’t smile back.

      “Harper Inn,” Maggie’s voice said in her ear. “How may I help you today?”

      “Hi, Maggie, it’s Katie Pearson. I just wanted to let you know that I will definitely be staying in town for another night. Is the room still available?”

      “Absolutely, it is. Oh, I see on my caller ID that you’re at the library. Be sure to say hello to Franklin for me. He’s been the town’s librarian for as long as I can remember.”

      Katie looked up at the man with the long white hair, and held the mouthpiece for the phone away from her face a little. “Maggie says hello.”

      Franklin nodded, and continued to stare at her.

      Maggie was still talking in her ear. “The books you want are in that far corner room. Franklin will know which ones.”

      “Books?” Katie asked, confused at the sudden turn in the conversation.

      “Certainly. The town’s history is all right there.”

      Ah. Now she understood. Maggie still wanted her to read up on the dead woman with her face. “That’s nice, and all, but I really don’t want to...”

      “You just can’t appreciate the history of a place until you’ve seen it in pictures.”

      “Sure, but...”

      “Well, I have to rush. So much to do, so little time, as they say. You and I should sit and talk tonight. You can tell me everything you learned. Oh, it will be so exciting to hear your viewpoint, since you know all about buildings and such. There’s some really old houses in town.”

      Katie started to argue again, but it was true that she was interested in some of the buildings. Some of them were obviously a century old or more. That sort of thing always interested her.

      Maggie was saying goodbye and hanging up before Katie could get another word in. With a sigh, she put the handset back down in the cradle. “I guess,” she said to Franklin, “that I’d like to see the books on your town’s history.”

      When in Rome, she said to herself. She definitely did not want to get caught up in another crazy ghost story, or buy into another house sight unseen on her vacation. It couldn’t hurt to look at some pictures in a book, though, and some of the buildings here really were interesting...

      Franklin unfolded himself from his chair and walked around the end of the counter, moving off toward a corner of the library without ever once looking back to see if she was following. A narrow door led into a small room, with waist-high box shelving units around three of the walls. A table sat in the middle with chairs around it. Overall, it looked unused. Katie got the impression that not a lot of people ever came in here.

      When she looked up to thank Franklin he was already gone, back over in his chair behind the counter, staring at the front door and waiting for the next person to come in.

      She couldn’t suppress a shiver that sent goosebumps up her arms. The man was weird with a capital ‘W.’ Maybe that was what came of sitting alone with books day in and day out.

      She looked around the shelves, not really sure what she was looking for. Whenever a book seemed interesting she would slide it out and put it on the center table. A few were really, really old. Weathered leather covers peeling along the spines, pages yellowed with age. There were holes chewed into some of them where insects had burrowed.

      She sat down and pulled one of the books over at random, opening to the first page.

      It was actually kind of fun, delving into the past of a town in New England, where the modern history of this country actually started. Now that she was actually here she had to say she was glad she had taken Maggie’s suggestion.

      At first she only found information on the area in general, and some of it she already knew from high school history classes. New Hampshire was the granite state, President Pierce was born in New Hampshire. The first potato planted in the United States was planted in New Hampshire. The woman who wrote Mary Had a Little Lamb was from this state. By the third book she was bored and beginning to lose interest.

      The next book was probably the oldest one she had found on the shelves. The cover had been impressed with a design outlined in gold ink, but the color had faded over the years until it was hard to make out what it was supposed to be. It was old enough that some of the history of the town had probably been happening firsthand when it was printed.

      Katie took the cover by the edge.

      It wouldn’t open.

      The pages must be stuck together, she thought, or moisture had gotten into it, or something. She pulled harder, trying to pry it open, not wanting to be bested by a book. This was weird...

      With a final tug, the book flew open.

      A plume of dust sprouted all around her, rising from the fluttering pages, getting into her eyes and her nose and her mouth. It tasted sickly sweet and she swallowed some of it before she could gag it out and suddenly it was like she couldn’t breathe.

      She had to get out of there. She needed air. Fresh air. Rubbing her eyes and coughing, trying to get a clean breath, she ran out of the reading room and then out of the library and into the street.

      The people passing by on the sidewalk must have thought she was crazy, standing there bent over, hands on her knees, coughing and sneezing and just concentrating on getting air into her lungs. A smell like burning garbage lingered up in her nose and even when she was able to stand up and shake it off and laugh at how ridiculous she must look, the smell remained.

      As she stood there, looking back at the library, a little thrum of pain blossomed at the back of her skull. From how hard she was coughing, she guessed.

      Although, the headache stayed with her as she went back inside the library. She was definitely done here, but she still needed to go back in for her bag with the dishes. She’d had more than enough of looking through history.

      It was time to leave the past in the past.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Back in the reading room, she found Franklin putting away the books she had been looking through, including the really old one that had spread all that dust when it opened.

      That’s what she decided it must have been. Just dust. After all, what else could it be?

      The pain throbbed behind her eyes when she thought about it. She set the whole thing aside because she’d already decided she was done with it all.

      “Um, sorry for the mess,” she told Franklin. “I had to run out for a minute. For some air. I was going to put them back. I promise.”

      He looked at her once, shoved the last book back in place, and then slipped by her to walk out of the room.

      As he went, he finally spoke to her in a voice dry as gravel.

      “You were looking in the wrong place.”

      Then he was gone, and she was alone in the room again.

      “Well,” Katie muttered to herself. “He’s not creepy at all.”

      She picked up the bag of plates where she had left it under the table and was about to get the hell out of there when her gaze fell on the one book he’d left out. It was still on the table, open to a section near the end. Almost like he’d left it there for her. One side had a picture on it. A reprint of an old photograph.

      The same photo from the book in the Harper Inn. Four women standing around a grave, one that had her exact same face.

      Without realizing what she was doing, Katie sat down in a chair and pulled the book closer. In this book the photograph was labeled. Everyone was named, left to right, and she put her finger under the name that corresponded to the woman who looked so much like her.

      “Dorathea Snidge,” she read out loud. “Okay, that’s an unfortunate name, but why do you look like me?”

      She read through the paragraphs opposite the picture, and then turned the page and kept reading. A story began to form in her mind, hidden among the author’s very descriptive language. History unfolded itself for her.

      Dorathea was married to the town’s original founder, Ebenezer Snidge. She had married him when she was in her early teens, much younger than would have been proper to marry today. He was...old, even when she met him.

      They were the first family to settle here in Twilight Ridge. Ebenezer invited friends to join him, four other men and their young brides, and together they started carving out a life in what used to be Abenaki Tribal land. Five families, five wives. Those would be the women in the photograph.

      Including the woman in the grave, the one who died unexpectedly. That was how Maggie had put it, Katie thought, or something like that.

      There was a photo on one page of Dorathea standing next to a tall, thin man. She’d grown into a young woman by this time. The man with her could only be one person. His face was gaunt and his gray hair was swept straight back from his temples to fall against his shoulders. His eyes were narrow and close together, washed out of all color even in the black and white photo. He was much too old to be with a woman that young.

      Ebenezer Snidge.

      He was a rich man for his time. Most of the money to start the town had come from him personally. The author of the book made sure to mention specifically that Ebenezer had paid for a church to be built in Twilight Ridge. He was a man of deep faith. A true believer in God who wanted his town to be a perfect paradise.

      As much information as there was on Ebenezer there was hardly any on Dorathea Snidge. That shouldn’t be too surprising, Katie supposed, because at that time everything had been completely male-dominated. Women weren’t ever mentioned unless they did something completely out of the ordinary--good or bad. She got the feeling that this was something more than that. It was like Dorathea was intentionally being left out of the town’s story for some reason.

      Then she turned another page, and found out why.

      Ten years after Twilight Ridge was founded, Dorathea was put to death for being a witch.

      Katie sat back, blinking her eyes as she read that again, and then again. This was New England, and things like the Salem witch trials were a real part of history. Why should she be surprised that this woman had been accused of witchcraft?

      Because it was just ridiculous. That was why. She might believe in ghosts, and other spooky stuff, but she didn’t believe in witches. This was silly.

      Only this time, the woman who died was wearing her face.

      That kind of changed her feelings about it.

      She read more, turning page after page to find all the information she could on Dorathea. She had to piece a lot of it together from scraps here and there, and also from what wasn’t being said, but the story kept going. Dorathea had given birth to a child. An infant son who died shortly after he was born.

      Dorathea had been accused of raising him from the dead.

      Her husband, Ebenezer, threw the first stone.

      Near the end of the book was another photograph of the cemetery. This time, there were more headstones.

      Katie squinted down at the photo, and then slowly brought her finger up to the page, and counted the graves.

      There were five of them. The wives of the founding fathers, all dead and lined up in a row. Dorathea’s was in the center.

      Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live, was the caption of the photo.

      Katie slammed the book shut. This was too much. She was not going to let herself get caught up in this. So the town had a history, and that one woman’s face looked a lot like hers, but that didn’t mean she had to get involved.

      She wanted to call Riley. She wanted to hear his voice and tell him what was going on and let him tell her that it was all just nonsense. He might not be here but he’d believe her without question. It must be the middle of the afternoon for him back in Oregon so it would be the perfect time to call him...

      She checked her watch for the time and gasped.

      Mason was going to be waiting for her. They had agreed to meet for coffee and she’d been so wrapped up in what she was reading she nearly forgot. Had she really been at the library for this long?

      Rushing out with a little wave to Franklin, Katie stopped on the sidewalk for her bearings. The café was...that way. She kept checking her watch every few steps. She was going to just make it, but the call to Riley was going to have to wait.

      She got to the café early, and a quick look around the room told her that Mason wasn’t there yet. Time enough for her to go to the restroom and wash her face.

      There was one bathroom for men and women, and it was just a little room with a sink and a mirror and a commode. She set the bag of dishes down and ran some water, splashing it in her hands and then over her face.

      When she looked up again into the mirror, it wasn’t her face looking back at her.

      It wasn’t, but it was. Her cheeks were thinner. Her hair was up instead of down. Her eyes were just a bit wider.

      It was the face from the photographs.

      Then she blinked, and it was her face again. It was just her.

      She swallowed back a sudden lump in her throat and left the bathroom, the bag of dishes in her hand.

      Her only thought was of getting out of here, back to the Inn, and laying down. Everything felt wrong. She felt like she’d somehow stepped out of her skin and now she was trying to stuff herself back in but there just wasn’t enough room.

      Back in the café, she found Mason waiting for her.
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      “Hey there,” Mason greeted her. He was there already, sitting at a table. He must have come in when she was in washing her face.

      When she was seeing the reflection of a witch staring back at her from the mirror...

      “I got us a table,” he said when she didn’t respond to him. “Hope that’s okay?”

      “Uh, yeah. Thanks.” Her headache was back, throbbing slowly in time with her pulse. “Let’s just sit down.”

      “After you.”

      She grimaced as he held out a chair for her. She didn’t like men doing things for her. She’d worked a long time to prove her independence. It was a nice enough gesture, but she was perfectly capable of getting into her own chair.

      “I can do it myself,” she snapped, pulling the chair out of his hand and resettling it in almost the same position.

      He looked at her a little oddly, but then he nodded and sat down across from her. Men, Katie heard herself thinking. They were always so condescending. Always ready to tell you what you couldn’t do and what your place was and...and...

      She took a deep breath and realized she wasn’t making any sense. Her head was killing her.

      “I’m sorry,” she told him. “Can I get a glass of water, do you think?”

      “Sure thing.” He immediately flagged down a server and explained they’d like to start with two waters. The young teenage girl in her café uniform frowned. She knew that a couple sitting down to drink water weren’t going to spend very much.

      “Don’t worry,” Mason said to her. “We’ll order something else in a bit. Just getting started.”

      That seemed to make the young woman feel better and off she went to get the glasses of water. Katie watched Mason, and how easily he made it look to be nice to people. She felt a tug inside of her, a kind of pull in his direction. Not that she was looking for an attraction to this man but she could see how easy it would be.

      Her, a woman far from home, him a cute reporter who was smart and funny. It was practically a Hallmark movie.

      And if she wasn’t already with Riley, she might even see where that would go.

      Her head throbbed, and she forgot what she had just been thinking.

      She tasted the water when it came, and it was okay. Not metallic, not refreshing, just water. Exactly what she needed right now.

      With a sigh, she tried to ease herself into her chair and just enjoy being here with Mason.

      “So what have you been up to?” he asked her, picking up one of the menus.

      “I was...” She stopped for a moment, putting her fingers to her temple. Her headache was getting worse. She gulped some more of the water from her glass. “Sorry. I guess I’m just a little dehydrated, maybe. I was at the library.”

      His eyebrows quirked up. “Oh? Looking for some summer reading?”

      “No, I was...” Ow. Seriously, her head was starting to really hurt. “I was looking up the history of the town. The buildings, and...the founders. Their wives.”

      Ow.

      He looked at her, keenly interested now. “What did you find out?”

      “Well, this town has some crazy history.”

      He laughed at that, and she smiled with him.

      “I’ll say,” he added. “I’ve looked into a lot of the things that people don’t even remember about their roots here. Did you find out how the wives of the founders died?”

      “I certainly did. Hard to believe anything like that ever happened, you know?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Which part? The stoning to death, or the witchcraft?”

      She blinked at him. Reaching for her water glass, she found it was empty. Her mouth was still so dry. When had she finished off the water? “Um. I meant the stoning and the killing. Come on, you’re a reporter. You believe in facts and the truth. You don’t believe in witchcraft, do you?”

      He set his menu down. “Why not? Aren’t there things about this world that we still don’t understand? Is it so impossible to believe that there are things some people can do with the natural world that we would call sorcery? I’m not talking about riding on broomsticks or talking to cats. That’s all Hollywood stuff. I mean real things. Healing sickness. Growing better crops. That sort of thing.”

      “Raising the dead?” Katie asked him.

      The pain behind her eyes flared.

      Mason laughed. “Hey, medical sciences have advanced radically since then. We now know that some people we thought were ‘dead’ were only in comas, or only on the cusp of death, and they could be brought back. Is it so hard to imagine that some people in the 1800s knew those secrets already before modern medicine?”

      “I guess, but...” She really had nothing to say to that. She knew as well as anyone that the sciences of today would look like magic to someone from the 1800s. Maybe Mason had half a point.

      Still...

      “I don’t buy it,” she said. “There’s no such things as witches.”

      When she said it, a pressure started in her head, laying itself over the pulsing ache that had followed her from the library.

      “It’s all right,” he told her. “Maybe I can convince you to believe in things you can’t see.”

      She nearly laughed at that. If only he knew the things she’d seen.

      Reaching over, he put his hand over hers.

      Her headache spiked, like a long hot needle had been driven through her brain from front to back.

      Sucking in a breath, she yanked back her hand. She pressed her fingers harder against her temples. She closed her eyes, and counted to five.

      When she did, the pain got worse. Stars blossomed in her vision. A ringing started in her ears.

      “Mason,” she said, “I’m sorry. I need to go back to the Inn, I think.”

      “Oh?” He seemed genuinely disappointed. “Are you sure you can’t stay? I was really hoping to talk to you.”

      Katie tried to recapture a smile and failed. “I have to go. I’m really sorry. I’ll try to find you tomorrow if I’m still in town, okay?”

      He was still saying something to her as she rushed out of the café and blindly up the street, realizing after a minute or two that she was headed the wrong way. A turn here and then her next left brought her back on track, even though she could barely open her eyes through the ache in her skull.

      The door to the Harper Inn squeaked when she opened it, and the noise ran through her like the sound of a freight train. All of her nerves were ragged and raw. Everything made the pain worse.

      She didn’t see Maggie on her way upstairs and that was just as well because she wasn’t up for talking to anyone now. Except Riley. She really wanted to call Riley and have him talk to her and make everything better.

      In her room, she stumbled to the dresser, and took a look at herself in the mirror. Maybe she needed some aspirin. Or a doctor.

      Her face was different again. Thinner. More severe. The hair wasn’t quite the same. It was still her but then she smiled, and she didn’t remember smiling, and she wondered if maybe that woman in the mirror wasn’t her at all.

      Maybe it was Dorathea Snidge.

      Silly woman, she thought to herself. Of course that’s you! “You’re just making things complicated. When Ebenezer comes home he’ll see how pretty you’ve made yourself and then you’ll see how happy he is with you...”

      Katie blinked, and gasped out a breath as if she’d been holding the air in, and then she looked at herself again. It was just her reflection. Only her, and no one else, and certainly not Dorathea Snidge. That was just a woman in a photograph.

      It was the headache, she figured. Just the headache. It was making her see things that weren’t there, mixing everything up with the fright she’d given herself in the library earlier. Just her emotions running wild.

      She stripped out of her clothes, still feeling fuzzy and detached from everything, and then she fell into bed.

      A stray thought floated through her mind before she dropped off into unconsciousness, something about how she was going to call Riley.

      Call Riley? she heard herself asking.

      Who was Riley?
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      Katie woke up from a deep sleep tangled in the sheets on her bed. They were around her throat, and they were choking her, and her sweaty hands were having trouble grasping them to pull them away from her.

      She was having a nightmare. At least, she thought she did. Now, as she tried to remember, everything was fuzzy and indistinct. Images came and went and nothing made sense. There was only the impression of darkness, of figures moving through a gloom to come after her.

      That, and one word that was repeated over and over.

      Witch.

      When she was finally able to throw the blankets aside, she sat there, taking long slow breaths, and pushing her hands through her hair. She wasn’t sure anymore what she’d been dreaming, but she did know one thing for certain.

      The headache was gone.

      “Well, that’s a relief.”

      She got out of bed feeling like she didn’t weigh anything at all. It was such a relief not to have that pain pulsating inside her skull. If the road to Hell was paved with good intentions, then the road to Heaven was paved with small miracles.

      Humming to herself, she walked over to the mirror above the dresser, in just her bra and panties, her bare feet cold against the floor. She decided she would start out this morning with a walk around town, and really take one last look around the place before she left. There were still a few antique places she could browse through if she really wanted but she had a feeling that she had already seen the best that Twilight Ridge had to offer.

      She looked around for the bag with her ceramic dishes in them. It was nowhere to be seen.

      That was odd, she thought. Maybe she’d put it away under the bed. She had been really out of it when she got back to the Inn after running out on Mason. Like she had been drunk and hungover without the pleasure of the several glasses of wine that usually got her to that point.

      Some wine would be nice, actually. A glass of wine and nice hot bath and her boyfriend there to rub her feet. That, and slide into the bath with her. Hmm. That’d be nice.

      Where were those plates?

      She turned back toward the bed. They must be under there.

      From under the sheets, a dark form rose, misty and hazy. A woman, dressed in black.

      A woman with her face.

      Dorathea was standing in her room. She was right there, close enough to touch, a scowl on her face that spoke of death.

      She reached out a single hand.

      Katie bolted for the door, and then through it and into the hallway. In only her underwear she flew down the stairs holding back a scream, but only just barely.

      At the bottom of the steps, she started across the floor to the exit, wondering how far she was planning on running. All the way back to Oregon, maybe, in her pink silk boyshorts.

      Behind her, the hallway darkened, and filled with an evil presence.

      “Katie,” she heard Maggie call out to her. “Come on over, now. Breakfast is ready.”

      She skidded to a stop, turning to see Maggie smiling from the kitchen table, plates of bacon and eggs and toast laid out and smelling wonderful.

      The dark presence of Dorathea Snidge started pouring down the stairs behind her.

      “Maggie, we have to go,” Katie told her. “Right now. We have to leave.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Maggie said, chuckling like nothing at all was wrong. “We just started to eat.”

      The stairs began to shake. The ghost was coming and Katie couldn’t understand why Maggie couldn’t see it, hear it, feel it coming.

      “Maggie, we have to go!”

      Maggie lifted a plate up to her. “Bacon?”

      Katie wanted to scream. This was crazy. The darkness behind her was starting to press in on the edges of her vision. The feeling of it was like an oily coldness washing over her very exposed skin.

      She leapt away from the stairs, running for the dining room, intending to drag Maggie away from the table and out of this place where they could be safe.

      When she got to the table, there were two people sitting there. Maggie, and one other.

      Her boyfriend Riley.

      Katie stared at him. He couldn’t be here. He wasn’t here.

      Yet there he was.

      “You should have waited for me,” he said. His pretty eyes were staring harshly at her. He looked worried. Scared. “You should have never come here without me. You’re in danger, Katie.”

      “Damn it, Riley, you don’t think I know that? You don’t think I’ve been missing you like crazy and wanting you here, with me?”

      Around her, the house began to warp. It creaked and groaned with the pressure of Dorathea’s spirit approaching.

      “Bacon?” Maggie asked her again.

      “You need to leave,” Riley told her. “You need to get out.”

      His words stunned her, like a slap across the face, but in the next instant she understood. This wasn’t real. None of this was real. She wasn’t standing here in her underwear. This was just a dream. A stupid, nonsense dream.

      Her overworked brain was trying to make sense of everything that had happened to her since arriving here in Twilight Ridge. The stories of murdered women and the way everyone seemed to be worried about her staying at the Harper Inn. The headache. The weirdness of another woman wearing her face.

      She was scared. The dream was just about her being scared.

      She looked at Riley, sitting there all worried about her, here but not here at the same time. “I love you,” she said to him.

      “You need to leave,” he told her again.

      “No, I don’t,” she said.

      Turning away from him and taking in a deep breath, she faced the approaching swarm of Dorathea’s ghostly wrath.

      “You’re not real,” Katie told the ghost.

      Dorathea got closer, darker, filling the house with her rage now.

      Katie backed away a step, reminding herself this was a dream. “Go away, and let me sleep.”

      A sound like distant thunder rumbled through the Inn, and Dorathea came sweeping down the stairs, her dark dress swirling, her eyes livid with black flames.

      Katie backed up more. Her skin stippled with goosebumps. Her stomach tied itself in knots.

      “Go away!”

      The ghost reached for her.

      “Go away!”

      The long fingers of a shadowy hand stretched out for her.

      Katie stumbled back, and fell to the floor, and the darkness loomed.

      You are mine, Dorathea promised. I will take you and use you until there is nothing left of you. Nothing.

      Katie tried to crawl away. This was just a dream. Just a dream!

      You will be mine.

      It’s just a damned dream!

      MINE!

      Dorathea swept down on her. Everything went black.

      She woke up in her bed, the sheets tangled around her, sweat slick on her skin and making her hair damp.

      Katie frantically tried to get enough breath. She sat on the edge of the bed, and shivered, remembering how the dream had ended. She died. The ghost had swept over her, and through her, tearing her apart until she couldn’t remember where she ended and Dorathea began. There was nothing left of her that hadn’t been tangled up with the ghost.

      She gagged, and closed her eyes tight in the darkness of her room as the headache pounded. It wasn’t gone. That had been part of the dream, too.

      Sighing heavily, she dropped herself back into the bed again. She needed to sleep this off, and forget all about things that weren’t real.

      She pulled the pillow in tight, and held it close. With her eyes closed, she tried again to find sleep.

      An arm reached out from behind her and curled over her shoulders possessively. Dark and hazy and somehow both hot and cold it wrapped itself tightly around Katie as the ghost caught hold of her.

      Mine... Dorathea whispered.

      Katie screamed.

      When she woke up this time, she could still feel the ghostly touch of a hand on her skin.

      It was hours before she found the will power to get back to sleep.
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      In the morning, she felt fine.

      Walking around the streets of Twilight Ridge in the warmth of a new day she let the wind caress her face. It felt really good. Even though this wasn’t her home--not even her state for that matter--she could picture herself living here. She could see why people would be attracted to the charm and peace of this little nothing town in the middle of nowhere.

      The world around her was just waking up. A few cars were pulling out of driveways to head off to work in other places. People were walking their dogs, or walking hand-in-hand with loved ones, or sitting out on front porches. Everyone was smiling just like Katie was.

      She didn’t have a destination in mind this morning. She was just going wherever her feet took her. It was nice to have a morning where she didn’t have to rush to a house inspection or dash to an appointment to have some paperwork signed. She didn’t need any of that today. She needed this. Slow, easy living. That’s what she needed.

      It wasn’t until she came around a corner and caught sight of the library that she wondered...how did she get here?

      Not here, in front of the library, but here on the streets of Twilight Ridge. When did she leave the Inn?

      Katie stopped, and tried to think, her good mood disappearing as her eyebrows furrowed lower. She remembered being in bed. She remembered taking in the quiet morning all around her.

      She did not remember leaving the Inn. She didn’t remember waking up, or getting dressed, or taking that first step outside. None of it.

      Had there been a dream? Something with Riley in it?

      No. Maybe. She didn’t remember.

      Damn.

      A knot of pain began to pulse in her brain. All morning long the headache from yesterday had left her alone. Now it was back.

      How...?

      Sleepwalking, maybe. That would explain it, wouldn’t it? Sure. She was sleepwalking and that had brought her...here, to the library.

      Like subconsciously, she had brought herself here.

      She blinked at the squat building. Dull red bricks and empty windows stared back at her. It was too early for the doors to be open. It was too early for her to be walking out in the sunlight, too. She had never once gone sleepwalking in her life. Not once.

      And yet, here she was.

      The library was where she’d first learned about the terrible history of Twilight Ridge. Those women in the photograph, and the accusation of witchcraft. If Dorathea was killed for such a silly superstition, wasn’t it likely that the other women were, too? That would be why Maggie had been so hesitant to tell her about them.

      Florence was one of the other founding wives, she remembered Maggie saying. She died, um, unexpectedly.

      Witches. This town had murdered women for being witches.

      Thank God society had come so far since those days, and people could understand that a woman knowing an herbal remedy for the common cold wasn’t witchcraft. Knowing how to turn a breach baby around so mother and child didn’t have to die wasn’t sorcery. It just meant that women were smarter than men gave them credit for.

      From the photographs and the historical biography she had read, Katie didn’t think Ebenezer was the understanding type. If he was as staunchly religious as he was made out to be, he probably didn’t tolerate the women in his town acting out against his wishes.

      Hatred roiled inside of her as she thought about that. Women shouldn’t be treated that way. No one should be. How dare these men take advantage of their wives and then cast them away out of fear and ignorance and oh my God the pain don’t stone me again please don’t stone me again...!

      When Katie looked up, she was inside the library, down on one knee, holding her hand up above her defensively as if she really was being stoned to death. The pain she felt was her headache, not the dull thud of rocks hitting her like she had imagined so vividly. She had felt each impact, and she had tasted blood in her mouth.

      Now she took a breath. “Get a grip, Katie. Stand up, and get a grip.”

      She did, and the headache subsided. Just a little.

      She looked around her, at the books and the quiet, empty rooms. Katie felt drawn here. Like the library had something she needed. Or, something to show her.

      Over her shoulder, she looked back at the closed front door. She didn’t remember opening that. She didn’t remember coming inside.

      Maybe she had some kind of adult-onset sleepwalking. Or maybe she was just going crazy.

      Her footsteps echoed inside on the tiled floor. It was eerie, to be in here all alone with the weight of these books all around her. She knew there was a phone behind the counter. She could call Maggie at the Inn and maybe find out if someone saw her leaving the Inn.

      She could call Riley, like she wanted to last night.

      Why hadn’t she called him? That had been the plan. Listening to his voice would have made everything better. He had that effect on her. She needed a little of that magic right now.

      Heh. Poor choice of words, she told herself, standing in a town that used to kill women for being witches.

      Instead of stopping at the counter to use the phone, she kept going to the far corner of the room. As much as she wanted to call Riley, and hear his voice, that wasn’t what she was here for. Now she understood why her morning walk had ended here. She knew what she was looking for, even if she didn’t want to admit it to herself.

      In the reading room she found the tables and chairs just like she’d left them yesterday. All the old books on the history of the town had been put back in their places on the shelves.

      All of the books, except one.

      On the table, open to a middle page, was the really old book that had given her so much trouble yesterday. The one that had spread dust everywhere and started this headache that was still clinging to the edges of her skull even now.

      Franklin must have left it here, she reasoned. How else would it be right here, just sitting open and waiting for her?

      Still, it was a long moment before she sat down to look closer at the book.

      What she found made her blood turn chill in her veins.

      This wasn’t so much a history of the town of Twilight Ridge as it was a journal. The names of the dead women were here, and comments on them having regular meetings at specific times of the month. Most of the pages, however, documented, powers and rituals and skills that made no sense to Katie.

      Healing blighted soil to make things grow again. Expelling mice and vermin from a home by singing. Adding drops of your husband’s blood to your food in order to increase fertility.

      Katie read on and on and each page was more bizarre than the last.

      Hypnotizing animals so they wouldn’t attack you. The health benefits of ground up deer heart. Salting your floor to keep away evil spirits.

      The next page rustled when she turned it, obviously well used. Her heart was racing, and her headache pounded with each beat-beat-beat, and she was scared to read any more.

      But she did.

      Halfway down this page she had to go back to the beginning, start over, and make sure she was reading it correctly. The words talked about pouring energy into a corpse. Giving part of your life, sending it into a dead body, in order to bring someone back from the dead.

      Katie ran her fingers over the paragraphs, the neatly printed writing in such an old style. This was insane. All of it.

      And yet...

      The next part of the book was drawings, and diagrams, and a string of math symbols that made Katie’s head spin just to look at them. It blurred in front of her eyes, and began to move, until each picture came to life and created a flowing image.

      As she traced the numbers and letters and squiggly lines moving across the page, she could hear music begin to play. It was as if the parts of the equation were really notes on a staff and her brain was somehow translating them as they passed before her eyes. She had no choice. She had to listen.

      At the bottom of the page the music stopped.

      Her headache exploded.

      Katie had to turn aside as her stomach rushed up into her throat and she threw up, all over the floor.

      The music stopped when the retching did, but the headache remained.

      “Damn it,” she whispered, rubbing the back of her hand across her mouth. “What the hell?”

      On the table, the pages of the book rustled.

      Katie slammed her hand down on it. No. The book was not moving, there was no music, and she was just weirded out and in pain because of this damned headache. That was all.

      The song was still echoing in her mind. She heard it even now, singing to her about living forever. A spell to grant life everlasting.

      Witchcraft.

      That was impossible.

      And yet, the song continued to sing to her.

      Katie’s mind was roiling, spinning in circles so fast that she couldn’t see the book in front of her anymore. It was just a blurry mess. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t be here in this town. Whatever was going on here, she didn’t want any part of it.
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      She wanted to go home.

      This town had surpassed her threshold for freaky factor. Like, way past it. Time to go.

      She was alone here. She shouldn’t be alone here. When you were alone they came after you and accused you of things and then the ones you loved most threw the first stone and cheered while you died...

      Her hands shook. Katie swallowed back against a dry throat and wondered what in the hell she had just been thinking. She wasn’t Dorathea Snidge. All of that--being accused of things, being stoned, dying--that had happened to Dorathea. Not her.

      It didn’t matter if she looked like the dead woman. That did not make them the same.

      Her headache clung to her inside of her skull and maybe if she could just get it to go away, then she could think clearly.

      Riley.

      Riley. His name floated up into her thoughts, cutting through the haze and the aching drumbeat that played along the nerves behind her eyes. Riley. She wanted Riley. She wanted to be with him so badly right now. He had been the best thing in her life so far. It was stupid coming out here without him. She realized that now.

      Riley.

      He’d know what to do. He’d listen to her and understand her and believe her no matter what because he understood that sometimes your ghosts were the things that haunted you just out of sight, around the corner, beyond your imagination, hiding where they might jump out and tear you to pieces before you ever knew what was happening.

      That was what she needed. She needed to talk to him, and maybe if she could talk this out with someone, it would start to make some kind of sense.

      She took her cellphone out of her back pocket, hoping against hope that this time...

      ...one bar of service.

      “Oh, thank God.” She said. This was the first time she’d gotten any reception at all, although she hadn’t checked in this room before, and maybe she had service her all along and just didn’t know it. Wouldn’t that just be the way of it?

      “Screw this town.”

      The pain throbbing in her head made it hard to focus on the display as she dialed Riley’s number by heart.

      It rang, and she cradled the phone to her cheek, imagining that she could hold him the same way.

      It rang.

      Rang.

      Then static filled the line in a loud burst that made her flinch.

      “Riley?”

      A voice came through the static, indistinct and distant.

      “Katherine...”

      That was her full first name, but everyone called her Katie. Nobody called her by her full name.

      “Riley, is that you? Can you hear me?”

      The static seemed to collect itself together and shape itself into laughter, sharp and piercing.

      “I hear you.”

      That wasn’t Riley’s voice. It was something else.

      “Who is this?” she asked, tightening her grip around the phone. “Who are you?”

      Static.

      “Hello? Hello! Who is this? Who are you!”

      The static cleared for just one moment in time and into that silence, she heard a voice through the phoneline.

      “I’m you.”

      She couldn’t breathe. That voice...I’m you...she tried to believe it didn’t sound like her. She tried to believe that it was impossible.

      The static came back loud and fierce and sliced through her like a hot knife. She dropped the phone to the table with a clatter and then sat there, staring at it.

      When it didn’t move, didn’t speak, didn’t try to levitate off the table, she reached out for it.

      The spark that zapped her hand was an arc of blue electricity lifting up from the screen with a snap to bite at her fingers.

      Katie pulled her hand back and shook away the stinging, humming feeling that was left behind by the shock.

      She held her breath and tried again.

      The phone was just a phone when she picked it up. Like it always had been.

      The screen showed zero bars, leaving Katie to wonder if she had ever really had service in the first place. Had she been calling Riley, or did the call never go through at all?

      Bringing the phone up to her face she tapped the edge of it against her forehead, over and over, and then slipped it back into her pocket.

      What was she going to do?

      She was going to die here if she didn’t leave. She knew that, and she knew it with a certainty that she couldn’t explain.

      Terror crawled through her. Suddenly the peaceful town of Twilight Ridge had an underside that was dark and menacing, and she did not want to be here any longer.

      Leaving the book on the table, and the mess she’d made on the floor, Katie raced out of the room and through the stacks of books until she got to the front of the library.

      When she got to it, the door was locked. It took her a moment of frantic pushing and twisting to realize why it wouldn’t open, and when she finally threw the deadbolt aside, she shoved the door open and escaped into the daylight.

      Franklin was standing there. His faded gray eyes registered surprise as she came running out of the library, smack into his bony chest.

      She bounced off of him, nearly tripping over her own feet before she caught her balance again. It was like hitting a brick wall and she had no idea how someone so old and frail could be so solid.

      He focused his gaze on her, and then back up at the library. His eyes narrowed. Apparently he didn’t like that she had been in there.

      “I’m sorry,” she babbled, “I’m sorry, really, the door was open and I just went in and...oh, man, there’s a mess in the reading room...I’m sorry.”

      The thought of it made her want to be sick all over again.

      “Why did you leave the book out for me? I didn’t want to see that. What is that? What is that book?”

      He looked at her and smiled.

      “I’m sorry,” she said again, fighting the urge to be sick all over the man. “I’m sorry I have to...I’m sorry.”

      Then she turned, and she ran.

      Franklin hadn’t been expecting her to be in the library. He’d looked annoyed to find her there. But, if that was true, then he couldn’t have been the one to lay out that book for her to see.

      If he didn’t do it...then who did?
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      She went back to the Harper Inn. Sightseeing was over.

      Katie went straight in through the front door and headed across to the stairs. She wanted to get her stuff together and get her rental car back to the airport and fly back to the west coast. Right now. She was leaving. There was no reason to stay.

      The floor creaked as she was almost to the stairs. It spooked her, and she jumped, and then she ground her teeth together and kept going because she couldn’t let every little sound frighten her.

      A hand caught her arm and pulled her up short.

      Katie tensed, the scream on her lips dying as she realized it was Maggie standing there, smiling at her.

      “There you are,” she said to Katie. “I’m so glad that you came back. I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      “Um, Maggie, I’m sorry but now isn’t a good time. I’m not...I’m not feeling well. I was going to lay down for a bit and then I think I’m going to leave town.”

      The older woman couldn’t hide her disappointment. “Oh. My, that’s too bad. I’m very sorry to hear that. It wasn’t anything to do with my Inn, was it?”

      “No, not at all.” Katie tried to put on a smile to reassure her. “This place is amazing. It’s really nice. I’m glad I got a chance to stay here.”

      “Excellent!” Maggie fairly clapped her hands together, happy for the compliment Katie had just given both her and her establishment. “That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      The headache must be messing with her head, Katie thought, because that didn’t make any sense. “I don’t understand. You wanted to ask me about your Inn?”

      “Yes. Well, you know that nice reporter who’s been here in town? That Mason fellow?”

      “Mason Fieldman, you mean? Yes, I’ve met him.”

      She thought about the failed attempt at getting coffee with Mason last night, and how she’d come back here afterward and totally forgotten about Riley. That man was having an effect on her and maybe that was another good reason to leave town.

      No, it wasn’t him. It wasn’t this town. It was the headache. The pain. The blurry thoughts.

      That’s all it was.

      “Well,” Maggie was saying. “I saw him in town and I happened to mention that you were staying here. He told me that you flip properties for a living. You fix them up and sell them, right?”

      Oh, now she understood. “You’re thinking of selling the Inn, I take it?”

      “Why yes, I am. I have been for a long time.” She looked around the room with eyes that were looking backward through the years. “I’ve had a lot of good times in this place but I just can’t keep it up on my own any longer. I thought, maybe, if you could apply whatever magic you use here with this old Inn of mine, it might make you a nice profit, and make a new owner very happy.”

      Katie knew she was right. The solid structure of this place was one of the first things that she’d noticed about it. Good bones, as she liked to say. Although considering the deep, dark secret she had discovered about this town’s past maybe talking about bones wasn’t a good idea.

      “Maggie, I really think I should just be going. I don’t really work with businesses. Just houses.”

      “Oh but it wouldn’t be any work at all to sell the Harper Inn, I’m sure. You could even change the name if you wanted to. We get lots of tourist traffic in the summer,” Maggie said, starting to list off the virtues of this place. “Crowds of people come here to fish the lake so there’s only a few months, like now, when I’m not booked solid. I think this would be a really good investment for you.”

      Holding her fingers up to her temples to quiet the throbbing of her headache, Katie took a glance around the rooms herself. She could see the renovations that would need to be done, mostly cosmetic with a few major upgrades here and there. She had no idea what the building codes were in New Hampshire but they couldn’t be all that different from back home.

      If she replaced the flooring, and the windows, and painted the walls and ceiling, and just pushed that wall back, she could get out of it relatively cheaply. Then all she would need to do is list the place for sale and wait for a buyer to bite. Easy six figures, after expenses.

      She hadn’t planned on working anymore this year, but this one was almost too good to be true.

      Now she didn’t know what she should do. This deal would mean sticking around Twilight Ridge at least for a few more days while the sales agreement was worked out and she found someone to do the contractor work.

      Contractor.

      Riley...

      Her headache throbbed and for just a moment the floor was racing up to meet her.

      The world spun to a sudden, jerking halt. She reached out a hand to the wall for support but it was several miles away from her and she missed and she stumbled. Something hard hit the side of her face.

      Oh. There was the wall. She found it after all.

      “Katie?” Maggie asked her. “Are you all right?”

      The obvious answer to that was no. She wanted to scream, or cry, or start spewing nonsense about witches and ask Maggie why she ever showed her that photo in the first place.

      Instead, Katie heard herself laugh.

      “I’m fine. Honestly, I simply tripped.”

      That wasn’t her talking. That wasn’t what she wanted to say, but still the words kept coming. She couldn’t stop herself.

      “I want to talk about this some more,” she said to Maggie. “I think we have much to talk about, in fact. Right now I need to go up to my room for a bit. Perhaps I just need to lie down.”

      Not her words. Not her words!

      Maggie’s face brightened. “Does that mean you’ll stay another night?”

      “Of course,” Katie didn’t say, even though she could hear herself speaking the words. “I’d love that.”

      Then she watched herself turn toward the stairs and start up for her room. She just wanted to get to her room and lie down. Everything would make sense if she could just get some rest, and shake this headache.

      The door to her room opened soundlessly, revealing a lushly decorated room in soft red and gold fabrics. The furniture was all the very best that could be imported from Europe. It was all shiny and new, and it made her happy just to look on it.

      Her husband had spared no expense in dressing up their home, now that she was about to give birth to their first child.

      She looked down at her round belly bulging out the fabric of her long black dress. She hoped this would be a boy.

      The other sisters in her coven would be so jealous...

      Katie shook her head. This wasn’t right. None of this was right. The room...shouldn’t look this way and what had she just been thinking to herself about...about...

      Her husband.

      Her child.

      No. This wasn’t real.

      She needed to splash some water on her face. Things weren’t making sense.

      At the side table, under the ornately framed mirror, she dipped her hands into the ceramic bowl of fresh water that had been brought in from the well. She splashed some over her cheeks. When she looked up at her reflection in the mirror, the smile returned to her face.

      A face that wasn’t quite hers.

      The sound of something hitting the surface of the water drew her attention downward.

      In the mirror, her reflection was a second later looking down as well.

      Plop.

      A single drop of blood fell into the basin of water.

      Then another.

      Plop.

      Katie lifted a hand to her lip. She felt a warm wetness there, and rubbed her fingertips together, bringing them up to see the blood smeared there.

      She was bleeding.
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      Pressing her knuckles against her nostrils she tried to snuff back the nosebleed. Was her headache really this bad? She’d read once that if your nose bled from a headache it could be a sign of a stroke. Just one more thing for her to worry about in the land of the bizarre that she’d stepped into.

      What in the hell was going on?

      She went to splash water on herself from the basin but suddenly the room had changed again, back to what it looked like when she checked in yesterday. All of the fancy furniture and trappings were gone, and she knew that they had never really been there.

      The basin of water was gone.

      Her blood fell onto the top of the dresser.

      Pinching her nose closed with her fingers she raced for the bathroom and ran the water from the faucet and then cupped her hands under the stream.

      It was warm, and sticky, and thick. The water became blood as she watched, staining the porcelain red and her skin and her clothes red. It was everywhere. There was blood everywhere.

      She stumbled backward from the sink, rubbing frantically at her hands to get the blood off.

      There was nothing there.

      Only water.

      Katie nearly laughed in relief. She was so worked up that she was seeing things now. Hallucinating. Of course there was no blood. That was ridiculous. It was just water, and her nerves.

      In the mirror, her reflection smiled at her.

      Katie wasn’t smiling.

      She watched as the reflection raised her hands up to her face.

      Katie’s hands were fisted at her hips.

      On the fingers of her mirror image, blood smeared her skin. Her blood. The blood that wasn’t there.

      Katie wanted to scream, but the sound of it was lodged deep in her throat. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t move.

      She could only watch.

      She watched herself extend one long finger, extending it toward the glass of the mirror. The finger streaked down the glass.

      The inside of the glass.

      In blood, printed backwards, letters appeared. The letters formed a word even as her reflection locked gazes with her.

      You.

      Can’t.

      Run.

      From.

      Yourself.

      Katie felt something slithering through her soul, a sense of fear and dread and something else that made her physically sick. In a sudden fury she jumped at the mirror and slammed her hand against the glass.

      “Stop it!”

      Her mirror image did the same, their two hands colliding against each other from either side.

      The glass cracked.

      Long radiating lines split from a central point under her hand and ran off in a spider web pattern. Katie pulled her hand away immediately, worried about getting cut, realizing she may have taken things too far.

      Between the cracks, she saw her image, still smiling.

      Then it lifted her bloody index finger up in front of her face. Her long pink tongue slipped out between her lips in a lurid way, and she licked slowly at the blood on her skin.

      Katie felt her stomach churn again. “No. Don’t do that. Don’t do that!”

      The reflection sucked her finger in between her lips, and winked.

      Katie turned away in horror, repulsed at what she was watching herself do. It wasn’t real, she kept telling herself. It wasn’t real, it wasn’t real, it wasn’t real!

      But on her tongue she tasted the tang of copper. It made her gag.

      Her finger was deep in her mouth.

      Tears sprang to her eyes as she pulled her hand away and raced out of the bathroom, away from her broken image, and threw herself on the bed. She curled up with her knees up to her chest, and her hands fisted into the sheets.

      She could hear her pulse in her own ears.

      With trembling hands she reached for the cellphone in her pocket. When she took it out she held it close to her face and squinted to focus on the display. No service.

      She dropped it to the floor, letting it tumble away, useless. The phone in the room was over on the bedside table. All she had to do was reach out for it.

      It was so far away. Her hand couldn’t reach.

      When she tried to move closer, it was always just out that much further away.

      From somewhere nearby, she heard herself laughing.

      Throwing her hands up over her ears, she rocked herself on the bed, begging for everything to stop. Just stop. She didn’t want this anymore. She didn’t want to be here. She didn’t want to know that this town had secrets that were somehow connected directly to her.

      A ringing in her brain got louder, and louder, and her eyes began to droop with a sudden exhaustion that overwhelmed her. She needed to rest. She had to rest.

      Nothing made sense. She needed the world to go away and just leave her alone.

      Katie heard herself laughing again. Only this time, she felt it in her chest. The laughter was coming from herself.

      Because there was no one else here.

      Closing her eyes just as tightly as they could she tried to calm her mind and tried to remember that she was fine and nothing was going to hurt her because there was no such thing as witches.

      Only her overactive imagination.

      That didn’t explain everything though. It didn’t explain what she had seen right here in this room.

      Katie pulled the blankets up over her head, and just lay there, waiting for sleep to take her.

      She was asleep before she had time to answer the question pulsing in her brain.

      What was happening to her?
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      She didn’t know what time it was when she woke up.

      It was dark outside, so it must be late. She groaned. This meant she was spending another night in Twilight Ridge whether she liked it or not. She did not want to be here one more minute, let alone one more night, but wow did she ever need that nap. She felt like a brand new person. She’d blacked out hard as soon as her head hit the pillow.

      A hazy memory tried to come back to her. Something else had happened. She hadn’t just gone to bed. What was it...?

      Oh, the nosebleed! There had been blood, on her hand and on her face. Had she stopped bleeding before she fell asleep? No. She didn’t think so. Oh, damn, she must have laid down while she was still bleeding! That would have made such a mess on the sheets. She was going to have to change the bed and take a shower now and clean everything up.

      Next to the bed on the same table with the phone was a lamp. She reached over for the pullcord and turned the light on, bracing herself for what she might see.

      Nothing.

      There were just the clean, white sheets. She looked at her hands and they were clean. No trace of red. Experimentally she put her fingers to her lips and to her nose and held them out again. Still clean.

      She closed her eyes, and for a moment she just concentrated on breathing. Nothing was wrong. It was just in her mind. She had a headache, and the book in the library had freaked her out, and she’d seen way too many ghosts in her life not to be scared to death.

      That’s all it was.

      Just in her head.

      Nothing was wrong.

      She sat up on the bed and reached for the phone next to the lamp. She didn’t care how late it was or how much this was going to add to the bill for her stay. She needed to talk to Riley. She needed to talk to someone who was going to understand all of this.

      Because right now, she didn’t understand anything.

      The number was one she knew by heart. She dialed and then waited.

      Static filled the line. It was just like with her cellphone back in the library. She thought she heard a ringing, but she couldn’t be sure, and then there was a sound like a click and maybe a man’s voice, but she couldn’t be sure of that either.

      “Riley? Hello...Riley are you there? Hey, it’s me. Can you hear me?”

      Static.

      “Riley? Can you hear me?”

      Static.

      “Riley, please. I need to talk to you.”

      Tic, tic, tic in the static. Like someone tapping at the phone. Tic, scritch, tic, tic.

      Louder. Scritch.

      “Riley?”

      Louder. Scritch.

      SCRITCH!

      Katie dropped the phone. It clattered to the floor and bounced up against the nightstand. She heard the rapid beeping that told her the call was disconnected and the phone was demanding to be hung up.

      She reached down for it, her fingers almost touching it, and then she pulled her hand back.

      Something was wrong. She couldn’t help believing that if she picked up that phone again, if she so much as touched it, something bad would happen to Riley. Something deadly.

      Something worse than a little electric shock.

      “You’re being crazy,” she told herself. “You’re just freaked out. You need a strong shot of whiskey or something. Better yet, some white wine and a hot bath.”

      Actually, that sounded perfect. Especially since she was staying the night. Her best friend, Mel Wragg, lived for the right kind of wine. Now, she wished Mel was here.

      She looked down at the phone still on the floor. Mel’s number was on her cell...

      No. She wasn’t going to touch that phone right now. That sound on the line would be there waiting for her. She did not like that sound.

      Maybe she would try Mel later. Right now, she really needed that drink. Maggie must have something downstairs in the kitchen. If it was left out where people could find it, then it must be for the guests.

      At least, that was going to be her excuse if she got caught sneaking a glass.

      She was about to get dressed when she realized she was still in her shorts and long sleeved t-shirt and socks, the clothes she had been wearing when she fell asleep.

      Downstairs, the Inn was quiet. Somewhere a clock ticked away the seconds and it reminded her of the noise on her phone but she blocked it out by humming a song she remembered from her childhood. Something her mother used to sing to her. She went through the darkened main room and into the kitchen, feeling better now that she was out of her room, and by herself.

      The dining area still smelled fantastic from whatever Maggie had been cooking earlier. She’d been asked to stay out of the kitchen, but now she stuck her head in to take a peek. It was cozy in there. The appliances were old, and the cabinets were worn. All of it would need to be replaced if she bought the Inn.

      Katie snorted and shook her head. She just couldn’t help herself. She saw everything in terms of what it would cost to replace. A hazard of the job.

      The idea of buying the Inn crossed her mind again. If she did, someone would have to live here and take care of the place until it was purchased.

      That was how it worked in The Shining.

      “Yeah,” she said to herself. “That’s a great idea. Think about Stephen King while you’re alone in the dark.”

      She went back to humming that song from her childhood while she looked through the cabinets in the kitchen. Flour. Boxes of cereal. Canned soups. Powdered milk.

      Ah. There it was.

      There was a bottle of cooking sherry, and next to it--thank God—-a bottle of whiskey.

      She didn’t recognize the brand and she really didn’t care. Right now, she just needed a little liquor to clear her mind and take the edge off this pain in her head that she just couldn’t shake.

      With the bottle in hand she went in search of a glass.

      “They’re above the sink,” she heard Maggie say.

      Katie froze where she was with an uncertain smile on her face. Maggie had found her snooping for alcohol. This couldn’t be any more embarrassing if she’d literally been caught with her hand in the cookie jar over there on the shelf.

      But Maggie just chuckled and reached up to the cabinet over the sink herself and took out two thick-bottomed glasses. “I usually drink alone. It would be nice to have some company for a change.”

      Katie returned the other woman’s smile and allowed herself to relax. She was just so wound up. Everything was putting her on edge.

      They sat at the dining room table and Katie poured the first round, two fingers in each glass. After screwing the cap back on the bottle she lifted her drink in a toast. “To the town of Twilight Ridge, with all its crazy history.”

      Maggie clinked her glass against Katie’s. “To you buying this Inn.”

      Katie still hadn’t made up her mind, but she drank anyway. At this point, Maggie could have been toasting to the Devil himself and Katie still would have drank.

      Maggie breathed out after her first sip, licking her lips. “So. If you’re drinking to our crazy history then I take it you found those books in the library that I mentioned to you?”

      “Yes. I found them. I can’t say that I’m impressed by your community’s roots.”

      “Hmm?” Maggie asked. “How do you mean?”

      “Well, your founding fathers all accused their wives of being witches. Then they killed them. Not exactly something to be proud of.” The whiskey burned on the way down her throat. “That doesn’t, you know, bother anyone here?”

      “Oh, I suppose it’s unsettling to a few. I’ve heard Reverend Baker give many a Sunday sermon on the evils of things like Ouija boards and black candles.” She chuckled. “Doorways to let Satan in, as he calls them.”

      Katie’s laugh tasted as sour as the whiskey on her tongue. As someone who had used Ouija boards in the past, she knew they really could be used to talk with spirits...although, she’d never let Satan into her heart because of it!

      Not that she knew of, anyway. Thinking about her altered reflection, the face of Dorathea Snidge staring back at her from the mirror, gave her pause for thought.

      No. That was the crazy talk. No more crazy talk.

      She cleared her throat. “But I mean, witches are just fantasy. Those women were accused of things, stoned to death, all because the town was too scared to think rationally. I saw in one photo that they were all buried in the cemetery?”

      Maggie nodded as she took another sip. “Yes. All in that one side of the graveyard by the fence. It’s one of the most popular tourist attractions in our town, actually. The graves of the five sisters, is what people call them. Not that they were really sisters, you understand. I suppose they called each other sisters in the same way that nuns do. Just, you know, the opposite way. A sisterhood of witches. We’ve had all sorts come just to look at those graves.”

      “I can’t say that I see the attraction.”

      “It’s part of our history, good or bad. It makes for nice photos. People even say they can feel an energy there in the graveyard. Like the sisters aren’t really gone.”

      Katie shivered. She was glad she wasn’t going to go anywhere near the cemetery while she was here.

      “How did they get a...a...” Katie stumbled for the phrase. “A Christian burial? I thought witches were buried in potter’s fields or something.”

      Taking the bottle, Maggie poured herself another drink. “Those five men were the richest and most powerful men around. If they wanted their wives buried in the town cemetery, with proper headstones, then no force in Heaven or Earth was going to stop them.”

      That made sense. Katie thought about it as she drank some more, the heat from the whiskey spreading through her insides, right to her brain. It eased her headache, and it was replaced with a sort of hazy illumination around the corners of her eyes. She looked at the bottle, and there was a halo of light wavering around the label. Her skin glowed. Everything had an inner light.

      Whatever brand this was, this was good stuff.

      Around her, in that haze, she saw the Inn changing. That wall she had wanted to move was suddenly gone, replaced with an open archway to a room full of decadent furniture and rich tapestries. Candles lit the gloom. The smell of freshly stained and treated wood reached her.

      This was the past. This was what things used to look like here, in this house...

      “This was a home,” she heard herself saying. “This was Ebenezer’s home.”

      From a great distance away, Maggie’s voice answered her. “Why, yes it was. I hadn’t gotten around to telling you that yet. How did you know?”

      She knew, because it was her home too.

      Dorathea Snidge. This had been her home, before she was stoned to death.

      From inside, where the whiskey had lit a fire in her belly, something rushed up, swept over her, overtook her, and then everything was going black.

      The floor reached up to smack her in the face, and she passed out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometime later, she woke up.

      At first, she couldn’t figure out which way was up and why the hell her muscles ached so much, until she realized she was on the floor, lying on her stomach, and up was that way. She’d been lying here on this hard, unforgiving surface for God alone knew how long.

      She remembered the fall. She remembered...something else, but it was all hazy.

      “No more whiskey,” she muttered to herself. “Just give me five more minutes. That’s all I ask.”

      She wasn’t going to have a few more minutes.

      Her hands felt sticky and warm. She was laying on her stomach, with her arms stretched out over her head, and for the life of her she couldn’t figure out where she was. The dining room. Right. The dining room. She didn’t dare open her eyes because the headache had returned with a vengeance, no doubt fueled by the liquor, and she just wanted to curl up into a ball and go to sleep.

      Except she couldn’t because her hands felt sticky and warm.

      Katie opened her eyes.

      She wished she hadn’t.

      On the floor in front of her was Maggie Harper. The woman’s eyes were fixed and staring. From underneath her motionless body, a pool of blood had spread out across the floor tiles until her fingers were soaking in it.

      Her hands were being bathed in blood. Maggie’s blood.

      “No,” she heard herself whisper. “Oh, no, no, no no no!”

      This couldn’t be happening. It was a delusion, she told herself. Like seeing Dorathea’s image whenever she looked in a mirror. Just a delusion brought on by this place and the whiskey and the pounding in her head that still would not go away.

      She couldn’t have done this. She didn’t know what had really happened or why Maggie was dead, but she was sure she wasn’t a killer.

      But she was the only one here.

      Wasn’t there another guest at the Inn? She didn’t know anymore. She hadn’t seen anyone else here for at least a day and now it was just her and Maggie and Maggie was dead and what in the hell was happening!

      She pushed away from the floor, wobbly on her legs, eyes fixed on Maggie’s face the whole time.

      A bubble of blood rose out of Maggie’s lips, and slipped down her chin.

      In a panic Katie ran upstairs, to her room, and threw the door closed behind her. She had to wash up. That’s what she needed to do. She could get cleaned up first and then call the police because they weren’t going to believe her if they showed up and she was covered in Maggie’s blood.

      They weren’t going to believe her if she said she didn’t know what happened, either.

      She started for the bathroom, and then stopped.

      The bedsheets and her pillowcase were smeared with blood.

      From her nosebleed, she realized. Only it couldn’t be because they had been clean when she woke up earlier. She remembered looking. They had been clean.

      They had been clean!

      Now, they were streaked with blood.

      Outside, through her window, she saw the sun as it was starting to set, heading toward the horizon at the end of the day.

      It had been nighttime when she went downstairs. It had been fully dark when she was talking to Maggie. It had been night!

      Now it wasn’t.

      Had she been down there for a whole day? No. That was impossible. The blood on her hands--Maggie's blood--had been warm on her hands. Like it had just been spilled. It wouldn’t be warm after a day.

      She didn’t feel like she’d been on the floor for a whole day either, without food or water. Shouldn’t she feel dehydrated if she’d been unconscious for that long?

      It hadn’t been that long.

      But outside her window, it was still daytime.

      She went to the sink in the bathroom and turned on the water as hot as it would go, and started scrubbing at her hands over and over as the water washed down the drain in a frothy pink.

      Katie gagged. This had to be a dream.

      More like a nightmare.

      When her hands were clean and no spot of red showed anywhere, not even under her nails, she looked up into the mirror. It was smashed. Cracks radiated out in circular patterns from where the glass had been struck.

      When did that happen?

      Katie had a vague memory of punching the mirror but she couldn’t remember why, or when.

      She stepped back into the bedroom and shakily sat down on the bed. She had to think.

      A knock on the door made her heart leap in her chest.

      The knock came again. Her frazzled brain thought of a million different scenarios. The police. No. A neighbor had heard something and come asking questions. No. Riley had come to save her from this madness.

      Of course not.

      It was Maggie, up from dead, come to take her revenge...

      No.

      “Don’t be stupid,” she grumbled at herself. “Damn it, Katie, get a grip.”

      She got up from the bed, and took a step, and then another, reaching out for the door.

      KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK.

      Katie jumped and stumbled backward until she fell against the wall and then she stood there with her hands pulled up against her chest because she knew whatever was waiting for her on the other side of that door would kill her if she let it in.

      She gathered her courage and her breath to shout, “Go away!”

      There was a silence, a long, drawn-out pause where there was no sound except her own breathing.

      Then, there was a voice.

      “Katie? Are you okay?”

      Mason. It was him at the door and it was him she had just shouted at to go away. Only, she didn’t want him to go. She wanted someone here who she felt she could trust. She’d only just met this guy but there was something about him that was almost magnetic. Something that drew her to him and made her believe that he was genuinely interested in helping her.

      And Riley wasn’t here, but Mason was.

      Right now, that was good enough.

      “I’m here,” she blurted out, rushing to the door now. “I’m all right, I’m here.”

      Hand on the doorknob, she stopped, because it occurred to her that he must have seen Maggie’s body downstairs. There was no way he could have missed that as he came in.

      What would he be thinking?

      She couldn’t avoid it. She would just have to explain what happened...and how she didn’t actually know what happened. Then she would just ask for his help.

      Right. It was going to be just that easy.

      Her hand started to shake. Slowly, she opened the door.

      He smiled at her.

      “Hey,” he said, “I brought this back for you.”

      In his hand, he had the plastic bag with her new ceramic dishes in it. He held it out for her to take.

      She did. “Um. Thank you. Is this...is this why you came here? I mean, no other reason? Nothing else?”

      His grin turned lopsided. “Well. I did want to spend some time with you. For the article, I mean. Unless you had something else in mind?”

      Katie swore to herself. He thought she was flirting with him. All she wanted to know was how come he wasn’t even mentioning the very dead owner of the Inn downstairs.

      One way to find out.

      “Sure,” she told him, trying to keep the tremor out of her voice even as her head started to throb again. “Let’s go downstairs and sit. We can have some coffee.”

      He made a little shrug with one shoulder. “We could do that. Or we could go for a little walk around town. I’ve been here long enough to find some really quiet spots to just enjoy the scenery.”

      A walk around this town was the last thing she wanted. If anything, she wanted to burn rubber out of here and forget this place even existed.

      But she couldn’t.

      She needed to know what was going on, with Maggie dead downstairs and a history of witchcraft saturating Twilight Ridge. She needed to know.

      And Mason had been here, in town, for a while now. Plus he was a reporter. They knew things that other people didn’t even know to ask about. He might have at least some of the answers she was looking for.

      “Sure. Let’s go.” She even managed a smile as she dropped the bag to the floor and closed the door behind them.

      Her legs threatened to buckle out from under her as they went downstairs. As they got closer to where Maggie’s dead body lay. Mason was talking about something, going on and on and on, but she didn’t hear any of it behind the pulsing in her skull.

      As they got near the bottom of the stairs, her eyes were drawn to the entryway of the dining area.

      She cringed, bracing herself for the sight of Maggie lying there in her own blood.

      Only she wasn’t there.

      The floor was clean and everything was neatly in its place. There was no body. No blood. Nothing.

      Like it had never been there in the first place.

      At the bottom of the stairs she hesitated, her hand gripping the railing tightly and her knees locked to keep from falling over.

      What was happening to her?

      “Katie?” Mason asked her, putting his hand gently on her shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      She shook her head. “No. I don’t think I am.”

      His hand felt nice where it was resting on her. She wished Riley was here, only he wasn’t here, and Mason was.

      It was nice to have a friend.

      “Come on,” he said to her. “Let’s go for that walk. The fresh air will do you good.”
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      Instead of feeling better as they walked around town, Katie found herself starting to shiver. It was hard to say if the gentle breezes were actually cold or if the chill was still in her blood from what she had experienced at the Harper Inn.

      Ebenezer and Dorathea used to live there. The Inn had been their home. Maybe it had been changed several times since then, refitted to have individual rooms instead of the grand spaces that she had seen in those flashes or visions or whatever, but now that she knew those two had lived there it made everything worse.

      Maybe, she thought, that was why everyone in town seemed to be so afraid of the place. Maybe they knew on some level that the Inn itself was tied to the dark history of the town.

      Ghosts inhabited the spaces where they had lived. She’d seen it several times now, and she just didn’t know if she was strong enough to go through it again.

      She was being haunted by Dorathea’s ghost. That would explain a lot.

      Was she really though? Was she actually seeing a ghost or was she just expecting it so much that she was creating phantoms out of shadows? Was Dorathea Snidge still hanging around to seek vengeance on the people who had killed her, not realizing that all of those people were already long dead now?

      Or, maybe Katie was just crazy. After all, why would Dorathea even still be here? Why pick her to haunt? She didn’t have any connection to that woman other than a striking resemblance. There was no one left who had a connection to her, as far as she knew.

      Well, there was that one mention in the library’s books about Dorathea having a son, and her being accused of trying to raise him from the dead, but who knew what part of that was real and what part of it was made up by the author. People believed what they wanted to believe. They saw things cast in the light of what they thought they knew.

      If the writer of that book believed witches were real, then they would think anything strange was witchcraft.

      Wasn’t Katie guilty of the same thing? She wanted to see ghosts, so she was seeing ghosts.

      She put her hands up to the sides of her head and pressed into her temples. If only this damned headache would go away then maybe she could think and figure this out!

      That book was just the crazy rantings of a town full of unreasonable and superstitious people. There might never have been a son at all. Or, he might have died. Or he might have gone on to live a very long life and have lots of kids who never even knew about their ancestry.

      It was hard to tell when you were dealing with people who believed women could be witches.

      Katie did not believe that. She believed in ghosts. She believed there were things beyond what she understood. She did not believe in witches.

      Damn this headache why wouldn’t it just go away!

      Mason saw her shivering and rubbing her hands up and down her arms. He moved closer to her as they walked along a sidewalk, putting his arm around her shoulders. It felt nice, and he felt warm, and she allowed herself to relax into him.

      “You’re a nice guy,” she told him. “I have to wonder if I was meant to find you on this trip.”

      He laughed out loud. “There aren’t too many people who would say I’m a nice guy. Journalists don’t always have the best reputation.”

      “You must be the exception, then.” As the heat from his body began to soak into hers, she dropped her arms and stuffed her hands into her pockets, and let her head drop against his shoulder. “Oh, this whole trip has just been so messed up.”

      “Really? How so?”

      She hadn’t meant to say that out loud, but now that she had, she didn’t regret it in the least. She needed to talk to someone, and explain all the crazy things in her head before her brain exploded. Mason was right here, willing to listen.

      Time to take a leap of faith and trust someone.

      “Okay, this is all going to sound pretty weird. Just promise me that you’ll keep an open mind?”

      “Isn’t that what reporters are known for?”

      She nodded to herself. Maybe it really was time to let someone else in on her little secret. “I think...wow, it even sounds crazy to me. Only, I know what I saw.”

      “All right,” he offered. “Why don’t you just tell me what it is?”

      “Because you’re going to run screaming for the hills if I do. Or, you’ll write up a nice article about the crazy woman from Oregon and what loons we all are back there.”

      “Hey. It’s okay, Katie. Whatever it is I promise to hear you out and not judge you.”

      “And if I come across as completely insane?”

      “Then I’ll be sure to drive you to the nearest mental hospital myself. I’ll even promise to feed you pudding while you’re wearing one of those straightjackets.”

      She looked up into his eyes, and saw the humor written in them, and it allowed her to laugh at herself and relax, and she just felt so safe and warm in his arms. It made everything seem like just maybe it could be all right.

      She really wanted Riley to be here, but maybe she’d found another man she could trust. A man and a woman could be friends, after all, without going that extra step.

      Which was the last thing she should be worrying about now. Screw it. If Mason wanted to hear what was going on then she would tell him. Straight up, no edits.

      “Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath to let it all out in a rush. “I think the ghost of one of the first settlers of Twilight Ridge is still here and now she’s haunting me.”

      He didn’t so much stumble as he just slowed down a step. “You think you’re seeing a ghost?”

      “See? I told you it sounded crazy.”

      “No, really. I promised I’d listen. I’m listening. I’m just not sure I understand. Why would she be haunting you, this ghost of yours?”

      “Because she looks almost exactly like me,” Katie explained. “I don’t know. That’s the best I can come up with. I mean, I’m staying in the Inn now and that used to be her home but it’s not like I disturbed her grave or anything. I don’t want to go anywhere near the graveyard. She just looks like me. It’s crazy, I know, but there it is.”

      She pictured the photo in the book at the Inn, where she had first seen Dorathea and noticed the similarities between them. The same photo had been in that one book in the library. She told Mason about that, and she told him about the history that she had learned in the library as well. She told him about the book on witches, leaving out the part about the music spell because even after living it that was too much for her.

      She kept talking, and she felt better for it with each step. She told him about the rampant belief in witchcraft back in the early days of Twilight Ridge. She told him about the founding fathers stoning their wives, and then burying them like nothing at all had happened.

      When she ran out of things to say, she held a hand to her forehead, rubbing circles to ease the painful thrum of the headache that was getting worse again.

      He frowned at her as she talked, and by the time she was done talking the frown was nearly a scowl. “I think you might be judging them, the original residents of the town, based on your own experience.”

      She snorted. “As if. They killed five women, Mason, because they thought they were witches. That’s about as ignorant as it gets.”

      His shoulders rolled in a slow shrug. “I don’t know about that. I don’t think people have changed much in a century or two. In my opinion, people can be pretty ignorant and narrowminded right now, here in the present. They don’t want to believe what’s right in front of them but at the same time they don’t do anything to find the truth. They just want to live in their happy little plastic bubble and never think for themselves.”

      Katie stopped, and looked up into his face. She felt very vulnerable asking him what she needed to ask him next. “Do you believe in ghosts, Mason?”

      “Well, that depends.”

      For a moment there was a sinking feeling in the pit of Katie’s stomach, like she’d just taken this leap of faith only to find out that Mason wasn’t holding a net out for her after all. She needed to explain herself better, but she just couldn’t think. The grinding throb of the headache just would not leave her alone.

      “Hold on,” he said, reading her expression. “Let me explain myself. The reason I said it depends when it comes to ghosts, is I don’t know if you mean the goofy television variety where they rattle chains and make bad jokes about being shadows of their former selves, or if you mean the actual soul of a person trapped in the world of the living and unable to move on?”

      Katie had never looked at it that way before. “If you had seen some of the things that I’ve seen,” she told him, “then the friendly Caspar variety wouldn’t enter into it.”

      The grass was rustling around her feet, tall and thick, and it only now occurred to her that they weren’t on the sidewalk anymore. In fact, they weren’t on the streets of Twilight Ridge at all. At some point, they had started walking through a field but she’d been so caught up in unloading all of her pent-up fears and frustrations that she hadn’t even noticed.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      Mason took her hand in his and led her to a waist-high wrought iron fence streaked with rust and leaning at an angle. The grass and weeds were a tangle around the metal pickets, growing through the spaces between from both sides.

      “It’s not much to look at right now,” he told her, walking them through the gap in the fence, under an arch with the words Twilight Ridge Cemetery worked into the shaped metal. “The groundskeepers haven’t been here in a few weeks. It’s the off season, you understand.”

      A sign at the front had a welcome for tourists, and a little history of the cemetery, and then in bold letters a notice saying that this property was closed to everyone after the hour of eight o’clock, PM. Anyone found here would be considered to be trespassing.

      Mason strode right past the sign.

      Around her, Katie saw headstones standing tall and crooked. A lot of them were weathered and hard to read, but others still held the names of the person buried beneath them, along with their year of birth and death. The most recent date she saw was 1913.

      They were in the graveyard. The one place Katie definitely wanted to avoid. Now...here they were.

      “Mason,” she asked him slowly. “Why are we here?”

      “Because,” he told her. “I do believe in ghosts.”
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      Katie backed away from him until her legs bumped up against the fence. Where was the opening? Wasn’t it right there a second ago? The fence wasn’t that tall, she could jump over it. She could get out.

      Why couldn’t she get out?

      She stood where she was, in this graveyard, watching Mason, drawn to him again like she had been before. There was a pull there that she couldn’t explain. Not attraction. Something else.

      Whatever it was, kept her rooted to this spot.

      He looked over his shoulder and smiled at her, then stopped in front of a row of graves at the far side of the little enclosure.

      When he stopped, he knelt down, his head bent low in reverence.

      Then he turned to her and smiled.

      “Come on. You’ll want to see this.”

      With a wave of his hand, he motioned her closer, the face of his wristwatch catching the fading light of the sun. Twilight had come to Twilight Ridge, and Katie felt like she was trapped by the approaching dark.

      The graveyard wasn’t that big. There must be a more modern one somewhere that people were buried in nowadays. This was for show. This was the historical dead of Twilight Ridge, the few who had been deemed worthy enough to rest in this soil. She went over to Mason, obeying him without knowing why, her footsteps not quite her own. She had to see what he wanted here in this cemetery. It was important that she see it.

      It was the most important thing in the world.

      When she was close enough, Mason bent back the long blades of grass and the wildflowers growing around the headstones. The flowers were black with shriveled leaves, and they tore apart at the slightest touch of his hand.

      As each stone was revealed, Katie recognized the names of the women in the photographs. The wives of the first settlers of Twilight Ridge. The women who had been murdered for being witches.

      In the middle, just a little apart from the other four, was Dorathea Snidge.

      “Put to death this date,” the faded lettering read, “that the curse of witchcraft might be blighted from God’s people.”

      “Kind of harsh,” Mason remarked, rubbing dirt off his hands. “Don’t you think? It wasn’t enough that they killed her, they had to brand her for eternity. All that’s missing is Hawthorne’s scarlet letter burned into the stone.”

      Katie wanted to leave now. More than ever, she wanted out of this town. She was still being drawn toward Mason, toward the graves, but she couldn’t let that keep her here. She had to leave.

      With one single step pain blossomed at the back of her skull. The headache dug into her and ran black tendrils through her brain and the tissues of her body, effectively nailing her body in place.

      She.

      Could

      Not.

      Move.

      “It wasn’t right what they did to her,” Mason continued, ignoring her discomfort. He motioned to the other gravestones as well. “What they did to all of them. They were just trying to live their lives. They were trying to worship how they felt was right. Freedom of religion is something we take for granted today, of course. It would be decades before men had the absolute right to worship without prosecution.”

      He laughed bitterly. “And,” he added, “another century and more before women ever had the same right. She was a woman born in the wrong time. The things she could have accomplished back then could have been astounding. For this town, for the world, for the men who blindly killed her because they couldn’t understand her power.”

      Katie wanted to move. She couldn’t.

      Mason stood up, and stared with cold intent directly at her. “If only she were alive today.”

      “Why?” Katie managed to ask, as tears started to fall out of the corners of her eyes.

      “Why...what?” he asked. “That wasn’t very specific. Why am I so interested? Why do I know so much about this? Or, do you mean why do I care?”

      He stepped closer, and Katie rocked back, unable to move without stabbing pain lancing down her spine.

      Her agony made him smile. “Well, you are a strong one, aren’t you? Good. Oh, Katie, I’ve been waiting for someone like you for years. I come back here, to Twilight Ridge, nearly every year at this same time. The anniversary of when Dorathea was murdered by her hypocrite bastard of a husband. She’s closer now than any other time of the year. I can feel her, you know? Well, of course you know, because you’ve felt her too. You’ve even seen her, haven’t you?”

      Deep inside, Katie felt a hand stroking her soul. Dorathea, right here with her.

      Inside of her.

      An image slipped into her mind. Her, in the library, trying to open that book until it finally flew open and spread dust everywhere. She remembered inhaling it, how it tasted and how it smelled...and how it felt.

      Inside of her.

      The ghostly finger stroked her soul again. She squirmed. It was the sensation of being turned inside out. Of being violated so deeply that she thought she might never be clean again.

      “Why?” she said, as her stomach twisted into knots. “Just tell me what’s happening. Why are you doing this?”

      He laughed again, and the sound of it was full of hideous promise. “I’m showing you the truth, Katie. This is what journalists do, after all. We expose the truth. We tell the story. Well, here’s the story, Katie.” His unruly brown hair stirred in a sudden sharp breeze.

      She didn’t like him this close. She didn’t feel safe with him. Not anymore.

      “Dorathea Snidge had a baby,” she said. It all came to her in a rush now. “She had a baby, and he lived.”

      He clapped his hands together, thrilled that she had caught on. “Yes! She had a baby. Ebenezer thought the child was the seed of the Devil. He even accused Dorathea of fucking a demon because he thought he was too old to produce a kid of his own. Well. Despite her husband’s attempts to kill the baby, Dorathea kept their son alive. It was sent to relatives, away from this hellhole. He grew up, and had a family of his own, and his children had children, as children do when they grow up, and after a few generations, do you know what you get?”

      Katie knew the answer, but she didn’t want it to be true. She wanted to go back in time and leave this place like she had planned to. Or better yet, if she could change things and never come here at all. She wished for it. She prayed for it.

      When she opened her eyes, she was still here in this graveyard. Mason was still here with her.

      And then it hit her that when Mason had asked her about the ghost she was seeing, he called the ghost a ‘she.’ He already knew it was the ghost of a woman.

      He already knew who the ghost was. Now she knew why.

      Dorathea’s lineage didn’t end with her. The baby survived, and a long line of descendants had led them right here.

      To Mason.

      “Dorathea,” he explained, “is my ancestor. My great, great, great-and-such grandmother. She died because evil men thought they were doing God’s work. But now, oh yes, now...”

      He ran a finger down the front of her, from her breastbone to her navel, and inside of herself Katie could feel another finger doing the same, mirroring every touch of Mason’s.

      The pull between them was so strong that Katie felt herself circling around him, spinning out of control, falling into him.

      “Now, Katie Pearson, you’re going to help me bring Dorathea back.”
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      Mason’s smile showed teeth.

      “My grandmother knew how to tap into the energies of the universe. Power like that is unheard of these days. She would use that power to help people and those ignorant fools killed her for it. Well, the joke’s on them!”

      His hand was on her chin suddenly, turning her face so that she had to look into his deep green eyes. “Now she can come back, thanks to you.”

      “I won’t do it,” Katie sputtered immediately, his fingers distorting her lips and mangling the sound of the words. “I won’t help you do it.”

      One of his eyebrows lifted. “You won’t do what?”

      “You want to let her ghost get into me. You want me to be her damned host! I won’t do it!”

      He brought her face to his, pulled her in close, and kissed her mouth. It was rough. Her lips were mashed against her teeth. His tongue tasted her mouth. She put her hands on his chest and tried to push him away. He was like a stone pillar, and she couldn’t make him budge.

      If she couldn’t stop him from kissing her how could she stop him from doing anything else?

      He bit her. She tasted blood on her tongue, and felt the sting of a cut on her lip.

      “Muh!” He made a sound of extreme enjoyment as he finished the kiss. “You’ll help me, Katie. You’ll help me because you don’t have any choice. Grandmother’s already inside of you. Now she can come back. She can come back through you!”

      He put his finger to her lip, and smeared it with her blood, and then brought it up to his own lips and spread it like an obscene lipstick over his mouth.

      She squirmed, and tried to move, tried to run, to crawl away, but the pain in her head was thumping and getting worse, and she couldn’t do anything without hearing the sound of her skull cracking. She felt the bone splitting. She didn’t dare move.

      The witch was already inside of her.

      That book, the dust, the headache that had clung to her brain ever since...

      It was too late. The ghost had been inside of her all this time.

      “Good girl,” Mason cooed to her.

      She spit in his face. “I hate you.”

      He wiped the wad of spittle off his cheek with the sleeve of his shirt. “You’re just scared. You’ll understand soon.”

      Her vision was watery with tears now. “I won’t let you,” she said, but it came out in a whisper. Just a barely audible squeak.

      “You’ve seen how much you look like her!” Mason waved his arms around wildly, spinning in a circle as it got darker and darker around them. The sun was almost gone. “You look just like her. You are the perfect vessel for her spirit. It’s time for her to come back and you were the woman we were waiting for. She can come back now through you!”

      Katie felt something rising inside of her, hot and slimy and burning like acid. The cold that had settled into her skin evaporated in the wake of that surging heat until she thought her heart would melt.

      She couldn’t stop it. She had to let it come out.

      “The time has come, Grandmother!” Mason’s voice echoed out across the graveyard. The sun sparked on the horizon with a last glint of bright red, reflected in his eyes like fire. “The time has come for you to come back to the land of the living and have your revenge! Every person living in Twilight Ridge will die. You and me, Grandmother! We’ll bathe them all in blood for what their ancestors did to you!”

      He speared Katie with a glance. She felt it go straight through her, and she felt the thing inside of her swell in response. Now she understood the sense of attraction that had existed between her and Mason. It was his great-and-such grandmother calling out to her own flesh and blood.

      It was pulling her through Katie now, and all she could do was stand there while he ranted, with her insides boiling away into molten lead.

      “And I know who dies first,” Mason said, his voice dropping to a whisper as he leaned into Katie’s ear. “That woman who runs the Inn where you used to live, grandmother. She can be the first to die for sullying your home.”

      Darkness fell across them as the sun finally surrendered itself to the night. Pale moonlight was the only illumination. Katie was well past panic now, hyperventilating and fighting the urge to throw up and trying not to imagine her head rupturing into tiny pieces from the pressure.

      Something slick and vile rose in her throat, crawling its way up her bones and muscles and every fiber of her.

      Whatever there was inside of her was rushing up and forcing its way out and Katie couldn’t keep it in. It was like liquid smoke pouring out of her mouth, her nostrils, the corner of her eyes. Katie gagged and tried to scream but the sound of it was choked out of her.

      When it had poured itself out, the smoke twisted into the form of a woman. The face rippled as it took shape and drifted towards Katie.

      She was looking at a face that was familiar and strange all at the same time.

      This was the ghost of Dorathea Snidge.

      The specter smiled at Katie, and like a puppet, she smiled back.

      Then Dorathea turned to Mason.

      A voice from beyond the grave spoke to him.

      Yes. It is time.

      The woman’s ghost surged. It billowed forward and funneled itself into a tight stream of spiritual energy.

      Right.

      Into.

      Mason.

      He rocked backward, losing his balance and falling over, dropping hard against the standing gravestone of his great, great, great-and-such grandmother.

      When he crashed into it, the stone snapped in two right across the date of death. The jagged, broken edge slammed into his ribs and knocked the wind out of him.

      Just as the last of the ghost rushed in.

      Mason coughed, and smoke trailed out from between his teeth. He felt his hands slowly over his body and everywhere he touched Katie could see his flesh bulging, flowing and swelling and resettling under his clothes, as the ghost filled Mason’s body.

      “What...” He struggled to form the words. “What is...”

      Katie dropped to one knee, sucking in a massive breath of air, fresh, clean night air, feeling as if she hadn’t taken a real breath in days. She’d been carrying that wicked spirit around inside of her all this time. It had been living inside of her, using her, feeding off her life.

      She pitched forward, catching herself on one hand, her fingers curling into the soft dirt under the tangled mat of grass. Not for the first time since she came here, she fought back the urge to throw up.

      “What is...” Mason was gagging again, his voice buzzing like his throat was stuffed with tin foil. “What...is happening? What...the hell is...happening?”

      His eyes glowed with an inner light and when he looked at her, she could see death in that stare.

      She knew the answer to his question. She understood, even if her mind didn’t want to wrap itself around the truth. The words of the book in the library came back to her, along with that whole spell that had rang like a song in her mind as she read it.

      Those had been words of power. A spell that could transfer the essence of a person into the body of another.

      A way to live forever.

      Dorathea was using her descendant to come back from the dead.

      He looked at her again, and now the light that had shone in his eyes was replaced with a darkness tinged with red. The color of blood. The color of death.

      The color of evil.

      “I am...” Mason coughed, and then his voice changed even more, to a higher pitch, a fuller sound. “I am returned.”

      That was Dorathea speaking. Katie could hear it in the words. She was talking through Mason now, wearing his skin like a set of new clothes. The ghost had waited all these decades, waiting for what she needed to return. Not just someone who looked like her, like Katie did.

      She needed a kindred soul. Someone with her own flesh and blood.

      Her descendant.

      Katie had only been Dorathea’s conduit. Mason Fieldman was the vessel the spell had poured Dorathea into.

      Mason laughed in Dorathea’s voice, and stood up straight and tall. “Perfect. Thank you, little girl. Katie, wasn’t it? Yes. Thank you, Katie. You’ve made this all possible.”

      Katie got up to her knees. The ghost in Mason’s body towered over her.

      “My soul was trapped in that book,” Dorathea said. She was smiling, but it didn’t touch her--Mason's--eyes. “It’s been so long since I felt the breeze on my skin. Or felt anything at all, for that matter. It was my own personal hell that I trapped myself in for so long. It’s been so long!”

      She looked down at Katie. “Such was the price of eternal life, my dear. I paid it without hesitation, and I would gladly pay it again. But now...now! I live again and I will walk the streets of Twilight Ridge once more. I will feel the sun and the wind and the earth beneath my feet.”

      Katie took another breath. It was like she couldn’t get enough oxygen into her lungs. Almost like she’d been walking around dying for days, and now her body was fighting to be itself again.

      Dorathea looked down at her through those eyes again. “Dear little woman. When you opened that book, I saw my own face reflected back at me, and in that moment I knew I could be free. I rode you until I could find my host. My blood! My own lineage! Now the promise of all those years of bondage are fulfilled and I will never die again!”

      She raised Mason’s fist in the air, and from a cloudless sky came a bolt of jagged lightning. It struck the ground, right where Dorathea’s broken gravestone stood.

      The smell of charred earth and dead things filled the air.

      The woman inside the man’s body sneered down at Katie. “You know, I think Mason liked you. I really do. I can feel inside of him...yes. My great grandson was getting close to you.” Mason’s lips parted and the tip of his tongue licked suggestively at his lips. “He wanted me to slaughter everyone, except you. Somehow he was hoping you would be saved. For him. Like some kind of damned prize for his devotion to the family. He thought you might be for him.”

      Katie trembled, and very very slowly, got to her feet. She was staring at her death, in the form of a witch’s ghost.

      “Feelings are pointless,” the ghost declared. “Life is what matters. I will take whatever I need to have it again. And you, my darling, will be the first to die.”

      Lightning struck again. And again. And then again. The sound of the thunder that followed made Katie’s ears pop with each blast.

      Four times the lightning streaked down to the ground, and each time it struck one of the other graves just behind where Mason’s possessed body stood triumphantly outlined by the afterflash.

      Each grave burst upward, clods of dirt and clumps of grass flying away from the impact of that much electrical energy. It was like the ground was tearing itself apart.

      Or like something was tearing its way out.

      “I won’t be stoned again,” Dorathea said through Mason’s lips. “I won’t let that happen again. No. I will live, and I will live forever!”

      The ground split apart. Shadows began rising up, pushing their way into the night.

      Katie screamed.

      Dorathea reached for her.

      And she ran.
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      Katie ran through the trees surrounding the cemetery, not even sure if she was heading back toward town or away from it. The connection between her and Mason had disappeared when Dorathea came pouring out of her and she was free to escape now.

      Branches slapped at her face as she tried to see in the dark of night. Several times she stumbled and slipped, and scrapes and cuts quickly covered her hands and arms.

      Behind her, she heard the voice of the witch. Dorathea’s scratchy pitch, twinned with Mason’s rich tenor. It taunted her, whispering and shouting lies and threats and creating images in her mind of horrific things that would be done to her. Images of blood. Images of fire. Of sharp things sliding through her insides.

      Images of death.

      Katie ran faster.

      The voice was close behind her.

      Then it was in front of her.

      She turned to run the other way. She had to get out, she had to get out!

      From in front of her, she heard the voice again.

      She turned--

      And the voice moved with her.

      It was behind her. In front of her. From every side, everywhere. It was all around her.

      Katie kept moving. It was all she could do.

      Suddenly, she burst out from the trees and onto an open street in Twilight Ridge. At first she was just so grateful to be back where there were people that she didn’t notice anything else. She gasped and thanked God and looked up to see where she was.

      Then she blinked against the sunlight that was hurting her eyes. It was daytime. The sun was up and wispy clouds scuttled across a blue sky. Just a second ago it had been night, and now...it was the middle of the day.

      She stood there, looking around and letting her eyes adjust, wondering why she should be surprised by anything that happened to her in this place. She didn’t know if anything would ever be right again.

      The whole damned town was haunted.

      She didn’t hear the witch behind her, and she counted her blessings for small favors as she started up the street.

      Several steps later she began to realize it was more than the time of day that was different.

      Like how the street was now dirt and cobblestone, when it should be paved.

      Katie stopped in her tracks, finally taking a moment to look at the houses and the businesses. Everything looked newly constructed, and yet old at the same time. They were all simple buildings, with white painted siding or gray stone walls and wood shingle roofs. The stores had simple signs with scrolling letters advertising things like “Hardware” and “Sundries.”

      Over by the river, the gristmill was just being constructed.

      There were no sidewalks, but people walked around town freely from place to place not worrying where they crossed the street. The men were in dark suits with stiff collars and high-topped hats. The women wore long dresses of somber colors. They greeted each other with a few words or a nod and went about their business, never stopping to chat or have any real conversation.

      It was like they were afraid of each other. A whole town, afraid of themselves.

      This was not the Twilight Ridge that she had stepped out of just an hour ago.

      At the same time, it was still Twilight Ridge. She might not understand how, but she recognized the layout of the streets, and some of the buildings were the same ones that had been standing here when she had checked into the Harper Inn. They had been different when she came to town. Older, but updated.

      Her brain was starting to hurt. It was a different pain from the headache she had carried when Dorathea’s spirit had been riding around inside of her. This was her brain working overtime trying to understand the impossible.

      “Screw it, Katie,” she said to herself. “Just wait to see what happens next.”

      Because really, why not?

      Her hands trembled as she walked up the edge of the street, looking into windows and marveling at this scene from the past. Everything was different. Simpler, sort of.

      With her next step, she bumped into a woman in a full-skirted dress. She turned on Katie with a blank expression.

      

      Silence fell all around her. For just a moment every single person on those streets turned to look at her. All those eyes, staring right at her with the focused intensity of one mind.

      Then they all turned away from her again, all at the same time, and went back to what they were doing. It was like they had noticed this intruder into their time for just a moment before she was gone from their memories again.

      She had gone back in history. Back in time. She was here. Why couldn’t anyone see her?

      “Help me,” she cried out to them. “Please, help me!”

      She ran for the crowds, right up to the people, all of them ignoring her and gradually disappearing off the streets and into the buildings, one by one. Soon everyone was gone. It was just her standing there, pleading for someone to notice her.

      Then there was someone else.

      A tall, gaunt man strode up to her, his gray eyes examining her from head to toe as his thin lips twisted. He carried himself with an arrogant air. Disapproval swept off him in waves. “What have we here? What manner of woman be thou?”

      He could see her. Of all the people in town, he hadn’t forgotten the woman standing here in the strange clothes begging for someone to help her. She reached out for him, hoping that here, at least, would be some help for her no matter where ‘here’ actually was.

      The past, the present, or somewhere in between.

      “Please, please sir, you have to help me. He’s coming. He’s coming for me and for all of us, and he’s going to kill us!” she was pleading with him, not afraid to beg if it meant he would help. “He’s possessed. The man who’s following me, there’s a witch...I mean a ghost...inside...of him...”

      She recognized this man. She remembered his face from all of the photos in the books at the library.

      “No,” she breathed. “It can’t be you.”

      But it was.

      Ebenezer Snidge.

      He lifted a hand toward her, long fingers uncurling like the legs of a spider to brush against her cheek in a possessive way. “I know this face.” His nails scraped her skin. “Dorathea. My faithless wife who spurned the will of God and sought the powers of Satan! Was it not enough to lift our own son from the embrace of death? Now thou hast returned from the grave where I put thee! This is the worst of witchcraft. Thou speak of the Devil’s work! Death is coming for thee!”

      “No, please, you don’t understand.” Katie wanted to run away from him but if she did, would she just run herself right into the arms of the witch? “I’m not Dorathea! She’s...I mean he’s coming. Listen, you have to understand. You know about the witches in this town. You know--”

      “Lies!” Ebenezer screamed in her face, loud enough that Katie jolted back from him. “Thou art a witch! That is the only danger here. Thou art the consort of the Devil, the very prince of lies! Thou shalt pay for thy sins!”

      His hand came back up, and he slapped Katie as hard as he could.

      This had to be real. There was no delusion that could hurt this much.

      Her head snapped sideways as a sharp ringing started in her ear. Her teeth rattled against each other. It was the push she needed to get moving.

      She was running again through the town. All the people were suddenly out in the streets again and they could see her now, oh yes they could!

      And they all thought she was Dorathea. The cries were all around her. Witch. Witch!

      Katie stumbled on the uneven stones of the street and went down to her knees but kept going, clawing her way forward until she could stand again, and run.

      Run.

      The edge of the town was there, and the trees would hide her, if only she could make it that far. Dorathea might be out there. She knew that. She also knew that behind her was a death she couldn’t even imagine. She was caught between one nightmare and another.

      Something heavy whipped past her to bounce off the ground. A stone. Someone had thrown a stone at her.

      The words she’d read in the library came back to her.

      The infant son of Dorathea and Ebenezer had died shortly after she gave birth.

      Dorathea had been accused of raising their child from the dead.

      Her husband, Ebenezer, threw the first stone.

      This was history. This was how things had happened the first time and now that she had stepped back through the years it was happening again.

      This time, to her.

      She had to get away, but in the trees were her only safety, and in the trees the witch waited.

      Another stone hit the ground.

      The next one hit her shoulder.
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      There was no choice.

      She ran into the trees and when she did the sunlight disappeared and it was night again. It was dark, and she couldn’t see anything as she ran through branches and bushes that tried to either knock her down or trip her up. She threw her arms up in front of her face to protect her eyes, and kept going.

      Behind her, the screams calling for her death faded away. The shouts of anger at the witch were melting back into the past. She was back in her right time. Back where she belonged.

      Finally she stopped, completely lost. She looked around but there was nothing for her eyes to see. The trees were blocking the moonlight and there was nothing out there. Nothing.

      And then something caught her arms.

      Hands grabbed her wrists and her shoulders and a cold, cold hand wrapped itself around her mouth. She was pulled down to the ground and then dragged by her arms and she felt her shirt ripping and she felt her skin tearing and she heard the muffled sound of her own screaming behind the hand over her face.

      She couldn’t see anything, but she could hear them. There were women all around her. They were chanting. A rhythmic pulsing of sound made with their voices. Almost a song.

      No. It actually was a song. She remembered the spell she had read, and how it had become a song in her mind, and then left her feeling sick all over. That was what she was hearing now.

      The spell for everlasting life.

      Only these voices weren’t from the living.

      These were the ghosts of the other women from their graves. Dorathea was inhabiting Mason’s body. They were planning on doing the same thing to her.

      Katie pulled at the hands holding her. She jerked her body, using all of her strength, straining against the deadly cold grip of fingers all over her. Nothing worked. She was still held fast. She couldn’t get free.

      She tried to scream again.

      “Now you see,” Dorathea’s voice came to her from somewhere in the gloom. A shadow stepped closer and stood over her, and she could almost make out that it was Mason’s form, his body containing Dorathea’s ghost. “Now you see the power these other fools threw away. Now that I have returned, I can help my sisters do the same. Yours will be the next body we use.”

      In the darkness, she leaned in closer to Katie to whisper, “Mason wanted me to kill everyone for revenge. This will be much more fun.”

      Katie dug down deep and made one more strong surge against the spirits holding her captive. She put everything she had into it because she was going to get away. She was not going to let this happen. She was Katie Pearson, and she was not going to become a pawn in this craziness.

      She fought for her freedom.

      And she failed.

      The hands still held her down. The ground was still pressing into her back.

      She was trapped.

      The chanting grew louder.

      “Let her scream,” she heard Dorathea say in that bizarrely buzzing voice of hers. “I want to hear her scream.”

      The hand over her face slithered away across her skin. Finally, she could take a deep breath and hold it in and then let it out in one long, fearful scream.

      The dark pressed in on her.

      Then, there was light.

      It flared red and hot, sparking like a firecracker. The ghosts hissed at the light and flew away into the darkness, away from Katie.

      All except Dorathea, safe inside Mason’s body from the brilliant burst of light.

      Katie scrambled to her feet and started to run again, away from the ghosts, away from the dying light that lay on the ground like a cinder.

      She ran blindly until another flare of red light blossomed right in front of her among the trees. In the backglow of that flare, she saw someone.

      Riley.

      Somehow, impossibly, her boyfriend was standing there in the woods and he was saving her life.

      She threw herself into his arms and held onto him so tight that her shoulders ached. He was here. How was he here?

      “How are you here?” she asked him out loud.

      He stroked a hand through her hair, so gentle, so reassuring. “Your last call sounded like you were in trouble,” he told her. “Then I couldn’t get anyone to answer at that Inn. Nobody at all. I hopped the first flight and I would’ve been here sooner but there was this layover in Chicago.”

      “Is this a dream?”

      He kissed her on the lips. “No. I’m really here.”

      “How did you find me out here?”

      “I just got into town, and then I heard you screaming. Katie, that thing back there...?”

      “It’s bad,” she said, and that pretty much summed it all up.

      “We should run?”

      “Yes.” She kissed his cheek. “We should run.”

      Her heart lifted even as the fear of what was in the woods lingered. Riley was here now. He was here and she wasn’t alone anymore, and Hell itself might be right on her heels but that was okay. Riley was with her.

      The light, she discovered, was a flare in his other hand. There were two more tucked into the back of his pants unlit and waiting for him to use them. Smart man, she thought to herself. Such a smart man. He was gorgeous, too, with his lean body tucked into another of his favorite corduroy work shirts and his dark hair fluttering around the tips of his ears as they ran, and that face that she loved so much.

      What other boyfriend in the whole wide world would fly across the country just to check on their girlfriend because of a dropped phone call?

      A boyfriend who knew the scariest parts of the world were real, just like she did. That was who.

      From behind them, the ghost shrieked.

      “Die, die, die! You will both die at my hands!”

      Riley tugged at her hand, and they ran faster.

      They came out of the trees and into the town again.

      “What the hell?” Riley said, blinking at the sky and putting his arm up to shield his eyes from the sun.

      It was daytime again.

      “Katie...?” he started to ask.

      “I’ll explain later,” she promised, looking over her shoulder at the chill dead of night in the woods.

      “You’ll explain this? You think you can explain this?”

      After a moment, she shook her head. “No. I don’t.”

      Riley looked at the flare in his hand, such a pale light now compared to the sun, and dropped it to the dirt street.

      “There she is!”

      The sound of that wicked voice drew their attention back toward town. Ebenezer Snidge was leading the crowd of townspeople, coming right for them up the middle of the street, as if Katie had never been gone from this moment in time.

      “Come on,” Riley said, “we have to go back.”

      “Back to what?” Katie heard her own heart beating in her ears, and she smelled the tang of her own fear. “Here, there, what does it matter? We’re dead either way.”

      “We have to try!”

      He caught her hand again, and turned them back toward the woods.

      At the same moment, Dorathea stepped out of the trees, still wearing Mason’s body.

      The eyes in Mason’s face flared red with the ghost’s hatred. As she stepped into the daylight of another century, smoke curled off her skin. The sunlight burned her.

      She took a step back, and stayed to the shadows.

      She glared at Katie and Riley, and then extended that glare past them to the town itself, lifting up her hands to encompass everything around her. “This will all be swept away and remade with my power! All of you will suffer!”

      Riley pulled Katie into his arms, putting his body between her and the possessed Mason Fieldman. The ghost of the witch was in front of them. A scene of horror from the past was behind them.

      There was nowhere to go.

      “Don’t look,” Riley said to her. “Just don’t look.”

      In the next moment, Ebenezer was upon them.

      “Witch!” he shouted, making the word an accusation.

      The sound of it cut through everything like a knife.

      Katie looked up from Riley’s shoulder to see Ebenezer bringing his arm back, a heavy cobblestone in his fist.

      ...the first stone...

      She closed her eyes as he threw it.

      The sound of it hissing past her ear made her skin crawl.

      Her head came up with a snap when she realized what that meant.

      The rock had missed her...

      In the trees, half in and half out of the shadows cast over this moment from the past, the cobblestone struck Mason Pearson in the middle of his forehead, right between his eyes.

      Katie actually saw the ghost of Dorathea knocked backward, coming out of Mason in smoky tendrils smacked out of him by the impact of the stone. Her form and his body separated for a few split seconds before she billowed back into him.

      Blood sprayed from the wound in his forehead as the stone fell away. It splattered across Katie’s cheeks. It was warm and wet, and she scrubbed at it furiously to get it off.

      The red was slowly fading from Mason’s eyes. His muscles went slack.

      More stones were being thrown. Riley pulled them out of the way and held her. They watched in morbid horror as townspeople from a Twilight Ridge that no longer existed stoned a witch to death.

      With a last pebble thrown by a child, Mason fell forward like a ragdoll onto the dirt street. He fell face first, already dead from that first stone.

      When he struck the ground his body broke apart into a cloud of black dust, and blew away in the wind.

      What was left behind was Dorathea’s body, in the same dress Katie had seen her wearing in the photos. She shimmered and blurred, smoke rising from her, oily black in the sun.

      Riley whispered questions in her ear but she had no answers for them. She was too terrified by everything that had happened to even think. This had happened. That was all she knew. They were here, and this was real, and they had just watched the stoning of Dorathea Snidge happen for a second time.

      If Dorathea’s ghost hadn’t followed them backward through the years to this spot, Katie wondered...would it have been her lying dead in this street instead?

      Ebenezer stepped forward from the rest of the group now, right over to Dorathea’s motionless body. With the toe of his boot he nudged her side. His scowl deepened.

      “Thus,” he said severely, “is the fate of all witches.”

      Then he turned away, and as he did, he disappeared.

      The crowd went with him, one at a time, all of them disappearing into a past that had somehow come into contact with the present only to fade away again.

      As the people disappeared the sunlight went with them. Day was replaced with night, and then they were standing alone on the paved street of Twilight Ridge again.

      Alone, except for Dorathea’s body. As Katie stood there, safe in Riley’s arms, they saw the witch’s body decompose in front of their eyes. Her clothing disintegrated. Her skin dried up and her hair fell away and her eyes fell out of her skull. Her skeleton collapsed into a pile as worms crawled through what was left of her.

      Then the bones themselves became a dry white powder, leaving the outline on the ground of where she had died.

      Dorathea was dead. For good this time.

      All that was left was the wristwatch Mason had been wearing, its large round face glinting as Riley sparked another flare in the dark.

      “Come on,” he said to her. “I don’t want to be here anymore.”

      She surprised herself by not running away as fast as she could with him. “Hold on.”

      Bending down, she picked up the watch and put it in her pocket. She didn’t know why.

      It just felt right.
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      Back in her apartment in Oregon, Katie had a box in her closet. She kept it there so no one would accidentally find it and look through the things inside.

      When she got back, the watch would go in there as well.

      There were things in that box that scared her to death. Keepsakes. Things from other ghosts that had crossed Katie’s path. A book. A medallion. Other things. Whenever she picked one of them up she could feel a sort of power coming through them.

      It was different for each one, but all of them made her squirm. It was a dirty sort of squirming that made her want to take back to back showers. Or go hide under a bed.

      For some reason, she could never get rid of those things. They reminded her of the times when she had nearly lost her life to raging spiritual entities but she still couldn’t part with them.

      She had a feeling Mason’s watch was going to be the same sort of thing. Because today she had nearly died again, and now there was this watch weighing down her pocket.

      “Are you all right?” Riley asked her as they walked up the street. As it turned out they had come out of the woods on the road leading into Twilight Ridge, and once they had gotten close enough to see the lights in the windows they had doused the flare in the dirt.

      Katie snuggled closer into the crook of his arm. “I’m fine now. Just another day in the life of a real estate investor.”

      “Oh?” he chuckled. “Is that what you’re calling yourself now?”

      “It sounds more professional than ‘house-flipper’ don’t you think? I actually had an offer to buy the Harper Inn, can you believe that?” She shook her head as she remembered Maggie asking her. “It’s like no matter where I go I can’t escape finding new properties to flip.”

      “And new ghosts to haunt you.”

      He’d meant it as a joke, but she just couldn’t find the humor in it. Ghosts found her.

      They always found her.

      She avoided looking at anyone they passed. There were only a few people out at this time of night anyway, so it wasn’t hard. She was afraid they would see something on her face, be able to know what had just happened, or worse...that someone would look at her and recognize how much she resembled Dorathea. Just like Maggie had.

      Maggie.

      “Oh, no.” She’d forgotten all about Maggie, lying dead on the kitchen floor. “Oh, Riley we need to hurry. I need to see if...”

      If what? If she’d really killed someone, or if she was going insane? What would she find back at the Harper Inn?

      “Just come on!”

      Now she was tugging on Riley’s hand as they raced the rest of the way down the street to the Inn and up the stairs and through the front door.

      Maggie was standing there, right at the registration counter, talking on the phone. She smiled at Katie, and looked surprised at Riley, and held a finger in the air asking them to wait until the phone call was over.

      Riley looked from Maggie, back to Katie. “What were you expecting to see?”

      “Honestly,” she answered him, “I don’t know anymore.”

      While they waited for Maggie to finish up, Katie brought them into the kitchen and made them some coffee. She really liked the sherry that she had borrowed from the kitchen--what was it, yesterday? She wasn’t even sure how long she’d been here. Not for real.

      Anyway, she liked the sherry, but this didn’t seem like the time for strong liquor. It seemed like the time for coffee, to wake them up from a nightmare that was finally over.

      “So what now?” Riley asked when they were sitting at the table with warm mugs in their hands.

      “How is that even a question?” she asked. “We’re going to go home. I’m going to turn in my rental car at the airport and then we’re going to fly back to Oregon. That’s what we’re doing.”

      “Oh,” Maggie said disappointedly as she swept into the dining room. “You’re not leaving already, are you? I thought you might like to stay just one more night. Especially now that you have a gentleman caller here.”

      She smiled at Riley, and then included Katie in the look as well. Katie almost felt bad turning down the offer to stay, but she felt like she needed to go. “I’m sorry, Maggie. We have a life in Oregon to get back to.”

      When she said it she stared down into her coffee cup, hoping the events of the last few days weren’t written on her face. Riley reached over and took her hand, but he couldn’t look at Maggie either.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked the two of them. “It looks like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Katie snorted. She pushed her coffee away. “It’s funny you should put it that way.”

      Riley caught her eye, and shook his head. Don’t do it, he was saying to her. Don’t tell her the crazy stuff.

      Only, Katie really wanted to tell Maggie. The woman knew about the history of Twilight Ridge. She deserved to know what had happened.

      But how to begin?

      Mason. It all began with Mason.

      “Maggie, do you remember that reporter? The one who’s been hanging around town so much and asking questions?”

      “Who?” Maggie stared back at her blankly. “I’m afraid I don’t know any reporters, dear.”

      Katie wasn’t sure if she was joking. “You know. Mason Fieldman. He’s a reporter. He was here doing stories on Twilight Ridge, but it turned out he had another reason for being in town.”

      Maggie spread her hands helplessly. “I’m sorry. I don’t know that person. My, I didn’t know we had a member of the media with us in Twilight Ridge. Well, well, how exciting. I’ll have to invite him to stay here.”

      Katie saw Riley looking at her strangely. He’d never met the reporter either, except when they’d been running through the woods to get away from the witch’s ghost possessing his body.

      Riley didn’t know Mason, but Maggie should remember him. She’d talked to him.

      Now, he was dead.

      Actually, that wasn’t true. He wasn’t dead now, he was dead then. He died back in the 1800s, killed by Ebenezer when he was stoning his wife--the witch--to death. Did whatever had happened here in town alter the very flow of history? Could it be...was it possible that she had changed time itself?

      Her head was spinning. It wasn’t like the headaches from before. This was pure confusion. Nothing was making sense.

      She smiled. Why should this be any different than any other day in her life?

      “Let’s just put that all aside,” she said, seeing the relief on Riley’s face when she did. Oddly enough she was okay with it, too. Maybe they weren’t supposed to know that part. “Well, on another subject. Are you still planning to sell the Inn?”

      Maggie perked up at that. “Oh my, yes. How did you know I wanted to sell?”

      “Because you...” Because you told me, she almost said, but now she wasn’t sure. How much was different here in the town of Twilight Ridge? Like seeing Maggie’s body on the floor. Now she was alive. Had that been a change in time?

      Or maybe it was a ghostly delusion. Maybe it had never happened before.

      With all these questions, was she a fool to consider staying here?

      Katie shook her head to clear her thoughts. “Never mind. Um. Are you still planning on selling?”

      “Oh, certainly. To the right person, of course. Someone who will fix the old place up and maybe restore it to its former glory. Why do you ask?”

      Katie knew that the former glory meant the days when Dorathea and Ebenezer lived here, but she would never want to bring that particular specter back.

      There could be a happy medium between the modern and the past, though. She could stand to do one more project this year. One more investment, sight unseen.

      Turning to Riley, she smiled. “How about you? What do you think about this place?”

      “It’s amazing,” he said right away. “The structure is sound and the accents are beautiful. I could spend weeks renovating this place and have a lot of fun working at it. If you’re thinking about flipping this place, Katie, I’m in.”

      “Wait, don’t you have to go back to your work? You know, in Oregon?”

      He took a drink of his coffee and shrugged. “My guys can handle it for a while. I’ll be here, helping you.”

      She twined her fingers into his. “You really are the best boyfriend ever.”

      “You know it.” he leaned over and kissed her cheek.

      Maggie clapped her hands together. “Wonderful! Oh, I never thought I would find someone to buy my Inn before I left for Florida next year. I have to go down to be with my mother because she’s in the nursing home and she needs me. Can’t be in two places at once, right?”

      Katie couldn’t agree more. She had a life back in Oregon but it was a solitary kind of living, and no one would be expecting her back there now except Riley, and he was sitting in the chair right next to her.

      “So it’s a plan then,” she said, raising her coffee cup in a toast.

      “I just have one thing I’m concerned about,” Riley said after they’d clinked their cups together. “These old homes have basements that are leaky and sometimes the walls are crumbling. If the foundation is no good then I can’t advise buying into the place.”

      “Oh, the basement is solid,” Maggie assured them. “There’s no worries there.”

      Riley drained his cup. “You don’t mind if we look, do you?”

      Maggie smiled. “Of course not. Come on down with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      “Actually,” Riley said as they got up from the table, “would you mind if we waited on that? I want to talk with Katie. I’d like to take a look around the property too, if that’s all right?”

      Maggie actually clapped her hands. “Anything you like. I’m just so happy that you’re considering staying here. You’ll love this place, I promise.”

      “I’m sure we will,” Katie agreed. She was starting to look forward to it now. A new project, something she and Riley could tackle together here in a new town. Almost like a brand new start to their life.

      Riley took her by the hand and walked out through the front door with her. Over her shoulder, Katie saw Maggie smiling after them. This was really important to the old woman. Katie could see that.

      Outside the sun seemed to be brighter than it had in days. The world around her was full of color and life. She wrapped herself around Riley’s arm and pressed her shoulder against his. “Did you really need to examine the outside of the house?” she asked him. “I’ve already figured out that the roof needs patching and the siding could use an update.”

      Riley smiled at her. “That’s part of it. I mean, we both know better than to buy into a house that isn’t worth it. So we’ll look at the outside structure but really I just wanted a chance to talk to you.”

      “Oh? Couldn’t live without me, huh?”

      He kissed the top of her head. “You know it. I never want to be apart from you that long again.”

      “Riley, it was only a couple of days.”

      “It was more than that.” He hesitated. “I mean, it wasn’t more than a few days, no, but it felt that way to me. When you came on this vacation I thought it would be fine, you know? I figured, it was just a little time apart from each other but then after a couple of nights I kind of felt like I was missing something.”

      “Really. Well, tell me then, Mister Riley Harris, what was it that you were missing?”

      “That would be you, Miss Katie Pearson.”

      They stopped in the back yard and gave the Inn a critical examination from this side. The press of buildings on this street didn’t allow for much of a back yard but there would be space for a fire pit, Katie saw. There would be space for some benches and maybe some decorative hedge work.

      “Those windows on the second floor need to be replaced,” Riley said, pointing up to the ones he meant.

      “Don’t change the subject,” Katie told him. “You were saying just how much you missed me.”

      He twirled her into his arms. Their lips touched, and pressed together, and Katie absolutely loved the way this man could kiss. He kissed her lips, her cheeks, her forehead. She giggled and laid her head down against his chest. Damn it all to hell, she loved him.

      “So,” she said, standing there with him and not caring who saw them, “is this why you agreed to do this project? Because you couldn’t stand to be without me for any longer?”

      “That might be part of it,” he admitted. “And maybe there’s another reason I’m here.”

      She looked up into his eyes. “What reason is that?”

      “Well, maybe not now,” he said, seeming to back down from whatever point he had been circling. “I just want you to know how much I love you. There’s something I, um, something I want to ask you. But when we’re alone, okay? Just you and me. It’s a private sort of thing.”

      Katie felt a humming all through her. A warm, pleasant sensation that made her feel lighter and as happy as she had ever felt before. He loved her, and he wanted to ask her a question, and every woman in the world knew what that meant.

      She bit her lower lip, and let him know that she would wait for him to think the time was right. For as long as it would take.

      There was crab grass in the back yard that would have to be taken care of, and a crack in the cellar wall that would need mending before it became a serious problem. There were small things like that, but for the most part the building was sound and everything looked fantastic.

      “Should we go back in?” Katie asked him, still snugged close to his side. “We can tell Maggie that we’re interested. All we have left to do is see what she’s got in the basement.”

      Across the lawn, from out of nowhere, a soccer ball came rolling. The black and white pattern resolved into its separate pads as it slowed to a stop. It was just a soccer ball.

      Only that.

      Katie shivered. For some reason seeing this ball again scared her as much as seeing Dorathea’s ghost pouring out of her and into Mason. She remembered seeing this ball when she first got here. A dead child’s favorite toy.

      What was it doing here now?

      “What is it?” Riley asked her.

      “Um. Nothing,” Katie lied. “Let’s just go inside.”

      The whole town was full of secrets. Twilight Ridge was a dark place, and maybe getting rid of the witch’s ghost hadn’t been enough to keep this place from being terrifying.

      Or maybe Katie was still freaked out from what had happened here.

      Thinking about that, she went inside with Riley, ready to tackle whatever the Harper Inn had to throw at them.
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      The stairs to the basement were craftily hidden in an alcove behind the registration desk. Maggie hummed a sweet little tune while she led them there, eager to show her prospective new buyers around.

      Katie hadn’t considered the basement before this. She hadn’t given any real consideration to what would be needed to flip the property at all because she’d been running for her life almost since the moment she got here.

      Now, she put a critical eye to everything as the old-style wire bulbs in the basement came blinking to life. The walls were made of large stones set on top of each other with mortar in between, creating an irregular surface that was cool to the touch. The stairs were solid planks of wood. The smell was earthy, and not unpleasant.

      “You’ll see that I don’t use this space for very much,” Maggie explained. “Cold storage, mostly. I can vegetables in the Fall, and if we have any leftover paint it goes down here, and that sort of thing. Cold storage. I’ve got the Christmas things packed down here in boxes, too, just to keep them out of the way until it’s time to decorate again.”

      The further down the stairs they went, the colder it got. Katie could understand using the cellar as storage for jars of preserves or whatever else Maggie had down here.

      In another step, Katie could see her breath.

      “Ah, here we are,” Maggie said as they got to the bottom. “It’s a little cramped down here but the space goes from one side of the Inn to the other.”

      Katie rubbed her hands up and down her arms as she stepped onto the hard-packed dirt floor. The ceiling was low because of the heavy beams supporting the ceiling above. Maggie was right. There wasn’t much to see. There were boxes stacked against the wall in the corner here, and free-standing metal shelves loaded up with canned food and sealed mason jars. A few cobwebs dangled from the light fixtures.

      “Why is it so cold down here?” Katie asked.

      Maggie looked at her oddly. “I haven’t noticed, dear. Oh my, you’re shivering. Come with me. The furnace is over here.”

      As the owner of the Harper Inn bustled off, Katie whispered in Riley’s ear, “You’re cold, too, right? It’s not just me?”

      “I’m freezing,” he told her. “My man parts are all shriveled up.”

      Katie gave him a look, but she felt a little warmth coming to her cheeks at the thought of that. “Well, maybe I can help you with that later.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “I would, too,” she admitted, “after all of this experience with death...”

      She stopped talking as they turned the corner around a row of shelves, following Maggie.

      The other end of the basement was full of bodies.

      “Now this,” Maggie said, spreading her arms wide, “is exactly what you came here for, isn’t it?”

      Katie’s head spun. The basement at this end was rank with death. The bodies stared blankly at her with eyes that had filmed over, laying there and quietly decomposing. It made her sick to think they’d been down here all this time. Riley’s hand was on her arm, tugging her away, slowly moving them back the way they came.

      Maggie walked over to one of the bodies, a woman laying on her side and curled up in a fetal position. Her skin was dried up and her eyes had sunk back into her skull and Katie had no idea how long she’d been dead. She just knew it had been a while.

      Smiling down at the woman’s body, Maggie nudged her with a boot. “Come on, Jennifer. Wake up, sleepyhead. We’ve got new guests. They plan on staying.”

      Then she brought her foot back and kicked the dead woman in the chest.

      “They plan on staying.”

      Kick.

      “A very.”

      Kick.

      “Long.”

      KICK.

      “Time!”

      Now Riley wasn’t trying to slowly sneak them away. He was running, and Katie was running, and she wondered if this whole town was just one long list of horrors.

      They ran past the end of the shelves, and came around the corner again.

      Right to the end of the basement where Maggie stood over her collection of the dead.

      They’d come around in a circle. Katie stopped, and looked back over her shoulder.

      Behind her, she saw Maggie standing over her collection of the dead. No matter where they went, here they were.

      “Oh, there you are,” she told them. “There’s no sense in running, dears. The Inn likes you. The Inn wants you to stay.”

      There was movement among the bodies. Katie held her breath as the dead stirred, and rose.

      No. Not the dead themselves. Their ghosts.

      There were six or seven people here, men and women both, some of their bodies old and decaying like Jennifer’s. Some of them were newer. All of them had several cuts across their throats.

      One of them was freshly dead. Blood still stained the floor beneath him bright red. She knew this man. Katie recognized him as the other guest she’d seen at the Inn when she first checked in. His ghost lifted up from his freshly dead body and blinked around, like he was trying to figure out why he was here.

      Riley saw the ghosts, too. He saw them all, and he stepped in front of Katie, even though both of them knew it wouldn’t do any good against ghosts.

      “These are all my permanent residents,” Maggie was saying, going from one body to the next, looking at each of them carefully, sometimes straightening up a rotting piece of clothing, sometimes patting a face, sometimes kicking them like she had Jennifer. “They all checked in and never left. So popular, my Inn.”

      “She’s crazy,” Riley whispered.

      “Oh, really?” Katie said. “Thanks for the update.”

      When Maggie had finished her inspection of her residents, she turned on Riley and Katie.

      From under her shirt, she pulled a long butcher’s knife. Now Katie knew what had made those cuts on the dead.

      “Your turns, dears,” she said to Katie. “I’m so glad you decided to stay. Oh, I just knew this would work out. I told you that story about the witch of Twilight Ridge because I knew you would be the one to break the curse. I just knew it, Katie!”

      “You...on purpose?” Katie saw it now. It was a set up. Right from the start, Maggie had been dragging her into this horror story.

      She circled the tip of the knife in their direction. “Oh, you two. So cute. I can feel it, you know. There was an evil over this town. It’s been there so long that most people don’t even feel it anymore. I did. I felt it so strongly it made me do things...crazy things...bad, bad things.”

      Her hands curled into fists, shaking as her expression turned to stone and her eyes flared.

      Then with a breath she was herself again.

      “Now the evil is gone. It’s just gone. I can feel it. They all feel it, too.”

      She pointed behind her, at the dead, with her knife.

      The ghosts all turned together to look at Maggie.

      “Dorathea’s power was the only thing keeping these poor dead souls here,” Maggie said, honest concern for them in her voice. “Now that her spirit is gone from the town I can feel these ones rising. They’ll be able to leave now.”

      “You killed them,” Riley pointed out. “You did this. Why would you do this?”

      Maggie shrugged, shaking the knife in the air. “I had to test the witch’s power. I had to see if her influence was gone. My guests wanted to stay, and I needed to know.” She smiled so widely at Riley and Katie that her teeth were showing. “Now I know. The witch is gone. Ding, dong, the witch is gone! You saved them, Katie, and now you can become part of them.”

      The sign at the intersection leading to Twilight Ridge flashed in Katie’s mind, with its slogan.

      Come to Visit, Stay Forever.

      “Like hell,” she muttered.

      She wasn’t going to die. Not here.

      Maggie lifted the knife up.

      Katie ran at her like a football linebacker, around Riley and straight for the deranged woman.

      “Katie!” Riley called after her, trying to grab for her and hold her back, but it was already too late for that.

      She ducked her head and brought her arms up protectively and had just enough time to think about what a stupid idea this was when she rammed right into Maggie’s midsection and sent them both sprawling across the floor.

      They landed in a heap with the dead.

      Katie reached for the knife.

      Someone else got to it first.

      Stiff, decaying hands reached up from the pile of bodies and wrapped rotten fingers around Maggie’s wrist. They held her in a grip as strong as death itself and pulled her down to the floor.

      All of the bodies spread across the floor sprang for Maggie, the dead animated and angry. Katie could barely scramble out of the way before they were all tangled together in a knot of once-living flesh. The dead squirmed and stretched and crawled over Maggie. They attacked her, eager for vengeance on the woman who had taken their life.

      Maggie screamed. She was in there, somewhere, among the dead she had created, buried under them. Katie saw the knife in the woman’s fist rise up above the surge of bodies and come down again, and again, and again.

      It didn’t matter. The people attacking her were already dead. Nothing she could do would stop them.

      Hands grabbed at Katie and she shrieked and tried to pull away but she was all turned around and she didn’t know which way was safe. She broke the hold on her and turned around and--

      “Katie. Katie! It’s me.”

      Riley’s hands. Those were Riley’s hands. He was pulling her back from the impossible madness going on right in front of them. He pulled her to her feet, and whispered how it would be all right, and then they were moving across the basement and thank God the stairs were right there.

      The Inn was letting them go.
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      “Where does this go?”

      Katie looked at the box Riley was holding and tried to remember what she had been thinking when she wrote “Don” on the side of the box in magic marker.

      “Oh! That’s full of things to donate.” She chuckled at herself and went back to sorting paperwork at the registration desk. “I was more than just a little tired when I finished packing up Maggie’s room last night.”

      “Got it.” Hefting the box up higher in his arms he headed out the front door, and Katie got to admire the view of his perfect ass in those jeans the whole way.

      They had been clearing out the Harper Inn in preparation for renovations for three days now. Admittedly the work would have gone faster if she and Riley didn’t keep ending up in their bedroom together, at the same time, with their clothes spontaneously falling off.

      That was the risk you took when your contractor was also your boyfriend, who happened to have an amazing body, and an incredible amount of stamina.

      Katie smiled to herself. Riley was an amazing man. Possibly the best thing that had happened to her in a very long time.

      When they had decided to take over the Harper Inn and make a go at either selling it, or keeping it as a business under their name, he’d given her a very long look. It had been followed by a very long sigh, and then he had kissed her forehead and told her she always did make the very best mistakes.

      Although she understood why he was saying that, she didn’t think that buying the Harper Inn was going to be a mistake. Sure, they had both nearly died in this town. Once at the hands of a vengeful witch’s spirit, and then the second time when Maggie had attempted to stab them to death to make them permanent residents. But, all of that was over now. The curse was lifted, and Maggie was gone. What could possibly go wrong?

      She stopped what she was doing, hunching up her shoulders and looking all around to make sure no one was around. She had to stop saying things like that. She shouldn’t even be thinking it, because even that much could tempt fate.

      Once they had escaped the Inn, leaving Maggie to her fate downstairs, she and Riley had jumped in his car and driven four miles out of town before they remembered two very important details.

      One, Katie’s rental car was still at the Inn.

      Secondly, if Maggie was dead the police would come looking to talk to the last people who saw her alive. Since Katie had signed into the register, and was still technically a guest there, it would look very suspicious if she hopped a plane for the west coast without even packing her suitcase before she left.

      After a little discussion, they decided the best thing they could do was call the police themselves, and report a disturbance in the basement of the Inn. If the police asked them anything else they could just claim they didn’t know what had happened.

      Who would believe the truth, anyway?

      The State Police had met them in the driveway, and the two officers had gone down into the basement with their guns drawn.

      They had come back up a moment later looking pale and shaky. One of them had told Katie and Riley not to go down there. They never did find out what the officers saw. Both of them agreed they were better off not having that image in their heads.

      With the owner of the Harper Inn deceased, the Twilight Ridge town counsel had been more than eager to sell the property to Katie. They needed the revenue the Inn represented. Katie ended up paying a lot less than she had expected.

      Now came the hard work. Renovations, cleaning, and deciding how best to proceed...sell it, or keep it.

      There was one other little detail as well. They needed a new name. Something that wasn’t going to be associated with a psychotic killer.

      Riley had suggested “The Dew Drop Inn” or the “I’m All Inn.” Katie had nixed both of those suggestions point out that the first one sounded like a bar and the second one would make the place sound like a casino.

      Well. They could work on that later.

      Because they were now the proud owners of an Inn situated in the picturesque woods of New Hampshire, and somehow she felt like that had opened up endless possibilities for them.

      Right now the focus was on clearing everything away. They had found closets full of guest’s belongings, and it hadn’t taken them long to figure out those were the personal effects of the people that Maggie had killed. Those had already been boxed up and given to the state police to figure out what should be done with them.

      The foodstuffs downstairs had gone next. Katie didn’t trust any of the preserves--because God alone knew what a deranged mind like Maggie’s might have put into them. The mason jars all got thrown out. The canned food was donated to the church in town and a grateful reverend Baker had welcomed her to the town with a massive bear hug. She found herself liking him after one meeting.

      Riley had volunteered to go through everything else downstairs, everything that was further toward the back of the basement, and Katie had left him to his own good judgment with all of it. She didn’t even want to know what was there.

      So, pretty soon, they were going to have to get down to the business of knocking that wall out, and replacing the roof tiles, and laying out a detailed floorplan for whatever might come next.

      She hummed to herself as she signed more of the documents that were required to make this all official. Sign here, initial there, read the fine print to see that the bank had tried to include an addendum that would have extended her payments by four years. She was going to have to call them about that. No way was she agreeing to--

      Thump.

      Katie hesitated over her paperwork, listening for the sound again. It had come from upstairs, in one of the rooms.

      After another half a minute or so when she didn’t hear anything else, Katie went back to her forms. This paragraph here wasn’t right either--

      Thump.

      She dropped the pen on the desk. She’d definitely heard it that time.

      Slowly, keeping her eyes up at the ceiling, she made her way to the stairs and started up.

      This time it wasn’t so much a thump as it was a shuffling of something across the floor.

      Almost everything had been removed from the upstairs. She and Riley hadn’t felt comfortable moving into the master bedroom suite, since that had been Maggie’s room, so that had all been stripped to the walls and taken out. The only rooms that still had anything in them was the room she had booked when she first came to Twilight Ridge and the attached bathroom.

      So that’s where she started.

      After everything that had happened she should be running for the nearest exit, not examining strange noises upstairs, but if this was going to be her home for a while--or longer--then she couldn’t get spooked every time something went bump in the night. Or, in the middle of the day either.

      The hallway upstairs seemed to expand away from her with every step but soon enough she was at the door to room number three. When she and Riley had gotten up this morning, far too early, and started their day she had left the door open. She liked to leave all of the doors up here.

      She wanted to see anywhere that something could be hiding.

      Now the door to her room was closed.

      With a slow breath, she took hold of the handle and opened the door.

      Inside, she found her bed had been shoved four feet aside. A long scratch in the carpet tracked the movement. Boxes from her closet had been dumped onto the floor. They were opened and the contents had spilled across the floor. Most of it was stuff she had decided to keep from the other rooms. A few pieces of clothing, some knickknacks, other stuff. It wasn’t all for her but she figured it was all worth keeping.

      Now all of it was all across her floor.

      In the corner, a little side table fell over, and a lamp broke as it crashed to the floor.

      “I’m sorry,” a voice hummed in her ear. “I got a little carried away.”

      Katie launched herself across the bed, folding herself down behind the other side. There hadn’t been anyone there. Just a voice.

      Just a ghost.

      When she looked up, over the edge of the bed, the faded image of a woman shimmered into view. She was holding her arms, a miserable look on her ethereal face.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice humming and distant. “I just wanted...do you know where my children are?”

      Katie looked at her more closely. She knew that face. It was the woman from the basement. One of Maggie’s murder victims! The one she’d been kicking so hard.

      “Janet?” Katie said. “That’s you, right? What are you doing here?”

      She stood up, carefully taking a step around the bed. This was a ghost, but somehow she got the sense that this one wasn’t dangerous. If anything the woman looked...lost.

      Katie took another step closer. “Can I...I mean, is there anything I can do to help you?”

      The ghost trembled and faded out more, and Katie swore she saw a tear running down a transparent cheek.

      “I just want to find my family,” Janet said from the other side of death. “We were here together and then I was dead and I don’t know where they went.”

      Katie stared at the woman in disbelief. A ghost, asking for her help.

      Would her life ever be normal?

      A knock on the door startled her. Riley was standing there, looking with wide eyes from Katie to the ghostly apparition in their bedroom. “Is everything all right?”

      Katie shook her head. This Inn was full of ghosts. The town of Twilight Ridge was probably crawling with them, what with its history and the evil that had resided here for so long. If Janet had come looking for help, would other ghosts follow?

      “Why don’t we all go downstairs,” she suggested. “I have a feeling that living in this town is going to be a whole new level of crazy.”

      Riley’s grin was lopsided. “I like a little crazy in my life.”

      As they went down the stairs, Katie saw faces pushing out through the walls. Ghosts, appearing out of nowhere, sensing someone who could listen to them.

      Someone who could help.

      Katie felt chills going up and down her spine.

      What had she gotten herself into?
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      In her bedroom, Katie woke up in the middle of the night. Her throat was dry, and the ragged edges of a dream were disappearing even as she tried to hold onto them.

      It had been weeks since she and Riley had moved into the Inn permanently. There had been a lot of work to do.

      Not all of it had been about fixing up the building.

      They had finally settled on a name for the place. The Twilight Inn had a license to do business now, and most of the major renovations were done. With just a few finishing touches, they could open in a few days.

      If the other residents of the Inn let them.

      Riley stirred in his sleep next to her. He was better able to settle into their new surroundings than she had been. The noises, deep in the night, didn’t bother him. The objects moving whenever they weren’t looking was something he found interesting.

      The ghosts were just people who wanted to talk.

      Katie didn’t look at it that way. For the most part, the spirits had left them alone. They all needed something. That first one, the woman who needed to find her family, she had needed to know that her children were okay and once they had shown her a google search with photos of them playing with their father, the ghost had simply disappeared.

      That was all well and good, but Katie had to worry about what would happen when the next ghost, or the one after that, told her that they weren’t leaving. Could the Inn operate with ghosts popping, quite literally, out of the woodwork?

      She sat on the edge of the bed and yawned deeply, mussing her hair with both hands. They could always advertise themselves as haunted, she supposed. That should get them a lot of attention. People loved to stay in haunted houses.

      When it wasn’t real. When it was part of a fantasy.

      What about when it was real?

      She got up from the bed and went into the bathroom. They still hadn’t moved into the master bedroom, and they probably never would. Once this place was up and running on its own she still wanted to get out of this town and move on to the next thing. Which for her, meant moving back home and taking a vacation from this vacation.

      In the bathroom she snapped the light on, her bare feet cold against the floor. She was in just her panties tonight, after a few hours of fooling around with Riley. They could still find moments of pure happiness here, even if they had to wonder what spirit might float up through their bathtub or sit down to breakfast with them.

      Thankfully all of them had been, if not friendly, at least mostly benign up to now. It actually was kind of fun. Maybe Riley was right, and this would be sort of an adventure for them--

      Above the sink, the mirror shattered. It cracked in spiral, spider web patterns before all the little chunks of glass fell across the sink and the floor.

      From all around she heard the sound of laughter.

      Cold fingers touched her naked shoulder.

      Katie ran back for the bed and dove under the covers with Riley. She curled up into him, and threw the blankets over her head, and prayed that daylight would come soon.
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      Music played quietly in the background while Katie worked. It was an acoustic version of Kelly Clarkson’s Love So Soft. Not really Katie’s sort of thing but it was calm and mellow and that was the kind of ambiance she wanted for her new Inn.

      The last thing Riley had crossed off his to-do list yesterday was the speaker system for the front room and the dining area. He was such a handy man to have around. He was an actual handyman, for that matter, a contractor who made his living doing home repairs. He was very good at what he did.

      That wasn’t the only place he was ‘handy’ either. Katie knew she had lucked out in every respect when she had started dating Riley Harris.

      The Heritage Inn officially opened tomorrow and they were right on schedule to have all of the minor--and not so minor--repairs finished before the first guests arrived. Katie could hardly believe it. All of her adult life she’d been in the business of real estate. Buying houses, fixing them up, selling them again. There was a lot of money to be made in flipping houses if you did it right. That was actually how she and Riley had gotten together in the first place. It hadn’t been planned. It just sort of worked out that way.

      “Heritage Inn” was what they had decided to name her new business. It had the sound of history and tradition.

      Buying an Inn situated in a little town in the middle of New Hampshire had never been a part of her plans, either. Like reconnecting with her childhood crush Riley, the Inn had just sort of happened for her.

      “Katie! The plumbing in room four is clogged again.”

      That was Riley now, still hard at work. “I told you we could hire someone to do some of this work. Remember?” Katie shouted.

      She heard him on the stairs, even though they were around the corner from the check-in desk. They could hear each other just fine.

      “I don’t like other people messing with my stuff,” he answered her. I’m possessive that way.”

      “I like it when you're possessive.” She remembered last night, and then this morning again. Yes. He could get possessive any time he wanted to.

      She could hear in his voice that he knew exactly what she was talking about, even if he was trying to be all business. “Look, I’m going to have to take the pipes apart under the sink up here. I’ll be another hour or so.”

      “All right,” she called back to him. It was midmorning already, and she’d hoped that they could maybe get lunch together but that might have to wait. Once the Inn was up and running there would be plenty of time for them to hang out together. Who knew? He might actually get sick of her.

      There was something wrong in that room. Number four. Riley had been trying to figure out for the last two weeks and it was still giving them trouble. That’s how long they had been working to renovate the old Harper Inn and make it their own. Now it was the Heritage Inn, and now it belonged to Katie and Riley.

      He wasn’t the only one who could get possessive about stuff.

      Katie allowed herself a moment to smile, because the Inn was opening tomorrow. All the other worries aside, tomorrow was the big day. There were still these several kinks to work out. The pipes in room four. The warped floorboards at the end of the kitchen. The cracks in the basement walls. She knew the ins and outs of home repair. Maybe not as well as Riley, but still. Between the two of them, they should have had this place all fixed up in a week, tops.

      Instead, it seemed like every time they fixed one thing, something else went wrong. She was beginning to see her monetary investment in this place as a big financial risk.

      Not to mention, the place was still haunted.

      At least, she thought it was. When she moved in, the ghosts here had been ingesting the place like mice on a bender. Sometime in the last week or so, they had all gone silent. Like they’d moved out to find better accommodations.

      So...maybe they were haunted. Maybe they weren’t.

      Katie frowned over her paperwork. Yes, the Heritage Inn was going to be trouble, but something told her it was also going to be very exciting.

      She smiled to herself and pushed her long black hair behind one shoulder. Her definition of exciting might be a little different than most people’s. She tapped away at the computer at the front desk, going over the confirmations of the guests who would be arriving tomorrow. They all wanted excitement too.

      They wanted to see the ghosts.

      She sighed, seriously hoping they would be disappointed in that respect.

      When Katie had first come to Twilight Ridge as a stopover on an antiquing trip, she’d spent a few nights right here at this Inn. Maggie Harper had owned it at the time, and she had seemed like such a nice woman. Katie had made friends with her and even shared a drink or two with the woman.

      It had nearly killed her. Maggie, as it turned out, had been keeping a very deep, dark secret. Although, she wasn’t the only thing dangerous here in town.

      Once upon a time, this building that was now an Inn had been the stately home of a witch. Her ghost had lingered here for generations, waiting for revenge. Katie still had nightmares about it.

      That ghost was gone now, and good riddance to her. Katie had thought that would be the end of the hauntings here in town. She and Riley had agreed to buy the Inn, and live here while they got their new business enterprise up and running.

      Imagine her surprise when she found out the witch’s ghost wasn’t the only one haunting the Inn.

      Oh, she could see them all, sure enough. When or how she had begun to see ghosts, she wasn’t sure. When she was a little girl there had been times when she thought she saw people who weren’t there. Maybe that was the start of it all. Maybe she never would know.

      Regardless of how this ability in her had started, it was a part of her now. Same with Riley. He could see ghosts like she could. They were so alike, in so many ways, that sometimes it scared Katie. Like a ghost story.

      Ha, ha, she told herself. Very funny.

      There was so much to do, still. Not all of it was glamorous, like scrubbing out the toilets to make sure they were spotless. Like, making sure the keys actually fit the locks to the rooms. Katie had found out the hard way how important that one was.

      Some stuff they did the guests would never even know about, which was how it should be, she supposed. No one should have to wonder if the wallpaper matched the drapes, or if the rugs had been steam cleaned just in case someone had died in a room they were about to sleep in.

      Things like that were important, even if they weren’t in the standard how-to-run-an-Inn videos that she had watched.

      Having the grass mowed, raking leaves off the lawn, all of that was now their responsibility. Paying some of the local kids ten dollars apiece, once a week, took care of the simple outdoor work. After that, it was all up to them.

      Katie wondered if she really knew what she was getting herself into.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Somehow, Katie seemed to be drawn to homes that were haunted. This time was no different. Something had attracted her to this place, in this town. Once she was here, things had started happening fast.

      Now she was the proud owner of a haunted Inn, and tourists were eating up the chance to stay here and be scared out of their wits.

      It was like the Bates Motel only without peepholes in the shower. She really thought the guests would frown on peepholes. Or psychos with knives interrupting their stay.

      She closed out the program and set the computer to sleep mode. Her image was reflected back at her on the black screen, hazel eyes and a cute mouth and dangling earrings peeking out from behind her hair. There were worry lines there too. She was worried about the ghosts.

      Having them disappear like they had should have been a blessing. No ghosts equaled no spirits jumping out of the walls to say ‘boo’ or drop a light fixture on someone’s head. Knowing they might be around, and that they might come spooking at any minute, was worse somehow. She’d much rather have them where she could see them. Katie didn’t know how many of them were hanging about but she knew it was more than one. They’d been noisy enough those first few days.

      One of them had snuck into Katie and Riley’s room every night for three days. She was surprised they both hadn’t died from a heart attack. She knew that she personally had lots more gray hairs than she used to. Hopefully, they weren’t noticeable.

      That ghost hadn’t been angry or violent, it had just been persistent. Once a spirit knew that someone could see them, they never let up. They kept coming back, to talk or beg for help or just plain try to scare the pants off you. That’s what Katie had thought they were in for here at the Heritage Inn when she had first seen the ghosts appearing.

      So where were they now?

      The first two people to book rooms for their grand re-opening were both paranormal investigators. They were really going to be disappointed if they got here and nothing went bump in the night. Although, Katie would sleep a lot easier, that was for sure.

      Katie didn’t know what she was getting into with that. There had been a lot of back and forth communication with them both about whether they could film inside the Inn and whether the power sockets could handle the drain from their equipment, and so on. For all Katie knew the Heritage Inn was going to end up plastered all over the internet with people giving tours and wondering if their flashlights were going to flicker like in those haunted paranormal investigations shows.

      She would worry about it if something happened, she decided. In the meantime, she had her own errands to run. Like she’d been telling herself just a few minutes ago, everything was almost ready. The kitchen was all stocked and the rooms were all set up, but the guy who ran the laundry service in town was still being evasive about the terms of their agreement. It was at a point now that Katie wasn’t even really sure they had an agreement.

      With all the sheets and cloth napkins and towels they were going to have to keep clean, they needed someone to do it for them. Otherwise, Katie could look forward to spending every night for the foreseeable future doing load after a load of laundry with her own two hands. She would much rather have someone else do it so she could spend her nights with Riley in their bed upstairs. They’d just moved into the master bedroom suite two days ago, and they were still breaking the place in.

      Whoever they chose to do the laundry had to be someone dependable, though. Not someone who wouldn’t even return her voicemails.

      Katie collected her jacket and her purse from the coatrack behind the check-in desk, and patted the pockets of her jeans to make sure her car keys were still there. The weather was getting gradually chillier now that October had arrived. Her long-sleeved top would probably be enough for a quick trip down the block and back, but the jacket was coming with her anyway. There had been rainclouds in the sky all morning.

      “Riley?” she called up to him.

      It was a moment before she heard the sound of something metal clattering, and then a few swear words that were both colorful and creative. When he appeared at the top of the stairs he was sucking on his knuckle and there was blood on his fingers.

      “Yeah?” he muttered around his injured hand.

      “What did you do?” she asked, staring at the blood.

      He waved his other hand to tell her it was fine. “It’s nothing. Really. I just got pinched between the wrench and the pipe.” He took a rag out of his back pocket and pressed it to his knuckles. “See? I’m fine. I’m a big boy.”

      Well, that certainly was true. He was tall and broad-shouldered and his years of physically hard work building and renovating houses had toned every single inch of him. His hair was nearly as dark as hers. It clung to his forehead now, damp with sweat. The white t-shirt he was wearing outlined his body nicely. He was tough, and she loved him deeply, but she really wished that he would just admit when he was hurt.

      She dropped her purse on the floor and started up the steps. “I was going to go over to the laundromat and talk to Herman again. He might own the only business in town that cleans clothes but if he wants our business he better learn how to return a phone call. Um. Maybe I should stay here and help you wrap that, though.”

      “I got it,” he promised her. “Really. I wouldn’t be much of a contractor if I stopped working every time I got a little scrape. Go ahead. I’ll be here when you get back.”

      She hesitated, but then she blew him a kiss. “Okay. I won’t be long. Want to grab some lunch when I get back?”

      “Yes, please. I should have the pipes fixed by then.”

      “Good. See you in a few minutes.”

      He waved to her as best he could while keeping the pressure on his wound. Just as she turned away, she saw a single drop of blood fall from his hand to the floor.

      She hoped he cleaned that up quick. Blood had a tendency to leave a stain.
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      The town of Twilight Ridge was small and cozy. There wasn’t a single streetlight anywhere. The biggest intersection was on Main Street, a four-way stop with businesses all around. Her Inn was a right turn from Main Street, down past the Good Eats Diner. The laundromat was on another side street, further up and to the left.

      It hadn’t taken long to memorize the layout of the town. Not like some of the cities she’d lived and worked in. There was the library and the museum and the Grace Community Church, and lots and lots of houses. The diner. Her Inn. The grist mill. Oh, and the antique shops. That was the real industry here in Twilight Ridge. Antiques for sale on every block.

      This was New Hampshire, after all, where antiquing was taken seriously. Just last year an unsigned original copy of the Declaration of Independence had sold for one and a half million dollars. A shoe was once worn by George Washington’s personal valet sold for two hundred thousand. Katie wasn’t interested in pouring out that kind of cash for anything, but she had gotten some great pieces right here in Twilight Ridge.

      People drove for miles to find interesting antiques, and if something was one of a kind they could be willing to pay almost any price. That meant a steady stream of tourists, and Katie’s Inn was the only place for any of them to stay in Twilight Ridge.

      What a change this was going to be from the life she’d known. Flipping houses had always been what she lived for. It had been her passion for years. Now she was in her--ahem--late twenties, and she just might have a business on her hands that could make her money with only a minimum of effort on her part.

      Not that she minded the effort, but how awesome it was to imagine being retired by the time she was thirty. If the Heritage Inn did well for her, maybe she could find another little town with another little Inn that needed fixing up, and do it all over again.

      Katie Pearson, entrepreneur. It had a nice ring to it.

      She shook her head as she parked her car at the curb in front of the laundromat, a goofy grin on her face that she just couldn’t shake. “Let’s just take this one step at a time,” she told her reflection in the rearview mirror. “No sense getting ahead of ourselves.”

      She got out and was smiling up at the dark clouds coming their way, daring them to ruin her good mood, when she nearly ran into a man coming down the sidewalk from the other direction.

      “I’m sorry...oh, Reverend Keller, hi!” She resettled her purse on her shoulder, completely embarrassed. “I guess I need to watch where I’m going.”

      “Nothing to worry about,” he told her. “We all lose sight of where we’re going from time to time.”

      Brent Keller was an older man with a fringe of gray hair that circled the bald spot on top of his head, and fine wrinkles around both his mouth and his washed out brown eyes. He liked to give out cryptic advice, too. She supposed all pastors did.

      The black suits he wore might be reminiscent of a Catholic priest’s uniform, but Brent was a non-denominational pastor. His collar had no white square. There was no touch of color at all, actually. Just all black.

      Keller was one of the first people in Twilight Ridge who had come to greet Katie when she moved into the Inn. He’d invited her to his church, and let her know that if she needed anything she could feel free to call on him. He knew just about everyone in town.

      “Were you out for a walk?” she asked him.

      “I’m on my way to Winnifred Holcom’s house, actually.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets as he shrugged his shoulders. “She hasn’t been feeling well. I’m trying to convince her to go to the hospital but she’s stubborn, I’m afraid. She doesn’t have any family. So, I do what I can for her.”

      “That’s very nice of you.” It was good to know there were decent men like this around. Men other than her boyfriend, of course. “Well, I won’t keep you. I have to talk to our friendly neighborhood laundromat owner, myself, if I expect my guests to have clean sheets to sleep on.”

      “Ah, yes. Mister Middleton. He takes some getting used to, but there’s no one better at the business of cleaning laundry.”

      “Maybe that’s because he’s the only laundromat within fifty miles.”

      Reverend Keller raised an eyebrow at her.

      “I know,” she said, “because I checked. I have to deal with him but he needs to know he can’t just run over me because I’m a woman, either.”

      He smiled and reached over to put a hand on her wrist. “I’m so glad that you took over the Inn, Katie. I never liked that place. It just felt...evil. All the time I’ve lived here, whenever I would walk past there, I felt like something or someone was watching me. Now that we’ve heard what the previous owner was doing in the basement, I understand why.” He nodded, as if he was confirming what he was saying. “We needed someone like you in Twilight Ridge. You’ll be a good addition to our town. I know you will.”

      “Thank you, Reverend Keller. I won’t be here forever, though. Just long enough to get the Inn running on its own.”

      He actually seemed disappointed. “Well. Maybe you’ll change your mind after you’ve been here for a while. Twilight Ridge has a way of getting under your skin.”

      Smiling at her again, he turned and whistled his way up the sidewalk, nodding to people he knew as they passed by.

      The shopkeeper's bell over the door jingled as Katie walked into the cleaners. The smell of chlorine and floral-scented cleaning agents filled the narrow room. A square service window in the wall opposite the door had a counter and a cash register. Beyond the window, in the back part of the building, items of clothing in clear plastic sleeves hung from a circular track suspended from the ceiling.

      The whole place was eerily quiet.

      “Hello?” she called out.

      There was no reply.

      “Perfect,” she muttered to herself.

      There was no access to the back of the building from here. Herman’s laundry was as secure as Fort Knox. All Katie could do was lean through the window to look around. There were white canvas clothing bags piled to one side, and cardboard boxes stacked haphazardly to the other. She couldn’t see anything else through the wall of clean clothes hanging and waiting for pickup.

      “Hello?”

      With a squeak and a whir of electrical motors, the clothes began to move.

      Startled, Katie jumped back, her hand going to her chest where her heart had tried to leap into her throat. She watched the clothes going around and around, the plastic rustling softly like words barely spoken, the clank of the endless belt-like chains carried by an angry ghost.

      Then she took a breath and told herself not to be so jumpy. This was the laundromat, for the love of God, not some horror novel where something was waiting to jump out at every turn.

      The clothes stopped.

      A man appeared in the window, leaning on the counter, smiling at her like he’d just played the best trick in the world. “Well hey, it’s Katie Pearson. Sure it is. What can I do for you today?”

      Herman Middleton was a long-time resident of the town. He was in his fifties and he had apparently spent nearly every single day of his life indoors because he was pale as spoiled milk with hands that were soft and smooth and permanently wrinkled. Katie had talked to him several times before. He was always polite. He just wasn’t always helpful.

      Katie took a minute to collect her breath. “What you can do for me, Herman, is finalize our agreement for you to do the Inn’s laundry.”

      He scratched at the side of his neck with a finger. “Well, dash it all. Didn’t I send you the final contract to sign for my services? I’m sure I did.”

      “No,” she told him directly. “No, you did not.”

      “Well, isn’t that just me all over.” He laughed. Katie didn’t laugh with him. “Tell you what. Got a copy of it right back here. I’ll just give it to you now and you can bring it back to me later. I’m looking forward to your business, ayup. Sure am.”

      Katie thought he certainly had a funny way of showing it. “I’ll look over the contract here and sign it now. We’re opening tomorrow.”

      “Are you now? Well, I’ll be. How wonderful for you.” He was reaching under the counter, and she could hear him shuffling things back and forth. “That last owner did all her own laundry, you know. Of course, that’s probably because she was killing people in the basement. Lord almighty, sure can’t picture that. Right under our noses and all. Never know what’s going on behind closed doors, I suppose. Now that’s a fact.”

      He stopped for a minute and stared straight at her, and Katie had the impression that he was talking about her specifically.

      “Ah. Here you go.” He set a piece of paper down on the counter. “Knew I had it.”

      He put a pen down with it, and Katie came over to turn the contract around so it was facing her.

      His hand slammed down on top of it, fingers splayed, with a loud thump.

      Katie jumped. Again.

      His gaze locked with hers. “I just want to make sure,” he said, “that you really want to stay here in Twilight Ridge. Our town isn’t for everyone, ‘fraid not.”

      Angry that he’d been able to spook her a second time, she tugged the paper away from him. “That’s my concern, Herman. Not yours. You just do the laundry. Okay?”

      His expression turned to stone, like she’d managed to insult him somehow. “Ayup, I understand. Just remember what I said. Now, I take delivery of dirty clothes on Tuesdays and Fridays. Don’t take in clothes on Sundays. That’s a day of rest, sure enough. I’m always over at Reverend Keller’s church on Sunday. I expect we’ll see you there, seeing as how you’re part of our town now?”

      Katie listened to him with half an ear as she read the contract over to make sure it was what she had agreed to.

      “Well, church isn’t for everyone, I suppose. Some of us like to have our immortal souls saved. Some of us like to stay ignorant. That’s all.”

      She eyed him, not dignifying that comment with a response, and then she signed across the bottom line and pushed it back to him.

      “There,” he said, smiling like he hadn’t just tried to insult both her intelligence or her soul. “All done and proper. You’re going to do just fine here in Twilight Ridge, sure enough. ‘Course, you could stand to be a bit nice to the folks who came here before you.”

      He stared at her a moment longer, and then he turned away and went back to doing whatever it was that he’d been doing before Katie got here.

      She walked out without saying another word. Obviously, she wasn’t going to make friends with everyone in Twilight Ridge.
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      Katie couldn’t remember ever having a morning this busy.

      It wasn’t quite nine o’clock yet and already the guests for two of the rooms had checked in. Both of them had their “equipment” out and ready. Cameras, long microphones wrapped in foam, protective clamshell cases for thermal imagers and other tricks of the ghost hunting trade. Katie smiled and nodded as they explained their techniques and made promises that nothing they would do was going to interrupt the Inn or her.

      The man who checked in second, one Victor Akers, asked her where the best place to see a ghost would be. Katie answer was the movies, and he laughed. “Good one,” he said, taking pictures of everything around him and checking the digital display each time.

      Katie winced with each photo he took, but each time the screen showed nothing at all. She didn’t know what she was worried about. If regular cameras could capture ghosts, wouldn’t there be photos of ghosts everywhere?

      Victor smiled at her and winked as if he’d heard her thoughts. Katie smiled back. As long as people were willing to pay her money to stay at the Inn, they could take as many photos as they wanted to.

      Everything was set and ready. The plumbing worked, the menu was set, and each room had a little paper welcome bag in it with wrapped chocolates and bottles of water and some coupons for the local shops. That last part had been a little suggestion of Riley’s, to bolster cooperation between them and the rest of the town. It was the diner and a few of the antique places, mostly, but there was a ten dollar off coupon for a car wash at the gas station down the road, too.

      Such a smart man she’d managed to fall in love with.

      She was humming to herself when the front door opened again and a man came in carrying a backpack over one shoulder and a suitcase in his hand. Katie was expecting more hard plastic suitcases of camera equipment, but this guy had just his luggage. He smiled brightly at her as he came up to the registration desk.

      “Hi. I’m Jason Maldeeves. I have a reservation.”

      Katie smiled back at him--her face was starting to hurt from smiling so much--and brought up his reservation screen. “I’ve got your information right here, Mister Maldeeves. We’re glad to have you staying with us.”

      “Likewise,” he said gleefully. “But, call me Jason. Mister Maldeeves was my father.”

      Katie couldn’t even work up a polite laugh for that one. If there was one joke in the world that she’d like to kill with fire, it was that one.

      “Just give me a moment,” she told him. “I’ve got your payment information already so this shouldn’t take long.”

      “No problem. I’m just really excited to stay here. I’ve been searching for ghosts for years, staying in all the haunted Inns all over New England. The history of this one is so much deeper than anywhere else I’ve been. The murders, the rumors of witches in the town’s history, I mean wow. I wouldn’t be surprised if I see a ghost the very first night.”

      Katie nodded as he talked. It was pretty much the same stuff that the other guests had said to her, and she let it just wash right over her. That was part of the attraction of the Heritage Inn, and if she wanted to keep reaping in money from return clients she was going to have to play into it.

      Katie hadn’t advertised the history of death surrounding this place. She hadn’t done anything to keep people from finding out either. She didn’t have to. After all, a simple internet search would reveal everything anyone wanted to know, and more. Some of it had even surprised her.

      She just didn’t want her guests to be disappointed now that the ghosts of this place had gone quiet.

      “I hope you enjoy your stay,” she told Jason, handing over the key to his room. “Just don’t be too disappointed if we don’t live up to the hype.”

      He chuckled at that and bounced the room key in his palm. “Oh, I have a good feeling. Things are going to happen here.”

      “We aim to please. Just remember the town of Twilight Ridge has a lot to offer, especially with the scenery. The leaves are turning colors and people are starting to decorate for Halloween, and it’s a great place to visit even if you don’t see any ghosts.”

      “Well, I’m still hoping for ghosts. If not, then I’ll just visit some of the antique shops. I’m not much for just taking a walk to look at leaves but I’m sure I’ll find something that will keep me--”

      Over on the wall just inside the front door, a painting slipped its hook and fell to the floor with a loud bang.

      Jason spun around, his backpack sliding off his shoulder and his key dropping to the floor.

      “There, you see? It’s happening already.” He began rubbing his hands together in glee. “I need to have my camera with me at all times. Oh, I wish I’d gotten that on film!”

      Katie didn’t have the heart to tell him that it was just a painting falling, and that things like that happened every day in normal, non-haunted buildings. It certainly didn’t mean that a ghost was trying to redecorate the Heritage Inn.

      Then again, at the back of her mind, she had to wonder if maybe that was exactly what it was. Ghosts came and went as they pleased and as long as they didn’t put any of her guests in danger--or her either--then they could move as many paintings as they liked.

      Still, she couldn’t help but wonder...did something happen to bring the ghosts out of wherever they’d been hiding?

      Riley came downstairs just as Jason was collecting his bags again, dressed to impress in his best button up shirt and pressed slacks. He’d switched out of his contractor clothes so he could be her co-host for the day.

      “How’s it going?” he asked Katie. “This our next guest?”

      “Yes, hi, I’m Jason. Are you the other owner? Let me ask you, would it be possible to get a tour of the basement? You know, where Maggie Harper kept her victims?”

      Katie tried to keep her expression from turning sour. Always show the guests a smile. That was what all the blogposts had said when she was doing online research about how to run her own Inn. Always smile. Always be friendly. It was just that the idea of showing off the basement like some sideshow attraction appalled her. The other two guests checking in this morning had asked her the same thing, and she’d barely kept herself from shouting at each of them.

      She and Riley hadn’t gone down there, into the basement, any more than they’d had to since the police had cleared all the bodies out. There was still stuff down there that needed attention, like the crack in that wall, but they were procrastinating.

      She absolutely did not want to bring her guests down there.

      “I’m afraid we can’t let you down in the basement,” she told Jason. “Guests can use the common room and the dining area, but the rest of the Inn is off limits. Sorry.”

      He seemed honestly disappointed. “Well. Um, what if I paid an extra fee? I’m sure there’s something we could work out.”

      “No,” Katie told him again. “I’m sorry, but the basement is off limits. It’s a, er, liability issue.”

      “Well, I could sign a waiver. There must be some amount that would cover your insurance premium?”

      Katie shared a look with Riley and she could tell that he was tempted to take the offer. It was going to be up to her to put her foot down.

      “No, Jason. No tours of the basement. Sorry. You’ll just have to wait for the ghosts to filter up here.”

      His eyes grew wider. “So there are ghosts in the basement?”

      “No, that’s not what I... Listen, we just can’t do it. Okay?”

      Riley came to her rescue. “Tell you what, Jason. If we do end up seeing ghosts downstairs you’ll be the first to know, and we can revisit the idea of giving tours at that time, okay?”

      “Well. I suppose that’s okay, but you’re missing out on a goldmine. People would pay really well to be able to see where all that happened.”

      “We’ll keep that in mind.” He managed a smile that was a twin of Katie’s own. “Now. Do you need any help up to your room? I’d be glad to show you the way.”

      “Er, no.” Jason obviously got the hint that he was being told to leave, even if it was being done politely. “No, thanks. I can manage it.”

      When he was gone, Riley took Katie’s hand in his. “It’s all right. I’ll put a lock on the door to the basement so no one gets any ideas.”

      She kissed his knuckles. “Thank you. I don’t know what I’d do without you here. Oh. You’re still bleeding.”

      The back of his one hand, where he’d torn his knuckles, had started to scab over but hadn’t quite closed up yet. She could taste the coppery tang of his blood on her lips. Looking down at the wound, he swore, and shook his fingers like they suddenly stung now that he was thinking about them.

      When he did, several drops of blood flew off and landed on the floor, soaking in immediately.

      “Careful,” she told him. “You’ll get blood everywhere. Wow, this is going to be a lot harder than we realized, isn’t it? You banging on the pipes every other day, guests who want to treat our new place like a set from Jigsaw, and we have to start lunch for everyone soon...”

      “Hey, now. It’s okay. We’re in this together. You and me. We’ll make this place something special and then who knows? Maybe we’ll move back home, maybe we’ll find...”

      “Another place to do the same thing all over again?” She laughed softly. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      “Great minds,” he told her, pulling her close to hug her tightly. “I love you, Katie.”

      “Love you, too, Riley Harris. By the way, do you think you can rehang that painting over there?”

      “Uh, sure. No problem. How did it fall?”

      She let her smile turn mischievous. “Maybe it was ghosts.”
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      It was the middle of the afternoon before Katie and Riley had a chance to sit down and relax.

      In the common room off to the side on the first floor, they dropped onto the couch and Katie kicked her shoes off. Lying back into Riley’s lap, she grabbed up the remote control before he could and then flicked through channel after channel. There was nothing good on. Reruns. Cooking shows. CNN was running a report on orange production in California and she stopped there, letting the reporter’s voice drone on without really listening.

      “Do you miss it?” Riley asked her.

      “Hmm? Miss what?”

      “Being out west. I seem to remember you telling me that you flipped quite a few houses in California.”

      “I have, yes.” She remembered a year spent out there, actually, with four different properties. She remembered the sun, and the beaches, but what she remembered most was that it was just plain hot. “I don’t miss it, though. I mean, I do, but I don’t.”

      “I think I understand. You miss doing the work you love. Do you think you can be happy out here? Running an Inn?”

      She snuggled into him closer. “I think I’ll be happy wherever you are. I have to say that was a pretty good first day, don’t you agree?”

      “Our guests sure seemed like they were happy. I had fun cooking lunch for them. A couple of them were really interesting.”

      “Not that one guy. Tyrell Littleton? That guy’s a real ass.”

      Riley laughed uproariously at that. “Yeah, he was all mouth, wasn’t he. Well, we don’t have to have to be their best friends. We just need to keep them entertained and fed and happy.”

      “I’d say we’ve made a good start.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      A voice from the entryway caught them both off guard. “I’d say so, too.”

      They looked up to see Victor Akers standing there. He had a camera strapped around one shoulder and a parabolic microphone in one hand attached to some sort of metered box with a coil of wire. He held the mike up and panned the room with it, then checked the little meter.

      “Sorry,” he said to them. “I was just scanning the Inn, room by room. So far I haven’t found anything. You don’t mind if we look around, right? We covered that in our e-mails.”

      “Sure,” Katie said with an indulgent smile. “That’s no trouble at all. Remember, the basement is off limits.”

      “Right. I remember you telling Jason that. It’s a shame, really. I’ll be there’s all sorts of activity down there.”

      Katie squeezed Riley’s hand. Victor had no idea how right he was.

      Victor panned the microphone around again. He checked the meter one more time. “Still nothing. Well, sorry to bother you. I’ll let you get back to whatever you were watching.”

      “Actually,” Katie said, sitting up, “I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind me asking you a question.”

      “Shoot.” He tucked the mike away into the holder on the side of the meter box. “I’ve certainly quizzed you two enough. What can I answer for you?”

      “I was just wondering why you do this. All this paranormal investigation stuff, I mean. Is this like a hobby for you?”

      Victor shook his head. “It’s a sideline for me. People actually pay me to investigate their homes for ghosts. Or sometimes I get asked to check out abandoned buildings. I have an hourly rate, and a whole set of procedures. It takes time to do a proper investigation. That’s why I booked four days here. I figured, from the news reports that I’ve read, that I’d be tripping over evidence here. So far, nothing.”

      “But what do you get out of it?”

      He shrugged. “This is where I’m supposed to tell you that I’m searching for the meaning of life. That I’m looking for the reason we have to die, or proof that there’s an afterlife. It’s not like that. At least, not for me.”

      “What is it then?” Katie pressed.

      “It’s a long story, but I don’t mind telling it.” He waited a moment, gathering his thoughts. “When I was young, we lived in an old house, in an old part of the neighborhood. It was a home, and there wasn’t any history to the place. No murders or grisly scenes of torture. Nothing like that. Still, there was always something about the place for me. Something I could feel, but not explain.”

      CNN was rambling on about crop failures in Idaho now, and Katie turned the TV off.

      “I guess I was eight years old when I first saw it.” Victor’s eyes grew distant, and Katie could tell he was looking into the past. “I’d had a dream that night. A dream about a dead girl living in the walls. I didn’t know what it meant because I’d never had a sister and there hadn’t been any little girls around our house, ever. At least not that I was aware of.

      “The next morning, I asked my parents about it. They got very quiet when I asked about the girl in the walls. That was when my mother let on that I did, in fact, have a sister. Or at least I did for all of three days. Before I was born, my mother had a baby girl. She was too sick to survive, but she lived for three days at home with us before she passed away.”

      Katie found herself fascinated by the story. The way he told it, she almost felt like she’d been there herself. She imagined learning that you had a sibling that no one had ever told you about, and one that was dead long before you could ever get to know her at that.

      Victor wasn’t done yet.

      “They told me that story, and then they brought me into their bedroom. They showed me a little shelf they kept there, and the shrine they’d erected to a little girl who had been part of our family for just a brief period of time. Maria Beth, they named her. So I stood there, and I said hello to her. My parents laughed and thought I was being cute. What they didn’t understand was that for just a moment, only a few seconds, I saw her face. She was older now, as if she’d decided to grow up with us after all. The girl in my dreams had been my sister. She was haunting us, trying to hold onto being part of our family.”

      He stopped his rambling long enough to look at both of them with a sort of apologetic smile. “Anyway. That’s why I do this. After a few years, Maria Beth left. I never knew why. I never knew where she went. She was just gone. I’m not looking for proof of life after death. I have that already, as far as I’m concerned. What I’m looking for, is an answer to my question. Where did my sister go?”

      Katie was impressed. He took this seriously. “Well, I hope you find what you’re looking for, but if you don’t you’re always welcome to come back.”

      “Thank you, Katie. I appreciate that. Well, I’ll leave you alone now.”

      Riley cleared his throat. “You said people pay you to do these investigations, right?”

      “Sure. I mean, this is fun and all but a man’s got to live. I have to eat, and I have bills to pay. I have an ex-wife to support as well. That all takes money. There’s no reason why I shouldn’t get paid for doing what I’m good at.”

      “Well, that raises a question for me,” Riley told him.

      “Sure. Go ahead.”

      “Is someone paying you to be here?”

      Victor didn’t answer right away. It seemed to Katie that in that silence, he was saying more than he could have with words.

      Finally, he nodded to them and waved his hand at the room. “This time it’s just for me. Even I have to take a vacation every now and then.”

      “This is your idea of a vacation?” Katie asked him.

      “Sure. Isn’t it yours? I mean, you must have purchased this place for a reason.”

      “Money,” Katie said quickly. “I bought it for the money. That’s what I do. I find investment properties and fix them up, to make a go of them.”

      Victor regarded her closely, then he nodded and turned away. Somehow, she didn’t think he quite believed her.

      Which was fair enough, because Katie didn’t believe that answer either.

      Not this time.
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      When night finally came, Katie was ready to drop.

      The day really had been one of the longest Katie could remember ever having, but it had gone really well. All of the guests had stayed at the Inn for lunch, and Riley had shown off his talents in the kitchen to everyone’s rave reviews. Beef stew with freshly baked bread. They wouldn’t be able to make that sort of thing every day, of course. Some days it was just going to be cold cuts and pre-sliced sandwich bread, but for their first day of operation they wanted to go all out.

      The conversation had been lighthearted, for the most part, although several times Jason or one of the other guests had brought up the subject of ghosts.

      Hearing what had happened to Victor when he was younger, now she could understand the focus he and the others had with ghosts and the paranormal.

      When the flowers in the middle of the table had tipped over for no apparent reason, Jason had gotten so excited that Katie thought he was going to have a heart attack.

      After a half hour of everyone taking photos and looking through thermal imaging scopes at the half-eaten meal, Katie had started clearing plates. Anyone who was still hungry got the idea and stopped with the ghost hunting nonsense to finish their food before she took it all away.

      Nothing more than that had happened, anyway, and after lunch everyone had gone their separate ways to explore the town. Katie heard at least two of them talking about finding the cemetery. She wished them better luck with that than she’d had. The cemetery was another place she avoided as much as possible.

      After that, Katie and Riley had cleaned up and spent a quiet afternoon together, just the two of them. The wine they had uncorked was delicious. Maybe her senses were a little revved up from how smoothly things were going, but she thought that was just about the best wine she had ever tasted in her life.

      Now it was bedtime, the wine just a distant memory, and they were both too tired to do anything except fall under the sheets and turn out the bedside lamp. She had been looking forward to some private time with Riley, and a celebration of a very intimate kind, but that just wasn’t going to happen.

      Maybe, she thought, that she could stay up just a little bit longer. Riley needed to know how much she appreciated him, like only a woman could do. Sure. She could stay awake. Just a little bit longer.

      She reached for him, and trailed her hand over his belly, and before she knew it her eyes were closed and she was asleep.

      When she woke up, she was on the streets of Twilight Ridge. The sun was just coming up and the breeze was warm for October, and it rattled the dry and colorful leaves in the trees all around. It felt like it was going to be a great day.

      Only, Katie didn’t remember how she got here. She remembered going to bed, but not getting up or getting dressed or coming down here, to...whatever street this was. Seriously, where was she? Somewhere on the far edge of town, down by the access road to the grist mill, she thought. Yes. There was the sign for the tourists, showing the way to the historical cemetery.

      Well. She wasn’t going that way. Time to get back to the Inn and let Riley know she was sleepwalking. How on Earth did she get down here, all dressed and ready to meet the day?

      The world around her was eerily quiet. No birds chirping. No cars on the street. No dogs barking and as much as she disliked the sound of dogs barking, it was easy to miss it when it was gone. Usually, there was always a hum in Twilight Ridge, a constant murmur of people talking and laughing and living their lives.

      Now, there was nothing.

      This was too weird for her. She needed to get back home, to Riley and to her guests. She turned, trying to orient herself to find which way was home. The streets were easy to remember, and the one she wanted should be right over there. At least, she thought that was right. Or was it that way?

      Behind her, she heard a whisper on the wind.

      “...Katie...”

      The voice sounded unreal. Inhuman.

      Ghostly.

      She didn’t wait to see what was calling her name. She ran.

      With no direction in mind, and no idea which way she was going, Katie ran across a field and kept going, raising her arms up to cover her face when trees appeared in her way. They slapped at her arms, snagged at her clothes, and she ignored the pain and kept going. She could not let the thing following behind catch her.

      Then she was falling.

      The ground opened up in front of her and she hit hard against something that took her breath away. When she opened her eyes again, she wanted to scream, and she couldn’t.

      There was a dead man staring at her from inside his open coffin.

      She was in a grave. The cemetery. No. Oh, no, no, no, no, no! This was not happening. This could not be happening.

      Somehow, it was. There were walls of dirt all around her. Too high to climb. The grave had been dug open and now she was in it. She could feel the soil under her hands. She could smell the loamy scent of the earth and the fetid stench of rot from right in front of her.

      The dead man turned its face to her. Dry and cracked flesh had peeled away from his bones. Empty, blank eyes held her transfixed.

      The jaw cracked open. The rank stench of death overwhelmed her.

      “You’ll be with me soon,” the dead man said.

      “No,” Katie repeated, the word a breathless whisper on her lips. “This isn’t happening. This isn’t happening!”

      The corpse breathed out a rattling gasp, and began to stir. “Do you have the time?”

      Katie woke up with a start, in bed, the sheets tangled around her and sweat making her nightgown cling to her skin. She gulped in breath after breath, remembering how she’d had all the air knocked out of her lungs just a moment before. The stench of death was still there at the back of her throat...

      No. That was a dream. Just a dream.

      Damn. It had been so real.

      She threw the blankets away and swung her feet to the floor. Her legs were shaking as she got out of bed. She had no desire to go back to sleep. Not now, and maybe not for the rest of the night, but there was something she needed to find anyway.

      Right.

      Now.

      Next to her, Riley stirred and pushed up on one elbow. “Katie? What’s wrong?”

      She didn’t answer him. She stumbled in the dark to find the light switch and then found her way to the closet. The box she wanted was in the back, under almost everything else. When they’d moved into this room at the end of the hallway she’d been amazed at the closet space. At the time she thought that there was no way they could ever fill up that whole space.

      Two people living together collected a lot of things. Some of these things, she’d just as soon never look at again.

      The pull string over her head made a clicking sound as she turned the light on. Most of her souvenirs from her haunted experiences were back home in an apartment that she maintained out west. She had a box here, in her closet, for the one single object that she’d collected from her encounter with the witch’s ghost a few weeks ago.

      A man’s watch.

      She opened the box, and there it was. It had been on the witch right at the end and now it was here, in this box. The big round dial stared up at her, the hands stuck at the exact time the witch had been sent to whatever Hell evil spirits went to when they got exorcised from the land of the living.

      Katie had never paid much attention to the watch. It was an old-style thing, from back when precise mechanical engineering was used to create a timepiece that can be handed down to your children. Back before cheap digital watches from Japan were all anyone knew. It was heavy, and the strap was actual leather, and the knob on the side was just waiting for someone to wind it up.

      No way did she want to make this thing run again. It represented a terrifying moment in her life and because of that, she’d never really looked at it before now.

      “You’ll be with me soon...do you have the time?”

      The dream had been talking to her. Before now this was just a watch. Now she turned the watch over.

      On the back, engraved on the metal cover plate, were the initials B.V. Under that, there was an inscription.

      “To my loving husband. May you rot in Hell.”

      She blinked at that and read it again. What an odd thing to put on someone’s watch. Was it supposed to be a joke?

      It certainly didn’t sound like one. In the shadow of her dream, it sounded sinister.

      Katie brought the watch up close, holding it to the light, making sure she wasn’t missing anything.

      A hand settled on her shoulder.

      She jumped, and twisted around so fast that she toppled backward and landed on her rump, pain rocketing up her spine.

      “Hey,” Riley said to her, “take it easy. It’s just me. Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

      Her heart was hammering too fast for her to speak. Instead, she handed him the watch, pointing to the inscription. He took it from her and read it. His lips silently framed the words.

      “Wow, that’s harsh,” he said. “This is the watch, right? I mean, the one you got from the witch? Why are you looking at it now?”

      “I, um, had a dream.”

      She explained it to him, telling him every little detail, and when she started to shake he held her close and brought her back to the bed. She curled into herself and he snuggled up to her, wrapping his arm around her.

      The part about the open grave, and the corpse, made her gag. It was a long moment before she could say anything else but she forced herself to get it all out, all in a rush, because she knew if she stopped she wouldn’t be able to start again.

      When there were no more words for her to say, she was exhausted. Sleep was a relief when it came for her again, and she relaxed into it, hoping there would be no more dreams.
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      In the daylight, it all seemed so silly.

      Katie figured that she must have seen the inscription on that watch at some point and just not realized it. A passing glance and it was committed to the back of her memory where trivial things like that lived. On top of that, she’d been worrying about the ghosts showing up at the Inn, and the combination of the two could very well be why she was dreaming about dead people in their graves.

      That’s all it was. Just coincidence.

      In the bright sunlight of a Tuesday morning, she could believe it was true.

      She hummed to herself as she walked around the streets of Twilight Ridge. This wasn’t like the dream. This time she remembered every step that had brought her here. Breakfast was over at the Inn, and she’d told Riley that she was going to get some air and clear her head. It was the perfect day for it, too. Unseasonably warm and bright.

      Now there was a couple of hours before she had to worry about making lunch. The guests were either up in their rooms or exploring Twilight Ridge, and Riley was busy back at the Inn, putting that lock on the basement door that they’d talked about.

      There was nothing for her to do, except nothing at all.

      Ahead of her on the sidewalk a woman greeted her with a wave. “Hi, Katie. This is so strange, I was just thinking about you earlier and now here you are!”

      Katie smiled at Heather Donahue. They’d met around town a number of times and Katie felt like they were fast becoming good friends. She had two adorable kids who attended the local school, a boy and a girl, and she did some sort of work from home. Tax preparation, Katie thought.

      “How was the grand opening of the Heritage Inn?” Heather checked her watch as she stood there, obviously in a rush to get somewhere even as she made small talk. “We’re so happy to have you as part of our town. Say, you should come to our meeting Friday night. You’d fit right in.”

      Katie didn’t understand. “What meeting?”

      “Oh, just a little club some of the wives in Twilight Ridge started. We come together, and we talk about the issues in town and what to do about them. Things like that.”

      “Well, that sounds wonderful.” Katie wasn’t sure ‘wonderful’ was the right word but she didn’t want to offend Heather by saying that sounded boring, either. “There’s just one problem. I’m not a wife.”

      Heather laughed. “Even better. You’ll have that fresh perspective that we’ve been missing. Especially since you just moved in. Oh, say you’ll come, please? We meet at seven at my house, and all you need to bring is yourself and a snack tray or some chips. Please? It would be so great to have someone else there that I can talk to. If I have to listen to Brenda talk about her son at Yale one more time I might just lose it.”

      Katie was laughing now, too. “All right, all right. I’ll be there if I can. I’ll bring pretzels? How’s that sound?”

      “Perfect! I’ll see you there. Have to run, great to talk to you, good luck with the Inn!”

      She was off again just like that. Katie had never known her to stay still for more than a few minutes at a time. Joining a social group in town might be good for her. It would be nice to make some more friends here in town, if she and Riley planned on staying for a while. Which they did. On the other hand, the idea of sitting and munching on finger sandwiches while everyone talked about tax rates and tourism dollars, however, made her want to pull her fingernails out.

      As she started walking again, her footsteps slowed, and then stopped. This spot...it just occurred to her where she was. It was the same spot from in her dream. The exact spot where someone had called her name and sent her running through the fields and right into the graveyard.

      Into that grave.

      She looked over her shoulder. There was no one there.

      Not even realizing what she was doing, Katie started walking. A dozen steps later she was on the path that brought tourists to the Twilight Ridge cemetery. The place where the wives of the original settlers--and other prominent dead folks--were buried.

      Katie did not like being here. The markers for the five graves in the back still stood tall and imposing. Those were the wives of the original founders. The groundskeepers had fixed up the mysterious upheaval of the ground from two weeks ago, when it had looked like those graves had erupted from the inside out, but Katie knew what had really happened.

      The wives in those graves had all been witches, and they had nearly succeeded in rising from the dead.

      She shivered now in the warmth of mid-morning. Those events were still fresh in her mind. So was the dream last night.

      She remembered exactly which grave she had fallen into. It was in the newer plots, toward the front by the gate.

      “You’ll be with me soon.”

      Not that one.

      “Soon...”

      She walked down another row.

      “Do you have the time?”

      The one...right there.

      A part of her had expected the grave to be open like it had been in the dream. An open grave, an open casket, and a dead man staring at her.

      Thankfully that’s not what she found. The grave was still sealed. Grass grew over the softly packed dirt. The small headstone with the rounded top stood there, just like in her dream. Now that she had time, and now that she wasn’t scared out of her wits, she read the name carved there.

      Boris Vykroft, died 1921.

      She looked hard at that name. The date didn’t concern her so much, because every stone in this cemetery was historical and old, but the name held her transfixed.

      Boris Vykroft.

      B.V.

      Just like the initials on the watch.

      Around her, the day became darker. The weight of something unseen settled over her. As she stared at that gravestone she had the same sensation of falling that she had felt in her dream last night. Like she was tumbling, helplessly, into the grave where the dead man waited for her...

      Katie turned around on her heel and left the cemetery as quickly as she could. She passed a few tourists on their way to check out the graves, with their cameras out and their cellphones recording everything. She smiled and rushed past, not wanting to talk to anyone.

      She had the strongest desire to tell them to run, but then she told herself she was just being silly again.

      But was she, really?

      That dream last night had been more than a dream, after all. It wasn’t just coincidence. Something was happening to her. There had been enough weirdness in her life that she knew better than to ignore stuff like this when it happened. This all meant something, whether she understood it or not.

      Something was happening.

      Something important.

      When she could catch her breath again she found her way back to Main Street and headed for the library. Although the internet might be a faster way to search for answers in this modern world, she knew that there was information in local libraries that never made it to the World Wide Web.

      Sometimes the best way to learn anything was with books.
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      The library was built differently than most of the other places in town. A lot of the houses were a hundred years old or better. Even some of the businesses, like her Inn, were that old. Of course, the Inn used to be a home itself but that was beside the point. Among all the history of Twilight Ridge, the library sat like a lump of red brick.

      Katie had noticed it right away when she had first driven into Twilight Ridge on a whim. Her experience with flipping houses had given her a vast knowledge base of construction styles, and she had a good eye for the beauty that a skilled craftsman could lend to any building.

      The library was just an eyesore.

      It had been built in the late 1960s, Katie had learned, in a time period when municipal buildings were designed to be functional rather than attractive. It was perfectly square, back to front, and where it wasn’t brick it was poured concrete.

      Surrounded by history and homes with real workmanship, looking at the library was like looking at mule standing in a pasture full of thoroughbred stallions.

      Not that it really mattered to her. She wasn’t looking to renovate the library. There was no money in trying to resell municipal buildings. She’d learned that the hard way after taking a huge loss on an old school building in Nevada.

      It was what was inside that was important.

      The door opened silently for her as she went in. Just like every time she’d been here, the library was as quiet as a...

      She’d been about to say tomb, but considering her dream last night and her experiences so far in Twilight Ridge, thought better of it.

      A ceiling fan squeaked overhead, quietly loud in this sanctuary of silence. The rustling of a newspaper drew her attention to a table over by the periodical section, where a guy in gray jogging sweats was making his way through the sports section.

      Marlin McCandry was the biggest antique seller in Twilight Ridge, both in terms of the number of items he sold, and in terms of his size. During her first few days here Katie hadn’t noticed his place because it was hidden in the back of his house, in an addition he’d built specifically as a shop for his wares. From what she could understand, he sold by invitation or private referral only. He didn’t have any patience for tourists wandering in off the street in shorts and baseball caps, is how he’d explained it to Katie.

      After buying two matching sets of bureau drawers from Marlin for the Heritage Inn, sets that had supposedly belonged to Nathaniel Hawthorne himself, Katie was now a preferred customer of his.

      He saw her now over the edge of his paper and gave her a wave with one meaty hand. Apparently, he was doing quite well for himself by selling old furniture and personal items that once belonged to the likes of Hawthorne and Benedict Arnold. His belly pressed right up to the table and his sweatshirt was filled out by his bulk in all the wrong ways. His pudgy face sported a frizzy brown beard the same color as his hair.

      Katie wasn’t one to judge a person by their appearance. Marlin had always been friendly to her, just like most everyone in Twilight Ridge had been. He waved to her again now as he set his paper aside.

      “Hey there, Katie. How’s tricks?”

      From across the room, sitting behind the tall polished counter where books were checked in and out, the librarian raised one bony finger to his lips. “Shh.”

      They were the only people in here, but Franklin Masters ran his library with a militant focus that would have made grizzled battlefield generals envious. He was a tall man, and scrawny, with stringy white hair that hung limply down to the shoulders of his black suit. A face wrinkly as a prune hid a razor-sharp mind.

      He rarely spoke, but Katie had learned that everything he had to say was usually important.

      And when he wanted silence in his library, that’s what he got.

      She went over to the table and sat down across from Marlin, lowering her voice to barely more than a whisper. “I didn’t know you spent your mornings here.”

      “Only sometimes,” he shrugged, dropping his voice to match hers. His New England accent was still loud and clear, though. It was an odd thing on such a large man. “I like to read the sports stats. Got a bet on this Sunday’s game. Should be a whopper.”

      He dropped the R on that last word, pronouncing it whoppah.

      Katie smiled. She’d heard him talk about his gambling before, and she suspected that maybe a goodly amount of his profits got funneled to that semi-legal pastime. Not that she cared, as long as he wasn’t breaking the law, or she didn’t know about it.

      “So, Katie,” he asked, “what brings you here today? Thought you’d be super busy running the Inn now that you’re open.”

      Supah busy, was how he said it. “Well,” she told him, “it turns out that I don’t actually have to be there all the time. I have to get back their soon, but I wanted to stop in here first.”

      Which was mostly true. The library had not been on her list of errands this morning. Not until she saw that gravestone.

      “Ah. Got some research to do, I take it?” He settled back into his chair, shifting his bulk between the armrests. “This is the place for that, sure enough. Books everywhere. I doubt anyone has ever read all of them. Some of them have been on those shelves their whole lives, and never once been opened, I suspect.”

      Katie giggled at that image. Books, living a lonely life with no one coming to visit them. “I’m sure I can find what I’m looking for in here somewhere.”

      “That so? What is it you’re looking for? Got your eye on any new properties to buy? I could help you with that, if you like. I know some folks in town who are really down on their luck and selling their house would get them standing on their feet again.”

      Katie tried not to frown, but that was something that she definitely was not looking for. Buying people’s homes out from under them never ended well. Someone always got hurt, tempers flared, and the money a family got for their house was never enough to start over with. The few times Katie had done something like that she’d ended up feeling horrible about it.

      No. That was not how she did business.

      “Actually,” she said, trying to change the subject, “I’m curious about someone who used to live in town. Maybe you’ve heard the name. Boris Vykroft?”

      Marlin made a grunt. “Where’d you hear his name?”

      “It was on a gravestone out in the cemetery. I take it you know who he was?”

      “Ayup, I know that name. Everyone around these parts does. He’s responsible for the biggest disaster in this state, right here in Twilight Ridge.”

      “Really?” Her curiosity was definitely piqued. “Who was he?”

      “Well, he was a doctor here, back in the early part of the twentieth century. 1912, I believe he arrived. Ten years later or so he burned his house down, and the fire caught the house next door, and so on. There weren’t any fire departments to speak of back in those days so more than half of Twilight Ridge was lost. People died. The town was years coming back from that. Big uproar, that was.”

      Big uproah. Katie drummed her fingers on the table. “And yet he’s over in the town cemetery like he was a favorite son, or something. It makes me wonder who was in charge of the cemetery in those days. Seems to me there’s several non-Christian types getting laid to rest out there.”

      “Money decided, that’s who.” Marlin rubbed his thumb and forefinger together to demonstrate what he meant. “If you had money back in those days, you got pretty much whatever you wanted. Including a preacher standing over your grave to send your soul to Heaven after you’d killed two dozen of your neighbors in a fire.”

      “Two dozen?” Katie’s eyebrows shot up. “It was that many?”

      “Ayup. Like I said, it was a big disaster.”

      Disastah. “But what about--"

      A book whumped down next to her elbow on the table. It was a heavy, leather-bound volume with a cracked spine. Folding his spindly arms, Franklin the librarian nodded at the book with his chin.

      “This is the book you want.”

      Then he turned and walked away, to go and sit behind his counter again.

      Katie noticed for the first time that Franklin’s accent was definitely not New England-ish. She wondered where he was from, originally.

      Leaning as far over the table as his bulk would allow him to, Marlin lowered his voice even further as he said, “The man knows his books, but I would hate to meet him in a dark alley.”

      Katie felt the same way, even if it wasn’t nice to say it out loud.

      The book’s title was stamped into the cover in gold lettering. A Brief History of New England Disasters. Katie thought that was an oddly specific title, but she supposed that this was New England, so copies of this were probably in every library up and down the coast of the St. Lawrence River.

      “You know,” Marlin said, folding his newspaper with dramatic slowness. “I happen to have a pipe that belonged to Boris Vykroft in my shop. It’s a very peculiar item. I believe it’s real ivory, and you can see the impressions of his teeth in the bit. I could let you have it as a display piece for your Inn for say...two hundred dollars?”

      Dollahs. Katie knew a hustle when she heard one. Still, if it really was what Marlin claimed it to be, she might be able to put up a historical display in one of the corners with information about Twilight Ridge and its history, including this fire. She could do the same with information about the witches. This was what people were coming to her Inn to hear about, after all.

      “Let me think about it,” she finally told Marlin. “I want to come over and look through your furniture one more time, if that’s all right?”

      “Of course!” He seemed honestly excited about that. “You’re always welcome. No invitation needed. Especially after you bought that apothecary shelving unit from me. Such a beautiful piece. I hope you’ve given it a nice home.”

      “I have. It’s in the kitchen where everyone could see it.”

      “Ah, perfect. Well, I have other pieces of furniture you’ll like, I’m sure, but I also have several antique necklaces that I think would look stunning on a woman with your neckline.”

      She caught him staring a little too low on her chest. Snapping her fingers, she brought his attention back up to her face. “My eyes are up here, Marlin. I’ll be over tomorrow or the next day to look at your furniture. How’s that sound?”

      He levered himself out of his chair, and gave her a passable bow as his belly jiggled. “That sounds good. I’ll leave you to your book, then.”

      “Marlin, wait.”

      “Hmm?”

      She’d decided this on the spur of the moment, without really thinking it through, but... “If I brought you something to your shop, do you think you could appraise it for me?”

      “Sure could. Appraisals are free, ‘specially for good customers such as you.”

      Customahs, such as you.

      The floorboards creaked under his feet on his way out.

      Katie smiled at how different the people in Twilight Ridge were from the people back west where she was from. Kindness toward your neighbors was a way of life out here.

      She was still smiling as she opened to the first page of the book.
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      Doctor Vykroft was not a nice man, as it turned out.

      He was a Bulgarian immigrant who came to the United States at a time when it seemed the whole world was crossing the ocean in search of a better life. The doctor from Europe easily found himself a position in a small New Hampshire town who welcomed him with open arms.

      Boris was married, but the book didn’t say anything about children, so it was just him and his wife. Anna. He was considered an odd man, with odd habits that were alternately described by the people of the time as “proletarian” and “disturbing.” She had no idea what that first word meant. The second one was self-explanatory.

      At parties hosted at his house, Boris would consume the blood of pigs. When he was out on the town he would never shake hands with anyone, explaining he had an intense phobia of contracting diseases away from the sterile environment of his home office. One account further down the page was from a shepherd who swore that the doctor could be seen by the light of the full moon, dancing naked through the fields.

      Katie had scratched her head at all of that and chalked it up to the naïveté of the people of the time, or just idle gossip. Boris couldn’t have been that bad. Or, maybe he was and it was Katie who was being naïve. Either way, Doctor Vykroft was the only doctor in town, and people would go to him, even after rumors of him taking liberties with the female patients, or a story about him removing a man’s hand to solve the issue of a festering boil.

      It was also very well known that he was unfaithful to his wife.

      As she turned the page, Katie found an entire section that told about his reported prowess with the prostitutes in town. Supposedly he was at the local brothel more nights than not, spending his money on women whose job it was to sell their comforts to a man.

      Why were there never any male prostitutes in these stories, Katie wondered? Was that not a thing back then? Katie was just trying to puzzle out in her mind where this whorehouse of Twilight Ridge had been located when she turned the page and there, under a photo of what was obviously her Inn, was the caption “Brenda’s Bordello.”

      “Oh, for the love of God,” she muttered to herself. “My Inn used to be a whorehouse!”

      From his seat behind the desk, Franklin looked up at her, and then slowly turned away.

      Katie knew that the Inn had gone through several different owners, and been used for several different things over the years. Apparently, in World War One, the Heritage Inn had been a mental asylum. In the 1960s it had been a boarding house. Maggie Harper had owned it before her, and while running it as an Inn she had also used it to lure travelers into the basement and kill them. And of course, it had started out as the home of Ebenezer Snidge and his wife Dorathea, the witch of Twilight Ridge. Katie had learned all of that while doing research for the renovations.

      What she had not heard, until now, was how her nice, family-friendly Inn had once been the brothel where Doctor Boris Vykroft had spent most of his free time.

      Damn it. Wait until she told Riley about this.

      She turned another page and found the tragedy that had ended the life of Doctor Vykroft’s wife.

      In the Spring of 1921, a fire started at the doctor’s home. He and his wife had both been there. Although reports of how the fire started were sketchy at best, what was known was that Boris’s wife never made it out alive. She was the first victim of the great Twilight Ridge Burning.

      The fire had raged over the town’s north end, claiming buildings and lives alike. Men, women, and children died in the blaze before it could be stopped with buckets of sand and water thrown by volunteers. It all sounded very dramatic, and Katie could see why it would be considered one of the worst disasters in New England history.

      Shortly after the fire, the story of Boris Vykroft simply ended. There was nothing more than a footnote that the residents of Twilight Ridge had given him an honorary gravestone in the cemetery after it became obvious that he was gone and wasn’t coming back. They’d picked the year of the fire as the date of death, and by all accounts, they were happy to be rid of him.

      “So he’s not even buried in the graveyard...” Katie wondered what that could mean. Obviously, Anna’s ghost would be the one to have a grudge. If her dream was a warning, that another haunting was coming, no doubt it would be Anna’s ghost. What had happened to this monster Boris or where he was buried was no concern of Katie’s.

      Still, it made her wonder.

      The story of the fire ended with more speculation about the cause of the fire. Although the general consensus was that it was accidental, some believed that the doctor had set it on purpose in an attempt to kill his wife. They had grown distant over the years, and letters sent by Mrs. Anna Vykroft to her family had become increasingly erratic and deranged. Living with Boris had obviously taken a toll on her.

      To my loving husband. May you rot in Hell. Now the inscription made sense to Katie.

      Yes. This had the makings of a disgruntled ghost if she’d ever seen one. She was sure of it now. Someone--or something--was warning her about this Anna Vykroft’s ghost.

      From the landline phone in the library, Katie had called Riley back at the Inn. He sounded out of breath, and he explained that the new deadbolt on the cellar door was in place. He had a key for her when she got home.

      Good, Katie thought. One less thing to worry about. She told him that she was out on an errand still, and asked him to start lunch for the guests. He didn’t even hesitate. The man had several talents. Cooking was just one of them.

      Smiling to herself as she thought of his talents between the sheets, she wondered again what he was going to think when she told him he was living in what used to be a den of prostitution.

      Included in the book’s story was a photo of the doctor’s house, and another of the aftermath of the fire. Paying Franklin ten cents to use the copier, Katie made a photocopy of the first photo, where all the houses on the street were still standing pretty in a row.

      She knew the general location of where the doctor’s house had stood from the description in the book. Now, picture in hand, she was walking up and down the streets on the north end of town trying to find the exact spot.

      Katie held the photo up in front of her face again, trying to match the location. The problem was that when all of those houses and buildings burnt to the ground, everything had been rebuilt. None of the houses were the same anymore. She was beginning to think that even the street had been moved.

      No. Wait...

      Katie backed up three steps, and held the copy of the photograph up again. If that was the river over there, and if that was the same mountain in the distance over the housetops, then right here should be where the doctor’s house stood before it burned.

      Yes. That had to be it.

      Only what she was looking at was an empty field.

      The houses all along this street were built practically on top of each other. They all had tiny yards in the front and back and in some cases she was pretty sure neighbors could shake hands through their side windows, the houses were that close together.

      But no one had claimed this one empty lot. It was like somehow people knew to stay away from it. Katie had felt evil in places before. There were houses she’d stepped foot in that made her feel sick to her stomach, until she left again. Standing here, looking at this grassy plot of ground, she felt...nothing. It was just an empty space in the middle of the town.

      So why wasn’t anything built here?

      Obviously, no one knew what the historical significance of this spot was. It would be on the list of tourist sites for the town if they did, like the cemetery or the supposedly haunted well where that boy drowned in 1969. Katie had never bothered looking into that one because it just seemed so silly.

      This was turning out to be the same, in a lot of ways. Just a rectangle of dirt and grass. An empty space of nothing. Tossing her hands up helplessly, wondering what in the world she was wasting her time for, she stepped off the street and onto the grass.

      In the next step she was inside a home. The polished tile floor echoed with her footsteps. The walls snapped into reality around her, painted white and adorned with paintings and yellow-tinged photos in glass frames. Oil lamps burned in sconces. The smell of coals burning in the fireplace mixed with the salty tang of a roasting ham in the kitchen.

      Katie stumbled to a stop, staring wide-eyed all around. This was impossible. There was no house here. Yet, here it was.

      Where was she? What in the hell did she just step into, and where was this...

      She turned around, looking for the door to get out, and that was when the woman in the long black maid’s dress walked right through her.

      Katie sucked in a breath, feeling like she’d just been violated in her body, and soul.

      Her voice was shaky and tight when she finally found her breath again.

      “What the hell is going on?”
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      There were people all around her. Servants in black and white with intense expressions on their faces, afraid that if they didn’t do their jobs just perfectly then someone was going to punish them severely.

      It was like being in the middle of Downton Abbey, a place out of time where she should not be.

      But here she was.

      She watched the bustle of the house, the servants going about their work, and at first she stepped out of everyone’s way because she did not want to be stepped through again by people who weren’t really there.

      Or was she the one who wasn’t here?

      She quickly realized that none of these people could see her. She shook her hand in front of their faces, and stuck her tongue out at them, and none of them even so much as flinched.

      Then another servant who was rushing through with a load of dirty laundry ghosted right through her and Katie lost her breath.

      “Hell,” she whispered again. She’d felt that. Like a cold wave of water rushing through her and out again. It didn’t hurt it was just...weird. Were these ghosts? Was that what was going on here?

      Oh, dear God, was she in the house of--

      “Boris?” a woman called out. “Boris Vykroft, are you to home?”

      Wide-eyed, Katie let that sink in. Boris. She had somehow stepped backward in time and now she was in the home of Boris Vykroft, the bastard who had killed all those people by starting a devastating fire.

      Right here, in this very house.

      She watched as the woman swept down the stairs in a puffy black dress with lace around the neck. She had a hawkish nose and mousy brown hair pulled back tight from her scalp. Eyes that were bright and sharp speared across the room, staring right through Katie and she knew what was going to happen next.

      There was no time to move out of the way as Boris Vykroft himself walked up from behind her and then right through her.

      Damn it, she was starting to get very tired of that.

      She recognized him from the pictures in the book at the library. He was a tall man, and burly strong, and the scowl on his face told everyone around him that he would just as soon kill you as heal you, even if he was a doctor.

      “Ah, there you are, my husband.” The woman held up a small wooden box in her hand, tied up with a red ribbon. “Do you know how much I hate you, my dear?”

      Boris sighed heavily. Katie saw his shoulders slump. “You remind me every day, my love.”

      The woman--Vykroft's wife--smiled at him triumphantly, as if she’d won some verbal sparring match. “Then here, my husband. Happy Birthday. May you not live to see another.”

      She tossed Boris the box before turning on her heel and stalking away through the halls, humming to herself as she went.

      Boris stared at her for a moment and Katie saw a mix of emotions on his face. Pain, and hatred, and a deep sorrow that had built up over a long, long time. He looked at the box in his hands and then tore the ribbon away.

      Inside was the same watch that Katie had in her closet at the Inn. He turned it over in his hands and read the same inscription that Katie had.

      To my loving husband. May you rot in Hell.

      As Katie watched, tears sprang to Boris’s eyes. He tossed the gift box aside and clutched the watch so tightly that his knuckles turned white. Servants scattered in the face of their master’s anger. Cocking back his arm he prepared to throw the watch across the room, where it would no doubt have smashed against a wall, destroying it forever.

      Instead, he slid it down into his pants pocket. His anger melted away, leaving behind only the sadness and pain that Katie had seen a moment before. She was beginning to get a very different picture of this household than what that book in the library had presented. From what she read, she expected Boris to be a monster.

      What she saw here was a husband at the end of his rope, trapped in a loveless marriage.

      Looking up through his tears, Boris began to run through the house. Katie found herself being pulled along with him. She wasn’t moving. Her feet never took a step. The image of the house and of Boris moved around her, dragging her with him through this memory.

      He went from room to room, calling his wife’s name. “Anna! Anna, where are you? Why won’t you answer me?”

      Wherever the servants had gone, they managed to stay out of his way completely. They were apparently used to this sort of thing in the house. Did this happen all the time, Katie wondered? Was this the daily life of Doctor and Mrs. Vykroft?

      At last, Boris stepped into the second-floor bathroom. Inside a heavy claw-foot tub, Anna lay naked, sprawled out with her head laying back against the rim. There was no water to cover her up and she wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing. Nothing except a round medallion on a heavy gold chain around her neck. The spiral emblem on the medallion was hypnotic. It drew Katie’s eyes to the perfectly smooth, pert curves of Anna’s chest. The woman was lying reposed, in the tub, her one hand splayed over her flat belly.

      In her other hand, she held a straight razor.

      It was long and slender, the kind of thing that men used to shave with back in this time period before safety razors. It shone malevolently in the light of an oil lamp burning on the table, next to the big ceramic bowl of well water.

      Blood dripped from a fresh slash cut into her wrist.

      “Anna, stop this!” Boris raced to the side of the tub, kneeling down and grasping hold of the hand holding that blade. “This is enough. You must stop!”

      But Anna would not relinquish the razor. Katie could see now from her position in the middle of the room that there were several pale lines on both arms. Scars, from previous attempts. This wasn’t the first time that Mrs. Vykroft had tried to kill herself.

      “I won’t stop!” she screamed. “Do you hear me? Oh, you’re such a great doctor you can cure anyone, is that it? Even that lovely widow down the street that you spend so much time with? Even the several young women who come to your office here in our home for private sessions behind locked doors? You have made this marriage a mockery!”

      “Anna, please, you don’t know what you’re saying. The female body is very delicate and often times it requires more attention than a man’s. I simply try to serve our community as best I--"

      “Like you do in your whorehouse? Let go!” she wailed, tugging on his grip now as she tried to get the razor back. “You are a charlatan! You brought me here from Europe with the promise of a life of luxury and friends and children and you’ve given me none of that! We scrimp and we suffer for what we have, and we’ve no friends, and you can’t even get me pregnant you withered old bastard!”

      Boris’s hand came around quickly, and the slap against his wife’s cheek was like a thunderclap in the small space of this room. The medallion rattled on her necklace from the impact. Katie jumped, and wished that she could leave.

      Instead of shocking her into silence, that strike from her husband’s hand sent Anna into hysterics. She began thrashing in the tub and then somehow she had pushed herself up to her feet with Boris still holding tight to her.

      There was nowhere for Katie to go except the corner of the room as she shrank back from the two of them, wrestling with each other, blinded by their mutual hatred.

      “I’ve done everything for you!” Boris shouted suddenly. His voice cracked before he drew a breath. “I’ve gone dancing naked in the rain because you said it would increase your fertility. You say I’ve made this marriage a mockery? Well, I’ve made a mockery of myself, is what I’ve done! Is it any wonder I spend my time with cheap whores who give me more attention than you? Is it any wonder that I might be open to my female patients wanting a physical cure, when my wife is so distant and cold!”

      Katie put her hand up over her mouth. It was the excuses of any abuser, the lies a man told a woman to justify whatever he wanted to do.

      “I’ve done everything for you!” Boris was shouting now. “I’ve tried everything you asked of me for your sake, buying witch’s potions and old wives’ remedies that I know are nothing but mixtures of weeds and spit! All for you! All for you!”

      She swung the razor at him, aiming for his neck.

      “You bitch!” he screamed, stepping back from the reach of that blade. “I’ll see you in the grave before I stand another minute of this! Why won’t you just leave me alone? Why won’t you just let me be who I am!”

      In one angry surge, he twisted her around and threw her aside, wresting the razor from her grip as he did. He tossed it aside, and it clattered across the floor, trailing blood as it did.

      The blood soaked into the wooden floor, and disappeared.

      Anna Vykroft stumbled back against the bathroom table, catching herself by her elbow before she could fall and break her neck.

      Her arm struck the oil lamp, and it slid sideways off the table and to the floor, shattering into a thousand glass shards under Anna’s bare feet.

      The oil spread, and the flame followed.
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      Fire.

      Flickering tongues of red and orange caught at the walls and the curtains and spread quickly from there. Boris backed to the doorway while his wife floundered and fell among the broken glass, her pale naked flesh cut and gashed by the broken pieces.

      In no time at all, the room was a blazing inferno with Anna Vykroft lying in the middle of the floor. The fire played on her porcelain skin. The gold medallion with its spiral pattern flashed in the light. She reached out to her husband, her eyes full of panic. “Help me. For God’s sake, Boris, help me!”

      Katie urged him silently to save her. Certainly, these two people had hated each other with a passion bordering on obsession but they were still married. He had to save her.

      He stepped forward, into the fire, his arms up over his face to protect him from the heat. He reached for Anna.

      Then he backed away again, into the safety of the hallway.

      “Please,” she begged. “I can’t even walk!”

      Katie saw the way the glass had cut Anna’s feet. The tendons were exposed in what was left of the muscle and blood was pouring from the cuts. She was right. She wouldn’t be able to walk.

      Katie stood in front of Boris, and screamed as loud as she could. “Save her. You have to save her you’re the only one here!”

      For just a moment his eyes focused on Katie and it looked like he might be able to see her, and hear her words. Then he shook his head and looked through her at his wife.

      “I just wanted you to leave me alone,” he said. He gave the approaching fire one more glance, but it was obvious what his choice was going to be. “I’m sorry, Anna. You’ve done this to yourself.”

      He turned and fled as the flames cascaded across the ceiling and out the door. Behind him, Anna screamed.

      Katie watched as the fire caught at her hair, and she writhed in pain, crawling toward the door, trying to escape a death that was already certain...

      With a deep breath of clean, night air, Katie came back to herself.

      She was outside again. Back in the empty field. Or maybe, she thought, this was where she’d been the whole time.

      How long had she been standing here? She blinked at the house lights around her, and the headlights of passing cars, and it occurred to her that at some point, the sun had set. It was night time, and she was still standing in this field.

      The buzzing and chiming of her cellphone in her back pocket startled her. She shifted the photocopy of Doctor Vykroft’s house from one hand to the other so she could take her phone out and answer it...

      And the photo disintegrated between her fingers. It had burned to ash while she was holding it. All that remained were black soot stains on her skin.

      The phone continued to ring as she wiped her hand on her thigh. A shiver ran up her spine, because if the picture was burned, then what she had just experienced had to have been real. At least, on some level.

      “Damn,” she swore softly as she put the phone to her ear.

      “Katie? Katie are you all right?”

      It was Riley’s voice, staticky and buzzing. Cell reception in Twilight Ridge was spotty at best.

      He kept asking if she was all right, saying her name over and over. “I’m...yes, Riley, Damn it, Riley, I’m fine. No, I’m here. I’m fine. Riley!”

      “Katie! Where have you been? I can barely hear you. I’ve been calling you since noon and now you just pick up the phone swearing up a storm and tell me everything’s okay?”

      “Well, it is.” She didn’t know how to describe what had just happened to her. Not over a phone call. “Look, I’m sorry if I scared you I just had to, um, check on something in town, that’s all.”

      “You had to check on something? Is that what you said? Do you know what time it is?”

      “Actually?” She laughed softly. “No, I don’t.”

      He was silent for a moment, the static continuing to pop, and then he was laughing too. “Oh, Katie. What am I going to do with you?”

      “You can hold me tonight and love me like there’s no tomorrow. Did you take care of the Inn today?”

      “Yup. Everyone had a great time at lunch.” He said something else, but it was lost to the static. Then it cleared again. “The guests were all asking about you.”

      Well. Nice to be missed. “They were really talking about me?”

      “Sure. You, and the ghosts. A couple of these guys are really hot to see a ghost. Too bad we’re going to disappoint them.”

      She looked around herself again, and then started walking up the sidewalk heading back home. “They may not be as disappointed as we thought.”

      “Why? What do you mean?”

      “Let’s just say, our Inn used to be a whorehouse, and one of its best customers nearly burnt down the entire town in 1921.”

      “Katie? I didn’t hear that. What did you say?”

      “I said we live in a whorehouse.”

      On the porch of the house she was walking past, a woman stared at her with a drink halfway to her lips. Katie waved, and smiled, and hoped to God that didn’t start the wrong kind of rumor about the Heritage Inn.

      “Look, Riley, I’ll explain everything to you when I get home. Unless you wouldn’t mind coming to pick me up?”

      “Tell me where you are, I’ll be right there.”

      Relief washed through her. Walking alone in the dark, after everything she’d just seen, was too terrifying for her to think about. She told Riley the name of the street she was on, then repeated it through the static, and then had to give him directions. As small as Twilight Ridge was, there were still any number of streets the two of them never had a reason to step foot on.

      Katie planned on never setting foot on this one again.

      She kept looking over her shoulder, back toward that empty lot where a house had once burned to the ground, killing the psychotic woman who had hounded her husband mercilessly, and nearly destroying the entire town. If she hadn’t been sure that Anna Vykroft’s ghost had a reason to be angry before, she was certainly sure about it now.

      If ghosts were spirits with unresolved issues, then Anna Vykroft had to be the angriest ghost in the history of ghosts.

      Katie looked behind her again. Nothing but the darkness and the wind rippling through the grass.

      When she turned around again she nearly ran into a man coming up the sidewalk in her direction.

      He was dressed in black, and with the way he blended into the night and the way Katie was so damned distracted, she hadn’t seen him until she was right on top of him. He caught ahold of her arms before they could bowl each other over, and held her fast.

      “Well, Katie Pearson. We do keep running into each other.”

      She relaxed now that she realized who it was. “Reverend Keller. Oh, wow you just gave me a fright.”

      “Did I?” He let go of her, a smile coming and going on his face. “Sorry about that. I was just out for a nightly walk. It clears my mind.”

      Katie gave another quick look over her shoulder. “Yes, I understand what you mean about that. Sometimes you just need to try getting away from your troubles, right?”

      The wrinkles on his face deepened. “Sometimes you can’t run that far.”

      “Uh, no I suppose not. Are you feeling okay, Reverend?”

      He shook himself, and put his smile back on for her. It looked completely false. “I’m fine. Ghosts of my past haunting me, I suppose. What about you? Speaking of things like ghosts, you look like you’ve seen a few of your own tonight.”

      “You have no idea how true that is,” she muttered.

      “Katie, I’m here for everyone in Twilight Ridge. That includes you. Even if you did just move here, I consider you part of my town. If there is anything you need to talk to me about, I want you to know I’m here for you. I’m a very good listener.”

      She almost told him, right then and there. She almost told him about the ghosts, and the way she’d just witnessed a woman burning to death, and how she was afraid that something bad was coming. All of it.

      Almost.

      The words were there on her lips, and then she let them slip away unspoken. Something about what Reverend Keller had just said bothered her. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but he sounded like a man with his own demons to conquer. Maybe he wasn’t in the best position to help anyone else, if he couldn’t help himself.

      “That’s all right,” she told him. “Thanks anyway, Reverend, but Riley’s going to be here any minute to pick me up. Maybe some other time?”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      “Well. You know where I am if you ever need me. I hold services every Sunday, too. It would be nice to see you there.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      She smiled at him, but she’d already pretty much made up her mind. She’d never been much for church to begin with, and until she knew Reverend Keller better, she was going to be just as happy staying home on Sunday mornings.
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      Snuggled into bed next to Riley, Katie could almost believe the world was normal again. This moment was almost perfect.

      At least until he ruined it by talking.

      “The watch?” he asked for what must have been the tenth time. “You’re telling me that you saw a ghost wearing the same watch that you have stuffed in a box in that closet? That watch?”

      “Well,” Katie hesitated. He was making it sound so ridiculous. “He wasn’t exactly a ghost. It was more like a memory. That I was experiencing. Like it was real. Look, I don’t know how to explain it but I know what I saw and I know what I felt and damn it all to hell, Riley, since when don’t you believe me when I tell you things like this?”

      Offended, he sat up in bed. “Hey, now. Just remember who it was that flew all the way across the country to save your ass when you were in trouble out here. I always believe you when you tell me weird things are happening.”

      She threw the blankets off, sitting up next to him in her nightgown. “Then tell me what the problem is this time, because I swear to you it sure feels like you’re trying to call me a liar.”

      “I never said that.”

      “It sure sounded that way!”

      “Maybe you’re just hearing what you want to here.”

      Katie couldn’t remember the last time the two of them had fought. They were certainly fighting now, and she didn’t know why. She reached out to him, putting her hand on his bare knee. “Riley, I’m not lying.”

      He sighed in one explosive breath, pushing his hands through his thick hair. “All right, listen. You and I have seen ghosts. We’ve nearly died together. There’s been so much that we’ve gone through together but now you’re trying to tell me that the watch is haunted. Possessed, or something. The watch.”

      “I’m very sure that I didn’t say anything like that. I’m just saying that I saw the watch. That’s all. I saw Boris Vykroft wearing it.”

      “And you knew it was him? How? Did he come up and introduce himself?”

      “Because I saw his picture in the book at the library! I told you that!”

      “Uh-huh. Don’t you think that maybe this could have been just, you know, your mind trying to process everything you’ve learned already?”

      She pulled her hand back. “So now you’re saying I hallucinated the whole thing?”

      Pushing himself out of bed abruptly, Riley marched over to the closet and shoved the folding door open. Kneeling down, he reached inside. “I’m just saying it’s pretty far-fetched to think this watch, right here--"

      From the back of the closet he grabbed Katie’s souvenir box and took out the watch from inside.

      “--had anything to do--"

      He slapped the watch on his wrist.

      “--with whatever you think you saw.”

      He buckled the watch on tight and lifted it to Katie again.

      Then his expression changed.

      For a very long moment he sat there on his knees, staring at nothing, his hand extended with the watch on his wrist.

      Then he turned to face her, and his eyes burned with rage.

      “I’ve done everything for you!” he blurted out suddenly. His voice cracked as he drew a deep breath.

      Katie stared at him. This was what Boris had said to Anna when she had been there, in their house, watching their moment from the past. Boris had shouted those same words.

      “I’ve gone dancing,” Riley growled at her, “naked in the rain, because you said it would increase your fertility. I’ve made myself a mockery around Twilight Ridge for your sake, buying witch’s potions that I know are nothing but ground up weeds! All for you! All for you!”

      Thankfully he kept his voice down to a muted roar because Katie could only imagine what their guests would think of that tirade! He was up on his feet now, glaring daggers at her--no, through her.

      “You bitch!” he said, still repeating Boris’s words. “I’ll see you in the grave before I stand another minute of this!”

      He took a step in her direction.

      “Riley, please...”

      And another step.

      “Riley?”

      She looked into his eyes, looking for him, but he wasn’t there. This wasn’t Riley doing this.

      Angry, still growling words of hate, he lunged for her.

      Katie turned and ran. The door to the bedroom was closed and she had to fumble with the handle to get it open and then she was running down the hallway to the stairs, glad that the guests were already in their rooms for the night and no one was there to see this.

      She flew down the stairs, and behind her she could hear Riley’s heavy footsteps coming closer, and closer...

      Her nightgown slipped down one shoulder and she had nothing on her feet and she didn’t care. The front door was right there and if she could just make it then she would be outside and she could get away from this insanity.

      “Katie, wait.”

      That stopped her. It was Riley’s voice. It was really him.

      She turned, and saw him sitting on the bottom step. From the fingers of his one hand dangled the strap of the watch. It slipped through, and then fell to the floor.

      He looked dazed, like he had just run into a brick wall and didn’t understand how it had happened.

      Katie ran over and grabbed the watch away before anything else could happen with it, and then she threw her arms around him and put his head on her shoulder. “It’s okay, Riley. It’s okay. Do you believe me now? Do you see?”

      He nodded, and she could feel him shaking. “It was like he was in me, Katie. I couldn’t stop myself. What did I even say to you? I could hear myself speaking but the words were all muffled. What did I say?”

      She hesitated, and swallowed as she remembered the sting of those words.

      I’ll see you in the grave before I stand another minute of this!

      “It doesn’t matter,” she decided to tell him. “It’s over. Come on. Let me help you back upstairs. We both need to sleep.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed. “I think you’re right. But, uh, did this place really used to be a den of prostitution? I didn’t imagine that part, right?”

      She managed a little laugh at his attempt at humor. “Don’t worry about it. I’m all the woman you’ll ever need.”

      Later, when she had him in the covers, and his eyes were already closed and his breathing was slow and deep and even, Katie took the watch and put it back into the box. From a drawer in the desk at the side of the room, she took out the duct tape.

      She didn’t go to bed herself until she had the box sealed shut with several crisscrossed layers.
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      Sometime during the night Katie woke up to the sound of hammers banging against metal drums.

      Groggy, still wrapped deep in the dual embrace of sleep and Riley’s arms, she listened for the sound to repeat itself.

      Clunk. Ka-clink. Clunk.

      She opened one eye to look around the bedroom. Without having to say anything at all they had both agreed to keep the lights on after what had happened last night with the watch. Katie was terrified that something else was coming for them. Somehow, they had done something to wake the ghost of Anna Vykroft. It had been Boris’s voice coming out of Riley’s mouth but it must have been Anna’s fears projected from beyond the grave.

      Angry ghosts were capable of almost anything. Katie knew that firsthand.

      Her other eye opened when the sound repeated itself.

      Clunk. Clunk. CLANG.

      Katie sighed, and almost smiled. This wasn’t ghosts. This was a normal problem facing any building that needed a few renovations. The pipes in the basement were banging. Probably the water heater.

      In the next moment she moaned, and any pretense of a smile disappeared. Whether it was the boiler or the water heater, or something else, it didn’t matter. She and Riley were going to have to go downstairs, into the basement, and fix it before it could bother the guests.

      If she lived to be a hundred years old she would always remember seeing all the dead bodies stacked in the corner of the basement, victims of the previous owner’s insanity. She would always remember fighting to get out of there alive. She did not want to go down there.

      Did.

      Not.

      But the bodies were gone now, and the ghosts had been quiet except for that little tantrum last night. They had an Inn to run, and they couldn't ever go into that basement again. It was safe now. They just needed to fix the pipes. It would probably be as easy as turning a valve or tightening a screw.

      Well. She could hope so, anyway.

      Turning carefully in Riley’s arms she put a hand on his shoulder and started to shake him awake.

      “I heard it,” he said, already opening his eyes. “Let me get some pants on and grab my tools. Whose idea was it to own an Inn?”

      “Both of ours,” she reminded him.

      He grumbled something she couldn’t make out. She got the gist, however.

      There were dark circles under his eyes as he got up. Katie couldn’t be sure, but she was willing to bet that he had gotten just as little sleep as she had. Maybe less.

      “I’m coming with you,” she told him, getting out of her side of the bed and pulling clothes from her dresser.

      “Don’t be silly, Katie. Unless there’s a full-blown leak down there this is only going to take one person. And then if it is something that serious I’m just going to shut off the main valve and wait for daylight when I can get parts from a hardware store.”

      “It’s not the size of the job that’s worrying me,” she told him. “Riley, I need to prove to myself that I can go down there whenever I need to. I can’t be afraid my whole life.”

      Half dressed, he cupped her cheek in his hand. “And you figure it will be easier to go down there by yourself if you’re with me, right?”

      She kissed his palm. “Exactly.”

      They turned lights on as they went downstairs, pushing the shadows out of their way. They could hear the banging more loudly down here. Katie really hoped this wasn’t anything serious. Not right after they’d opened.

      Behind the check-in desk, they stopped at the door to the basement. True to his word, Riley had installed the deadbolt lock. It was a flawless job. No one would ever know it hadn’t been there right along. None of the guests would be able to get through this.

      Neither could Katie. “Where’s the key?”

      Riley was on his knees behind the desk, and when he stood up again there was a ring of keys in his hand. “It’s right here with the others.”

      “We should maybe put that somewhere else,” she suggested. “In case the guests get curious and start snooping when we aren’t around.”

      He shrugged as he fit the right key to the lock. “I suppose. Let’s get the pipes fixed, and we can start keeping the keys upstairs in our room if you want.”

      “Good idea.”

      “I’m full of them tonight.”

      “Tired man.”

      “Why do I think I’ll always be tired when I’m living with you?”

      She held his hand as he opened the door. “I promise tomorrow night I’ll make you tired for all the right reasons.”

      Reaching inside the door, she turned on the light switch, revealing the wooden stairs that Riley had spent half a day replacing. It had been one of his first renovation projects. It was also as far as either of them had been comfortable going into the basement.

      Now they would have to go further.

      “Here,” Riley said to her, handing over a flashlight. “Just in case.”

      He had one of his own, both of them four-cell metal Maglites. It was heavy in Katie’s hand. More like a weapon than anything else. If anything moved down here, ghost or not, she was going to club it over the head and run.

      Ducking under the ceiling when she was low enough on the stairs, Katie looked around the wide open space. There were still dozens of freestanding metal shelving units down here. They were mostly empty now, just shells that reminded Katie of skeletons standing tall in a museum. She and Riley hadn’t kept anything from the previous owner. This was the only real storage space the Inn had, however, so they had stacked sealed plastic bags of extra linens down here, and canned food, and other stuff. None of it amounted to much, and all of it was stuffed on the shelves closest to the stairs.

      The water heater was at one end of the basement, the furnace at the other.

      “Flip a coin?” Riley suggested.

      “Let’s do the water heater first.” Katie didn’t know much about stuff like this, but she figured one was as good as the other. Especially since the clanging had stopped now that they were down here.

      They went to the opposite end of the basement, and Katie fiddled with her flashlight while Riley checked over the tank and the pipes. “Everything looks fine here,” Riley said, pulling on fittings and shining his flashlight at the dials. “It’s running like it should as far as I can tell.”

      Katie nodded, trusting his judgment. Truthfully she had been worried that the tank had burst and they would find water spraying everywhere. If water got into the cracks in the stonework of the walls before they could fix them, there could be a real problem. Riley had promised that it would take more than cracks to bring this place down, but still. She worried about her investment.

      Now they both turned to the other end, looking through and past all the shelves, to where the big square of the furnace sat with vent pipes jutting out of the top and disappearing through the ceiling.

      “It shouldn’t even be on, right?” Katie asked. They had moved back toward the stairs, back where she at least felt safe with an escape route right there and ready. “It’s been too warm to turn the furnace on. It couldn’t be the furnace.”

      Riley sighed. “Better check it anyway.”

      She knew he was right. Steeling herself, she took a step in that direction.

      And the lights went off.

      She froze, all of her muscles turning to ice. It was a moment before she remembered she was holding a flashlight and then she fumbled both hands along the shaft until she found the switch and turned it on. Riley’s turned on next to her.

      Light filtered down to them from above also, but it only gave them a faint circle of illumination right where they stood. Everything else was in the dark. Anything could happen in the dark.

      “It’s the fuse,” he said to her, shining the light up so she could see his face. “I heard it clicking off. Damn it. Okay, listen. Stay here, and I mean right here, and I’ll go throw the switch.”

      “Riley...”

      “Hey, it’s okay,” he told her. “You’ve got the flashlight and there’s nothing down here. Just you and me.”

      “Right,” she said, and she even kept her voice from shaking when she said it. Just because they had been the only ones down here two seconds ago, didn’t mean they were alone now...

      “The fuse box is right over there,” he reminded her, spearing the far corner of the basement with his flashlight. “You’ll be able to see me the whole time.”

      “Okay.”

      She smiled as he kissed her cheek and turned away.

      Then she was standing there in the middle of the basement, by herself, shining her flashlight all around.

      The floors down here were dirt, and the walls were made of stacked stones and mortar. Her light played over the irregular surface of the wall closest to her and kept going, the metal shelving units casting odd shadows all around when they got in the way.

      Foolish, she told herself. That’s what she was. She was being ridiculous. There was nothing down here to be afraid of.

      CLANK.

      The sound drew her attention to her right. Something was over there. Not the furnace. Something else.

      “Riley?” she called to him, but she couldn’t make her voice louder than a whisper. “Riley, did you hear that?”

      The sound became a scraping noise that echoed and repeated. Slowly, very slowly, Katie turned her flashlight that way. The light shook in her hand.

      The circle of bright white illumination slid over the stones, inch by inch, moving and finding nothing until there was the dark silhouette of a man, standing there with his back to her.

      In the light, the man lifted a shovel and rammed it into the wall.

      Clank.

      Again, and again, he struck at the wall, wedging the blade of the shovel between the stones, trying to loosen them.

      Clank. CLANK.

      The last resounding bang of metal against stone shook her voice loose. “Hey,” she squeaked. “Who are you? Stop that!”

      The shovel rammed into the wall again. Sparks flew.

      “Stop it!”

      The stone cracked.

      “Hey!”

      The man held the shovel in midair. His face turned toward her.

      “I just wanted her to leave me alone,” he said. “Why wouldn’t she just leave me alone?”

      Katie’s breath turned to ash in her lungs. It was the doctor, Boris Vykroft.
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      Katie ran.

      Or at least, she tried to. She turned sharply for the stairs and caught her feet on themselves and ended up pitching forward onto the hard-packed floor.

      The flashlight bounced out of her hand, and switched off, and went clattering away into the darkness.

      She crawled forward, listening to herself babbling as she tried to cry out for Riley while she felt ahead of herself blindly with her hands. She felt the edge of a shelving unit and used it to pull herself up and then she found the stone wall and felt along it, tears stinging her eyes, swearing and trembling.

      Where were the stairs?

      Instead, her hands found the broken stones where Boris Vykroft had been smashing into the wall with his shovel. Her fingers sank into cold, soft soil behind. She gasped in breath after breath and knew this was where the ghost had been standing and if he was still here then she was dead, she was so dead, he was going to kill her or possess her like he did with--

      “Riley!” she screamed, too afraid to move, too afraid to do anything but cling to the wall and pray to God that this wasn’t happening. “Riley!”

      Light flooded over her and for a moment it was too bright for her eyes that had adjusted to the dark. Then Riley was there, holding her, and when she could focus on his face she saw that they were alone again. It was just her, and him.

      And the broken stonework of the wall.

      The lights were on, but everything was still wrong.

      “Katie. It’s all right, Katie,” he said to her, over and over. “I’m right here. It’s all right.”

      She threw herself into his arms, wondering what sort of a nightmare they’d gotten themselves into this time. “Where were you? Huh? Where were you?”

      “What are you talking about? I’m right here.”

      “No! I mean, where were you two seconds ago when the lights were out and I fell and then he was right here, right here, right here!”

      “Katie, what are you talking about? Who was here?”

      She knew she was babbling, and she forced herself to take a breath and slow down. “He was here, Riley. Boris Vykroft was standing right here, trying to break through the wall with a shovel. That’s what we were hearing from upstairs. He was right here!”

      “Katie...”

      He was about to tell her it was impossible for Vykroft to have been standing here. She could see it on his face. Even after everything that had happened with the watch, and with her stepping back in time to see the day Anna Vykroft died in that fire, he was still going to try standing here and saying it was impossible.

      “Then how do you explain this?” she demanded.

      She held her hands up for him to see the dirt clinging to her skin, trapped under her fingernails. He looked at them closely, and then turned to look at the broken wall.

      “Huh,” he said out loud. “There’s something...hold on.”

      Taking out his flashlight, he turned the light on to see into the broken area of the wall. Several of the stones were pried out, Katie saw now, and behind it was the rich black soil that she had accidentally pressed her hands into. It figured that she would get turned around in the dark and find herself right back here when all she wanted to do was get out of the basement.

      With all the practice she’d had running away from scary things in her life, she really ought to have a better sense of direction.

      Riley began scooping dirt out of the broken section with his one hand. Katie had to wonder what this would do to the stability of the house but she supposed as long as the rest of the wall was sound then this one break wouldn’t cause too much trouble. What could Boris Vykroft have been looking for here, she wondered?

      With one more scoop of dirt Riley swore very loudly and jumped back from the wall, his flashlight held out like a shield. His face was suddenly very pale.

      Katie followed the direction of his gaze. Behind the wall, in the section that had been broken apart, the withered face of a corpse had been exposed. Cheekbones protruded from cracked, dried skin. The jaw hung open and the inside of the mouth was full of dirt. The nose was gone.

      The eyes were gone.

      The dirt around the body shifted, and a heap of it fell inward, into the basement, and as it did the body moved until that ruined face was looking directly at Katie.
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      Police officers in New Hampshire were very different from the police in her home state back west.

      Katie had first seen that several weeks ago when the New Hampshire State Police had arrived in large numbers at the Inn. That time, they had been here to remove multiple dead bodies collected by a crazy woman.

      This time, they were removing just one dead body from the space behind the wall. Katie counted her blessings for that.

      The body had been carefully dug out of the wall by two troopers in light green jumpsuits, wearing disposable facemasks and heavy rubber gloves for protection. It had taken them over an hour to get here from wherever their headquarters were, with their special equipment and their serious expressions. In their own way, they were scarier than the image of Boris Vykroft breaking up the wall.

      Not that the guests cared. They had all been down in the lobby by the time the fourth patrol car arrived, snapping photographs and asking questions that had been carefully ignored by the officers. They were in a haunted Inn, after all. Another dead body in the basement? That was like opening up the best present in the world.

      They weren’t going to be allowed down here either, in the basement, and when the State Troopers finally went upstairs again the body of Anna Vykroft would be zipped up into that black body bag. Thank God there wouldn’t be any photos of this to hit the internet. The guests would just have to imagine what Riley and Katie were staring at.

      The corpse was laid out, jigsawed together with all of her pieces found. It was definitely a woman, or so the Troopers had said. Something about the shape of the hip bones. Katie was going to take their word for it since there was hardly anything left of her except bones. Bones, and scraps of charred flesh. This woman had been burned.

      Then again, Katie didn’t actually need the forensic explanation to know this was a woman, because she knew exactly who it was.

      In the middle of her rib cage was the melted remains of a gold necklace. It was tarnished, and distorted, but Katie recognized it anyway. The spiral design was still hypnotic, even without being framed between two firm breasts.

      The last time she saw that necklace, it had been around the neck of a woman cutting her wrists in a bathtub.

      A State Trooper who she recognized walked across the basement. He was one of the officers who had been here before, and it took Katie only a moment to remember his name. Leon. Trooper Leon Moresby.

      He gave a nod of greeting to both Katie and Riley, and then a slow sad shake of his head. “We have to stop meeting like this. Glad you folks are trying to make a go of this place but I really hope this is the last of the dead bodies.”

      “From your lips,” Riley told him, “to God’s ears.”

      “Yeah. I thought at first this might be some kind of Halloween prank, considering that’s just a couple of weeks away.” Leon shook his head, square jaw set like an anvil. “I don’t believe in God, Mister Harris. Seen too much on this job. There’s no protection from Heaven, either by God or his priests. If there were, you two wouldn’t have a dead woman stuffed behind your basement wall.”

      Katie wasn’t very religious. She didn’t pray every day or fast for Lent or anything like that. At the same time she had never questioned the existence of God. She had always figured that bad people would always do bad things, but God being there kept them from doing worse.

      It was good to know that if you ever really needed God, you could always turn to people like Reverend Keller for advice and help.

      The Troopers who had removed the remains into the body bag zipped it up now, ready to transport it upstairs.

      “Those remains will go to the crime lab,” Leon told them. “When we know who she might be, we’ll let you know.”

      “I know who it is.” Katie was surprised at how quietly that came out. Every man in the basement turned to look at her. She cleared her throat, and said it again more loudly. “I know who that is.”

      Leon looked down at the closed bag, and then back at Katie. “How? By the look of it that body’s been there for a few decades, and there’s nothing left of the face to speak of. How can you possibly know her?”

      “It was the necklace she was wearing.”

      Leon’s one eyebrow shot up. “You mean that melted hunk of metal on her chest?”

      “Yes. It was a family heirloom, I think. It belonged to Anna Vykroft. She died here in town in 1921.”

      From the corner of her eye she could see the expression on Riley’s face. He wasn’t happy with what she was saying, but he wasn’t arguing with her either.

      “Seriously?” Leon asked her. “You’re talking about the one and only Anna Vykroft, and the fire that burned through the town in 1921? Everybody knows that story. You’re telling me that this is where Anna Vykroft got buried? How does that make any sense at all?”

      Riley cleared his throat. “Welcome to our life.”

      “Well, anyway.” Leon scrubbed a hand over his buzzcut hair. “I’m going to ask my supervisors about bringing in some ground penetrating radar. I know they have the equipment at Dartmouth College. It’s not a usual part of an investigation but I think under the circumstances we need to search every inch of this basement. Make sure somebody else didn’t try to bury their deep dark secrets here. Know what I mean? That is, if you two will agree to it.”

      “Absolutely,” Riley said.

      “Hell yes,” Katie said at the same time.

      “Uh, okay.” Leon managed to sound both relieved and worried at the same time. “I’ll let you know when we have the arrangements set up.”

      They walked behind the officers carrying the body bag between them. There couldn’t be much weight to it, but they took it slowly anyway, careful not to bump the bag against any of the empty shelves or drag it on the stairs on the way up.

      When they got to the main floor, coming out of the basement door and then around the check-in desk, the guests were all waiting with their cameras and cellphones, taking photo after photo to make sure they didn’t miss a second of the excitement.

      This was all fun and games for them. They had no idea what they were really seeing.

      This was just the start. There would be worse to come.
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      Katie had to be back at the Inn for lunch, but for now she had someplace to be.

      It was a good thing that she was with Riley, and not some stud who was good in bed but stupid when it came to anything else. It was debatable whether he was handier around the home or between the sheets, but she was able to leave him in charge of the Inn to watch over things while she was gone.

      If business stayed as good as it had for their opening they would have to consider hiring someone else to help run the place, but for now the two of them were a perfect team.

      That wasn’t likely to change, no matter what, even with dead people buried in their basement or haunted artifacts making them act loopy.

      The box tucked under her arm felt heavier than she knew it was, and it wasn’t just the duct tape she’d wrapped around it about a dozen times, either. It was the knowledge that inside was the watch that had been worn by Boris Vykroft. It was the knowledge of what that watch had done to Riley.

      What were they getting themselves into this time?

      Over on Hudson Street, tucked into the middle of a residential section, was Marlin McCandry’s house. Katie knew the way by foot but she was in a rush so she’d driven here. She parked the car in the driveway and then went around to the back, bypassing the front door altogether. This time of day, Marlin was usually out back in his antiques shop.

      Unless he was at the library, she supposed, reading up on which horses to make bets on. Maybe she should have called ahead.

      From the front, the house was a two-story ranch style with green siding and white trim, and rose bushes around the steps, of all things. The back did not match the front at all. He’d put the back section on specifically to be a shop, and it was more utilitarian than pretty. The vinyl siding was plain gray, and the door leading in was part of a garage-style overhead that could roll up and away for customers to take out large purchases, like the apothecary shelves that she’d purchased from him last week.

      She knocked, and waited.

      “Come on in, then,” she heard him call out to her. “Don’t make me come and open it for you. Extra charge for that.”

      A smile spread across her face in spite of herself. Marlin had a way of making her feel better, even if she thought she might be haunted by a psychotic woman’s ghost.

      She went inside.

      There was furniture everywhere, stacked tightly but in such a way to display the best of each piece. Dressers, bedframes, lamps, coffee tables, and other pieces all politely shared the room, waiting for someone to see them and fall in love. The overhead lights were bright, and the walls were adorned with paintings to brighten the space up. They were all for sale too, of course.

      Further back was a glass counter that locked from behind, where Marlin displayed jewelry and really expensive pieces like coins or documents. He sat there now, watching a small box television set, cheering on some sporting event with a beer in his fist.

      “Well hey there, Katie,” he said when he realized it was her. “Come on in, then. Looking to buy something, are we?”

      “Actually...” She put the box down on the counter. “Remember I wanted you to appraise something for me?”

      “Ayup, I sure do. That it there in the box?”

      “Yes. It’s taped up really good. You know, um, for safe keeping.”

      “Easy enough. Just have to cut it open and then we--come on, you bunch of namby-pamby bastards, score! Score!”

      Katie rocked back a step, thinking that he was talking to her at first, before she realized it was the game on his old television that had gotten him all worked up.

      “You have a bet on this game, Marlin?”

      “Ayup. One more play like that, and I’ll be out...oh, let’s just say it’ll take me a bit to make up what I lose. So. Let’s see this thing you need me to look at.”

      She slid the box over to him. He picked it up, and turned it around in his hands, then looked back at her. “You’re going to make me ask, are you? Or is it a surprise?”

      “It’s a watch.” That was all she wanted to tell him for now. She wanted him to make his own opinion, and tell her what he thought, without her tainting his information with stories of ghosts and possession.

      “Hmm. I like jewelry. Some of my best sellers.” From somewhere behind the counter he took out a red Swiss army knife and extended one of the blades. “Let’s cut through all this tape and see what we can see.”

      It took him a minute or so to saw through the layers of duct tape, and then he opened the box and let the lid just hang open as he looked inside.

      “Well, my my my.” He wiggled his fingers like she’d just showed him the Hope Diamond or something. “This is a beautiful piece. Oh my, it certainly is.”

      Gingerly, with both hands, he lifted the watch out by the straps. Holding it up to his eyes he scrutinized the face, and ran a finger over the dial. He nodded, obviously liking what he was seeing.

      “This is really amazing. Early twentieth century. Great condition. Where on God’s green Earth did you find this?”

      Around the wrist of a psychopath channeling a witch’s ghost. That was the truthful answer. Somehow, Katie doubted that Marlin would be willing to let her in the shop after she said that, though.

      So she lied.

      “It was part of an estate sale that I bought. So, um, what do you think of it?”

      “Valuable. Worth a pretty penny, sure enough. I don’t suppose that you’d let me make an offer, right here and right--"

      He turned the watch over, and stopped. She watched him mouth the words inscribed on the back.

      Then he dropped the watch like it had bit him. It dropped into the box with a soft little thump and Marlin sat there, staring at it. He wiped his hands on the front of his sweatshirt again and again. “You need to get that out of here. Take it with you, please. I need to, uh, close up. Yes. I need to close up. Big day, lots to do. Sure enough. Lots to do.”

      She wasn’t expecting that. “Marlin? What’s wrong?”

      He pushed the box over to her side of the glass countertop. “I know where that watch came from, Katie. Funny, how you were asking me about Anna and Boris Vykroft in the library, and now you’ve got that watch right there for me to look at.”

      “You know where this came from? It’s from Boris Vykroft?”

      He nodded. “Ayup.”

      Katie couldn’t believe it. She’d known where it came from because she’d seen it in her vision. “How do you know?” she asked him. “It doesn’t have either Anna’s or Boris’s name on it.”

      “It’s part of the story, it is. The jeweler who made that for Anna talked to the newspaper about it after the fire. Said she was very insistent that it be made this way. Their hatred for each other was legendary. All part of the story.”

      He scratched at the side of his neck with a beefy finger. “Don’t want that around me, Katie. Happy to have you here but...not that thing.”

      Very carefully, Katie closed the top of the box. She picked it up and put it under her arm again, a lot less comfortable with it there now that the tape had been cut off.

      “Thanks, Marlin, I guess.” She shrugged, because what else could she do. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, maybe?”

      Halfway to the door, he called to her again.

      “Katie, you should get rid of that thing. It won’t bring you anything but trouble. Stuff like that, it’s always bad. Sure enough.”

      She had to agree with him, but she had a feeling that it wasn’t the watch that was going to bring them trouble.
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      Lunch was a noisy hour of talk about ghosts.

      The guests traded stories of when they were in other haunted houses, hearing creaky floorboards and feeling cold spots, and all the other crap that Katie had seen on every ghost hunters show she’d ever watched. She smiled at them when they asked questions, and politely told them that she had no idea what the police were going to find out, and made sure to spend most of her time in the kitchen so no one would be able to ask her something she wasn’t ready to answer.

      She noticed that Victor didn’t say anything about the ghost of his dead sister. Katie didn’t bring it up either. She could only imagine how personal that must have been for him.

      Right after the dishes were cleared away, she and Riley went outside. They gave an excuse of wanting to check around the foundation for damage, but really they just wanted some space so they could talk without being pestered by grown men and women who were acting more like teenagers watching The Exorcist for the first time.

      “What are we going to do about those guys?” Katie asked when they were outside, at the back of the Inn. “You know they’re in there with all of their cameras and sound equipment and whatever else they brought with them, right? They’re searching every inch of the Inn looking for a spectral event.”

      Riley raised an eyebrow. “A what, now?”

      Katie laughed at how ludicrous that sounded. “That’s what one of them called it. Not Jason, it was one of the others. A spectral event.”

      Riley put his arm around her. “That sounds like some sort of Halloween party, doesn’t it?”

      “Well, that’s coming up at the end of the month, so.”

      “Yeah, it is, and I think we should do something for the guests who book us that day. You know. A spectral event.”

      Katie shoved him playfully, but he actually might be on to something. That sort of gimmick was just what places like the Heritage Inn needed to stand out. She’d have to give it some thought.

      Wow, there was so much more involved with this than she realized. She wanted to give this place a year, until she felt comfortable with every aspect of Innkeeping, but then she was definitely going to hire someone competent to take over for her.

      That is, if the ghosts hadn’t destroyed the place first.

      “So, how bad do you think the hole in the wall is?” she asked Riley. “We can’t really see anything from out here.”

      “I know. The basement walls basically come up to ground level and stop. I didn’t think we’d see anything out here anyway. I just figured you needed some time away from everything.”

      She hugged him, and then wrapped her arm around his. “You know me so well.”

      “As far as the hole down in the basement, well. That’s pretty bad.” He pursed his lips as he thought about it. “I mean, the Inn isn’t in any danger. We could remove a section like that and extend the basement out, if we wanted, no problem. The danger is if the break gets any bigger. If that happens, then we’ll have problems.”

      “But you won’t let that happen, right?”

      “Well, I’ll try, but I’m worried our ghosts might have other ideas.”

      She actually felt him shiver when he said it. That’s how she knew that he was more scared than he was letting on. The whole thing with the watch had rattled him. Of course, being the big tough guy that he was, he couldn’t let on that he felt that way.

      “I’m all right,” he said, seeing how she was looking at him. “I just wish there was something we could do to keep the ghosts out.”

      “Like a no trespassing sign?” she joked, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Yeah,” he said after a minute. “Something like that.”

      “Sorry you came out here with me?”

      His answer was a firm kiss on her lips. “No. Never.”

      She was insanely glad to hear that. Neither of them had bargained for any of this when they had decided to take on this project. Riley could easily have said to her that her life was too dangerous for him to stick around. Or too exciting, depending on your definition.

      She never wanted to lose him. Not for anything. She had to admit, though, her life had become crazy to the power of ten when she purchased the Heritage Inn. She wouldn’t have blamed him if he decided it was time to bail.

      “Hey,” he said, demonstrating that crazy ability of his to know what she was thinking. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying right here, and seeing this through to the end. With you.”

      “Which pretty much makes you the best man in the world.”

      “Yes. Yes it does.”

      She laughed at him, and drew him back in for another kiss. They had so much to do today, still, and only some of it involved the ghosts in the basement. They had to collect all the linens from the rooms and get it over to the laundromat. They had to do a shopping list. Riley was going to have to come up with a plan to fix that hole, even if he thought it was going to be all right for now. Then, they would still have the ghosts to think about.

      Which reminded her.

      “Did you lock the basement?” she asked him.

      “Yes,” he said. “I think. I’m pretty sure. I’ll check.”
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      Katie wondered if she would ever have a decent night’s sleep in the Heritage Inn. Ever.

      She was exhausted. The day had grown longer and longer and she still wasn’t sure how much actual sleep she had gotten last night. Somehow she doubted that, all told, it hadn’t been any longer than two hours before the ghost of Boris Vykroft had woken her up with his banging.

      She was having the same problem tonight. Even after working herself to the bone today to keep her mind off the ghosts, and even with Riley’s strong arms around her, and the nice soft comforter tucked up to her chin, and her eyelids constantly drooping closed, she couldn’t sleep. Her brain was running a mile a minute and splitting off into a thousand different directions all at once.

      Boris Vykroft’s ghost had been digging into that wall on purpose. In fact, his ghost had been making enough noise to wake her and Riley from a dead sleep. It struck her as strange that a ghost would draw that much attention to itself. It was almost like Boris wanted them in that basement, to find Anna’s body.

      Why? Guilt, maybe. After all, he’d killed his wife. Maybe he wanted to make up for it by giving her a proper burial.

      Katie gently slid herself out from under Riley’s arm so she could turn over onto her back. The pillow had gone flat under her head and she turned it around, shifted positions again, and then lay there with her eyes open as the minutes slid by.

      The biggest question in all of this was the one that scared her the most. How did Anna’s body end up buried under her Inn? She had watched as the woman burned to death. It had been the most grotesque thing she had ever seen and she wanted nothing more than to rip the image from her brain but she knew for a fact that Anna had died on the other side of town, decades ago, in a fire that had destroyed a large part of Twilight Ridge.

      Why was her corpse buried here?

      Katie snuggled up against Riley’s side again. She was suddenly cold despite the warm night outside, and she wanted his body heat. She wanted to feel safe and protected. Not for the first time, she was so very glad that he had decided to stay with her and make a go of this place.

      What would she do without him?

      Pulling herself in closer, she kissed his bare shoulder. He murmured in his sleep. She kissed him again, longer and wetter, playfully licking at his skin. When his arm moved sleepily around her waist to pull her closer, she smiled. Yes. This was exactly what she needed. She needed the comfort that her man could give her.

      Who needed sleep, when they were in bed with a man like this?

      They had both been exhausted when they came to bed. Riley was in his pajama pants but Katie had dropped into bed in just her panties and bra, too tired to find a nightgown. Now she was glad she had because she could feel the tingle of his tight abs against her belly as she slid over him, legs straddling his waist, her hands playfully caressing his strong arms and shoulders and chest.

      And...other things.

      He smiled in his sleep, and his hands came to rest on her hips, right at the line of her undies, and she gasped in a breath as heat poured through her from his touch.

      Leaning in, she dragged her tongue across his chest, tasting him and letting it drive her insane. She rocked her hips over his, pressing in, feeling his reaction to what she was doing even though he wasn’t fully awake yet.

      Katie kissed his neck, and the rim of his ear, and she finally felt him waking up when she--

      CLANG.

      She slumped against Riley, just holding onto him while he started snoring softly again and she strained her ears to listen, hoping the noise would just go away.

      “Please, God,” she whispered, “make it stop so I can go back to blowing my boyfriend’s mind.”

      Either God wasn’t listening, or Katie was becoming the butt of some cosmic joke, because the tapping sound came again, and again. Just like it had last night when she and Riley had gone downstairs to find a ghost breaking through their wall to expose a dead woman’s grave.

      Angrily, she pushed herself out of bed and went to her dresser to pull on jeans and an oversized sweater. She stuffed her feet into her shoes and grabbed both flashlights off the side table where they’d left them for easy access.

      Before she left the room she turned back to Riley. She really should wake him up. Just the thought of going down into the basement again was making her heart race, and not in the good way like it had been a minute ago.

      Finally she pressed her lips together tightly and decided to let him stay in bed. At least one of them should get some sleep tonight. Besides. Anna’s body was gone. There was no reason for Boris to be here anymore. This time, it had to actually be the pipes.

      It was a convincing lie she told herself. At the back of her mind Katie kept telling herself that she couldn’t be scared of every sound the Inn made a noise. This place belonged to her. She had to be able to take control of it, and not let it control her.

      Before she left she remembered to grab the ring of keys so she could unlock the basement door.

      The Inn was always so silent at night. She was quiet as she could be on the way downstairs. Maybe she’d just lucked out with her first guests. Maybe the next time she’d be playing host to a bunch of rowdy tourists who wanted to stay up all night and party and trash their rooms. Until that happened, she was going to count her blessings.

      As she came around the check-in desk Katie shifted one flashlight to the crook of her arm and fumbled through the keys on the ring until she found the small silver-colored one that would open the deadbolt.

      Only, the deadbolt was already unlocked, and the door was already open.

      Katie stared at it. Did she lock it before they went to bed? Well, no, she supposed she hadn’t locked it last night but they’d locked it up after the State Police were finished down there yesterday. It was locked. She knew it was locked.

      At least, she thought it had been locked.

      Putting the keys back in her pocket, she turned on both flashlights, one in each hand, holding them gangster style. The lights were on down there, and it was bright in the basement, but she remembered what had happened last time. She wasn’t going to take any chances.

      Ka-chank.

      It was the same sort of sound from before. The same noise of something metal banging on stone. It couldn’t be. Damn it, this couldn’t be happening a second time.

      She took a single step down the stairs.

      The sound of whispering came to her, echoing around the basement. She could only hear fragments, broken words that had no meaning but kept repeating over themselves.

      She took another step.

      When she was low enough on the stairs, she took a deep breath, and held it, and forced herself to find the courage to duck under the ceiling and look around the basement, her flashlights spearing everywhere.

      There was motion over by the wall, where stone and dirt were still piled from the excavation of Anna’s grave.

      Someone--something--stood there, talking in a low, hushed voice.

      Katie took another step...

      She stumbled as her foot hit the edge of a riser the wrong way and then she was dropping down the last few stairs to the bottom and barely catching her balance on a set of shelves before she fell flat on her face. Both of her flashlights dropped. She heard the sound of glass breaking and one of them went dark.

      The figure she had seen over at the wall moved. It whirled toward her, and then it was racing across the space between, around the empty shelves, heading right for her.

      Katie tensed, ready to spring up the stairs again.

      Then it was on her. It was a man. Someone she recognized.

      “Katie, are you all right?”

      Jason Maldeeves. Her guest looked sheepish about being caught here in the basement.

      With a heavy sigh, Katie sat down on the bottom steps, and let herself breathe. Not a ghost. Just a man obsessed with them.

      There, she told herself. You were worried about nothing.

      Still, her heart didn’t stop hammering in her chest until several minutes later.
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      Katie spent the next fifteen minutes reading Jason the riot act for being down here, when he knew this part of the Inn was off limits.

      He apologized over and over, explaining that he had only wanted to see where the body had been buried, and hopefully catch a glimpse of a ghost, and he hadn’t meant to be so noisy but he’d accidentally knocked over some things and he might have broken something and if she just wanted to add that to his bill he’d be happy to pay for it.

      Finally, she had to hold up a hand to tell him to be quiet because she just couldn’t take it anymore. “How did you even get down here?” she asked.

      “Um. The door was unlocked.”

      Katie shook her head. Of all the luck.

      “Yeah, well anyway,” Jason continued, “there was all that excitement yesterday. I mean, a real dead body in the Inn! This is exactly what I was hoping for and I just wanted to see where it all happened. I told you people would pay for just a glimpse of this place down here.”

      “And I told you to stay out.”

      “I know, but I couldn’t sleep, and I was taking a walk around the Inn and I just tried the door for the fun of it and it opened so...well. You know the rest.”

      So that was it, then. Even with Riley promising to make sure the deadbolt was in place they must have forgotten to lock the door after all. Katie was going to have to put little sticky notes on the front desk to remind her to check it every night. “Jason, I don’t want the guests down here. I don’t want anyone down here. I don’t care if you’re looking for ghosts, or if you’re willing to pay. It’s a safety issue for the Inn, okay? I don’t need my insurance rates going up.”

      He looked around the basement, scratching at the back of his head. “There’s not much of anything down here. It’s not like it’s a safety hazard or anything.”

      “Jason, there’s a giant hole in the wall! Now, Riley and I have a contractor coming tomorrow to look at it and give us a second opinion, but Riley does this for a living. It’s fine for now but he’s pretty sure that section could get worse if it isn’t repaired properly. And you’re down here poking around in it? Damn it. We’re just lucky the code enforcement officer hasn’t condemned the building yet.”

      “Oh,” he said, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “I guess I didn’t look at it that way.”

      “That’s because you’re the guest, and I’m the one who runs the Inn. So. Here’s what we’re going to do. If I find you down here again, your stay with us is going to be over and you won’t be welcome back here ever again. Okay?”

      His face screwed up into a frown. “You don’t have to be mean about it. I said I was sorry.”

      He stomped up the stairs without looking back. Katie sighed when he was gone, leaning back on her elbows against the stairs where she sat. Flipping houses had never been this hard. You hired someone else to fix up the building, maybe pay a landscaper to tidy up the lawn, and then you listed the house for sale. You didn’t have to deal with people actually living in the houses. You just collected the check.

      Here you had to deal with people who needed to be fed, and given clean sheets every other day, and who ignored you when you said hey, don’t go down into that basement where the ghosts of all those dead people are just waiting to eat your face off.

      Katie laughed at herself over that last one. In all of her experience with haunted houses she had never once had a ghost eat her face. Or any part of her, for that matter. Then again, that didn’t mean that it wouldn’t ever happen.

      Where were all the ghosts, anyway? There had been all of these people murdered here in this Inn, and for a few days their ghosts were popping up everywhere, crying in the hallways or just floating through the bathroom wall when she was trying to take a shower, oblivious to anything except their own death. Since then, they’d all disappeared. Except for Boris.

      And Boris didn’t even die here.

      He shouldn’t be haunting the Heritage Inn.

      His wife, on the other hand, had burned to death after having an argument with Boris, and sometime after that her body had been brought here to be buried. If there was a ghost in all of creation who deserve to be haunting this Inn, it was the ghost of Anna Vykroft.

      Katie shook her head, and stood up, going to retrieve her two flashlights. One of them had definitely broken. She clicked the switch on it over and over with nothing happening. The other one worked fine, thank God. Not that she needed it now. No ghosts.

      She switched it off.

      Around her, the basement went dark.

      In a panic she flicked the flashlight back on.

      The door at the top of the stairs closed. The basement was plunged into complete darkness. The cone of light from the Maglite in her hand was the only light.

      She turned the flashlight over to where the fuse box hung on the wall. She should go check it. She should go throw the switch to get the lights back on.

      Her feet wouldn’t move in that direction. It was dark, and in the dark she knew there would be things waiting for her.

      “Stop it,” she told herself, although her words had no force behind them. “You’re being ridiculous. The ghosts are gone again. There’s nothing here.”

      She turned the flashlight away from the fuse box. No matter what she told herself, resetting the fuse was going to wait until morning.

      Her light played a slow arc around the room.

      It panned across a woman in a puffy black dress, walking slowly across the basement floor. Katie froze, and turned the light back. The woman was still there. She had a hawkish nose, and mousy brown hair pulled back tight from her scalp.

      Anna Vykroft.

      She turned, and looked at Katie with eyes that were empty, hollow pits in her skull.

      “Dead,” the ghost said. “I am dead. Boris left me to die in that fire. He wouldn’t let me rest, oh no, there was no rest for Anna Vykroft! He stole my body from where it had been taken, ready for burial, and he brought me here to this place where five dollar whores turned their tricks.”

      She lifted a hand, eerily translucent in the Maglite’s glow. “He buried me behind those cold stones one night. He always came here. He never came to our marriage bed anymore. Always here, where women let him do whatever he wanted to them. This was where all our money went.”

      Katie’s blood went cold. Anna knew about her husband coming here to sleep with prostitutes. In an odd sort of way, it explained why Boris would bury her here. In his grief over letting her die, he would want to keep her close. So while he was upstairs screwing whatever woman caught his fancy, his dead wife would be down here, listening and watching.

      “I hate him!” Anna shouted. “I’ve always hated him!”

      Fire burst from the holes where her eyes should be. It licked at her creamy white face, streaming through her hair, until all of her was on fire.

      “He did this to me, and I will never forgive him! He will burn like I did! Everyone will burn! Burn, burn, BURN!”

      She turned to the wall where she’d been buried. In a ghostly, quiet fireball she moved toward that spot, closer and closer.

      “I can’t rest. I can never rest. I hate him...I hate him!”

      With a scream that set Katie’s teeth on edge she whooshed into the wall, the flames and her ruined body disappearing like they had never been there.

      Katie kept the flashlight pointed at that spot, terrified that she would come back.
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      That was where Riley found her the next morning.

      She was in tears when she fell into his arms, so tired that her muscles were cramping and so scared that she couldn’t form a complete sentence even though all the words tried to rush out of her at once.

      He held her, and calmed her with his soft voice, and told her not to worry about saying anything until she was ready. She clung to his shirt, and breathed in his scent, and tried to let him convince her that it was going to be all right.

      She knew better.

      With a long breath, she finally put together a single thought. “I saw Anna’s ghost.”

      She felt him stiffen around her. “You saw...Anna’s ghost? Boris’s wife? The woman we dug out of the wall?”

      Katie nodded. “She was right here. She’s been here this whole time, I think, and digging up her body has disturbed her grave and now she won’t ever go away again. She’s stuck here, Riley, just like all those other ghosts are stuck here and I don’t know what to do about it.”

      “Other ghosts?”

      “Yes, other ghosts!” Panic was starting to overwhelm her again. “Don’t you get it? All those ghosts we saw when we first moved in are still here. I don’t know what happened but something stirred them up. Yesterday, it was Boris Vykroft. Today it’s Anna. God alone knows who it will be tomorrow but they’re all still here. Right here!”

      “Shh. Hey, it’s okay.” He was trying to sound soothing again, but she could hear the worry in his voice, too. “We’ll figure this out. One ghost at a time, if we have to.”

      “Oh really? Really? What are we going to do, Riley? Huh? We need to get rid of them. Somehow. They need to go, or we do. It’s as simple as that.”

      Riley held her tight. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

      She felt him looking around the room, like he might see the ghosts popping out of the corner. Katie just wanted to be out of here. There was no telling what Anna’s ghost might do next, or when.

      “I think I might have an idea,” Riley told her.

      She leaned back far enough to look up into his eyes. “What idea?”

      Instead of answering he shook his head. “Not here. Not down here where...someone might be watching.”

      They both knew who he was talking about. She nodded, and let him walk her back upstairs. Dear God, she was tired.

      “Oh, wait,” she said. “We have to make breakfast for everyone.”

      “Not today,” he told her. “I let everyone know they were on their own for this morning. That should give the Good Eats Diner a little extra business, and give us a little time alone. I want to talk to you about our ghosts.”

      “I just want to go to bed. That’s what I want to do.”

      “Ghosts first, sleep second.”

      She managed a little laugh for him. “Spoilsport.”

      They made sure to lock the door behind them this time. Katie put the keys into her pocket. She could just drop them on her dresser for now...

      When she realized he was bringing her outside instead of upstairs she tried to tug her hand out of his grip. “Riley, I’m still in the clothes I threw on last night. I haven’t even showered!”

      “You look amazing,” he promised. “Besides, where we’re going no one’s going to care if you’ve brushed your hair yet.”

      “Wait. What?”

      He smiled at her with that smile he did so well, and took them both out the front door. Katie noticed Jason Maldeeves standing off to the side in the little television common room, looking very embarrassed as he talked to one of the other guests. However red his face might be, Katie noticed him showing off a string of pictures on his cellphone. No doubt they were the ones he’d taken when he’d snuck downstairs.

      Her Inn was going to be famous, apparently, whether she wanted it to be or not.

      “Riley, seriously. Where are we going?”

      “We need help with our ghost problem.”

      “Well, sure.” She was confused. Obviously, they both agreed on that, but how exactly was an early morning stroll around town going to help with that? “The ghosts are back there, if you remember. In the Inn.”

      Ha. In the Inn. Her overly tired brain thought that was very funny.

      Riley’s eyes had glazed over with the memory of what they had seen in the basement. “I know the ghosts are back there. How could I forget? Look, I think we’re in over our head here. The Inn...it’s like some sort of magnet for the dead.”

      “What?” In spite of everything that she’d seen and heard there herself, she found that hard to swallow. “So you think our Inn is what, some sort of vortex for evil or something? Like in the original Poltergeist?”

      He grimaced and did not laugh with her. “At this point I wouldn’t be a bit surprised to find a Native American burial ground under our basement floor. Would you?”

      She didn’t answer, but she didn’t argue either because, yes, she could picture that happening.

      “Anyway,” he said. “That’s not what I mean. There’s been so much death at the Inn, and it’s left all this negative energy there. All these ghosts. We don’t even know the entire history of the Inn. A few days ago you found out it was a whorehouse.”

      “Brothel,” she corrected him. “I prefer brothel.”

      “Whatever. No matter what you call it, there’s stuff that happened at that place that we don’t know about. As a result, we’re haunted by angry, restless spirits.”

      “I know all this, Riley.” She smiled at one of her neighbors as they passed each other on the sidewalk, self-consciously combing her hair with her fingers and hoping that no one was listening in on their conversation. “I think maybe some of them just need a helping hand to leave, you know? Like, they’re harmless, but still there. But then there’s others...”

      “Like Anna Vykroft,” he said, saying the name out loud for her. “She and her husband are going to cause problems. I can feel it.”

      “I know. I was hoping that after we removed Anna’s bones from the wall that she would find rest, and that Boris would be able to get over his guilt in the afterlife and both of them could move on.”

      “Is that how it works?”

      They stopped at the further end of Main Street. Katie chewed over his question in her mind. Was it ever that easy with ghosts? “I don’t know. I mean, in other haunted houses it was always a matter of finding out what the ghost wanted and then basically asking them to move on.”

      “Really?” He took her hand in his, both of them needing the comfort of the other’s touch. “Because I seem to remember you telling me about your friend, and a Ouija board, and a priest sprinkling holy water around an attic.”

      “Well, yeah, sure...but that was a very dangerous case.”

      “Isn’t that what we have now?” he asked her.

      Katie wanted to argue, but she remembered the way those flames had poured out of Anna’s eyes, and she remembered the hatred that woman held for her husband. She did not want an entity like that residing at her Inn. Not for one more day, not for one more hour.

      He saw the look in her eyes, and he didn’t have to ask. He knew she agreed. “I don’t think it’s ever going to end for us, until we make it stop.”

      He turned her around, showing her where they had stopped. The Grace Community Church.

      “What we need,” he told her, “is an exorcism.”
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      “Hello, you two.”

      Once they were inside, Reverend Keller greeted them warmly from the front of the church, where he was draping a white cloth over the altar. “Don’t mind me, I just came back from Herman’s laundromat. I wanted to put this out before I forgot. I believe God’s altar should not be adorned with any religious icons, but that doesn’t mean it can’t look nice.”

      Katie had been in the church only a couple of times before but she knew that Brent Keller took his idea of an unadorned church seriously. There were no statues of Jesus, or Mary, or anyone for that matter. The windows were stained glass but without the scenes of angels in the clouds or other religious symbolism that she was used to seeing in other churches. In fact, the only symbol that he had anywhere was a cross suspended from wires on the wall behind the altar, made from rough cut two-by-fours nailed together.

      As if she’d asked him about it, Brent said, “I believe the symbolism of religion is what turns people off. If a statue of Jesus has skin that is too light, for instance, people become offended because he doesn’t look more Middle Eastern, like he historically should. Then they stop coming because they’re mad at the symbol. I want people to be able to focus on God when they’re here.”

      She had to admit that made sense, in a way. Katie much preferred to keep her moments with God private. She had never seen a reason to come to a public place like a church and pray with other people. She didn’t have anything against the people who did pray that way. It just wasn’t for her.

      “So,” Brent said to them, finishing with the cloth for the altar and stepping around to meet them at the double row of high-backed pews. “What can I help you with?”

      He motioned them to the front pew, and Katie sat down next to Riley. Brent joined them. He seemed a lot more accustomed to the hard wooden seat than Katie’s backside. It was seriously uncomfortable.

      “Well,” Riley said to him. “It’s kind of hard to explain.”

      Katie seconded that.

      Brent crossed his legs and draped his hand over his knee, the very image of patience. “I’ve got time. You made an appointment, so I made sure to clear my schedule just in case.”

      Katie gave Riley a look. “You made an appointment?”

      “Well, yeah,” he shrugged. “I wanted to make sure he had time to meet with us. This isn’t going to be a quick story or anything.”

      Hearing that, the Reverend’s eyebrow went up. “Well. Now I have to say I’m intrigued. Are you two having trouble? I can give you advice, but it’s not really my field of expertise. I never got around to marrying, you see. But, I know an excellent marriage counselor over in Concord. I can put in a call, if you like.”

      “What?” Riley quickly waved that idea away. “No, it isn’t like that. Katie and aren’t having any problems like that.”

      “Well, I’m glad to hear that. So. You’re looking to get married then?”

      “No,” Riley said quickly.

      Katie turned away so he wouldn’t see her expression. He didn’t have to be all that deadest against it.

      “Um. Okay,” Riley said now, trying to change the subject back to the reason they were here in the first place. “You heard about the State Police being at the Inn yesterday, right?”

      Brent nodded. “How could I not? You’re the talk of the town, sad to say. Especially after that mess with Maggie Harper leaving all those poor dead souls in the basement to rot. Now another one?”

      “This one was a little older,” Katie told him. “She died in 1921.”

      “Oh? Well. I’m not sure that makes it any better.”

      “Us either,” Riley agreed.

      “All right. Well.” Brent scratched at the side of his cheek thoughtfully. “Were the two of you looking for me to cleanse the Inn? Because I have to tell you, that’s more of a Catholic thing. I can bless the property, if you like.”

      Katie cleared her throat. She hoped this didn’t make them look like a couple of crazies. “Reverend Keller, the problem is that we have ghosts haunting the Inn. Violent ghosts. What we want...what we need, I mean, is someone to get rid of them.”

      His eyes got wider and wider. “Oh. I see.”

      Riley held onto Katie’s hand tighter. “We wouldn’t ask, except we’ve both seen what angry ghosts can do. We need Boris and Anna’s ghosts gone from the Heritage Inn.”

      “Boris and Anna...?” Brent started to ask them.

      Then the light came on behind his eyes, and his mouth formed this perfect little O.

      “You mean,” he said, slowly getting the words out, “Anna and Boris Vykroft? The ones who started the fire back in 1921 that burned all those people to death?”

      Huh, Katie thought to herself. Apparently, everyone around here did know that story.

      “Yes,” Riley answered. “Those same two ghosts. We don’t understand how, but somehow Anna’s body was buried behind the wall in our basement. We’ve seen them both down there, and we know that if we don’t find some way to remove them things are going to get much worse.”

      The Reverend eyed them both in turn. “What you’re asking for is an exorcism.”

      “Exactly,” Katie said. “We know that might not be something you usually do, but we need your help. We can’t just leave the ghosts there.”

      “I see. And you’ve both seen these ghosts?”

      “Yes,” Riley said, but then corrected himself. “Well, actually Katie’s the one who saw them. It was how we found the body of Anna Vykroft in the first place. You see, Boris buried her there, like we said, and we think that he feels guilty about that and now his spirit can’t rest and of course with Anna buried in a wall and I can only imagine how upset that would make a soul feel--"

      Brent held up a hand for them to stop. “Let’s try this. Why don’t you start from the beginning?”

      “All right.” Riley took a breath, and began. “The first thing you need to know is that the first women who settled here in Twilight Ridge were witches.”

      They took turns telling the story. Katie started, giving Brent a brief history of the haunted houses she’d been in, and the spirits that she had encountered in each. They talked about the haunting of her own mother’s house, and how that had brought her and Riley together. It was a very long, rambling discussion of the afterlife and death and the things that didn’t always stay in the shadows.

      Katie built up to talking about the fire in 1921, and the death of Anna Vykroft, and how after the fire Boris must have stolen Anna’s body from the hospital and brought it to the Inn.

      “At the time,” she said, “the Heritage Inn was a...um, place where prostitutes lived and worked.”

      “A whorehouse,” Brent clarified.

      That word coming out of a pastor’s mouth surprised her. “Um. Well, I prefer brothel but, yes. Apparently, Boris Vykroft came there quite a bit. So I’m sure no one would have thought anything of him bringing in a large bag and taking it downstairs.”

      “With his wife’s remains in it,” Riley added. “Whatever was left of her, he buried it behind the stones in the wall and then sealed her up again.”

      “Yeah, I got it,” Brent said to them, closing his eyes and swallowing like he’d just tasted something disgusting. “Look, I know you believe everything you’re saying, but you have to admit it’s a bit too fantastic for someone to believe just off the cuff like this. It reads like a Stephen King novel.”

      “But, why is it so hard to believe?” Riley asked him. “You’re a man of God. You believe in Heaven and the Devil and the immortal soul, right? All that stuff? Aren’t ghosts just the souls of the dead that haven’t moved on to Heaven?”

      “Well, that’s a matter for debate, actually. Listen, the Devil, God, Heaven and Hell...that’s all well and good. I mean, sure. Any pastor worth his salt has to believe in all of that. The Devil is real. God is real. But ghosts? I think you’re really stretching the boundary of what anyone will believe.”

      “It’s all true,” Katie protested.

      “So you say.”

      Katie’s heart sank. She didn’t want to tell anyone about this in the first place, but now that she had exposed this part of her life to the one person who should understand, she was being shot down.

      What were they supposed to do now?

      After a brief, awkward silence, Brent shuffled on the seat and gestured helplessly with his hands. “Let me tell you a story. This isn’t something I like to talk about but since you’ve been so honest with me about your own fears, I want to explain to you where I’m coming from. Why I’m reluctant to believe this story of ghosts.”

      “It’s not a story,” Katie insisted.

      “I know you believe that.” He shrugged. “Let me tell you what I believe...”
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      “I wasn’t always a, uh, man of the cloth as you put it.” He nodded to himself, as if confirming what he’d just said. “Once I was just a regular guy, working shift work at a lumberyard in Massachusetts. I had a girlfriend, and a place of my own, and this sweet cherry red Mustang. I used to baby that car. Wax every Sunday. Regular tune-ups. I spent more time with that car than I did with actual people.”

      He laughed as he said it. Apparently, there was a humor in that statement that Katie had missed.

      “So anyway,” he continued. “Everything was going great in my life, you know? I had everything just the way I wanted it. No responsibilities. Nothing to tie me down. I was free, and I was fierce, and I didn’t really need anyone. Not even my girlfriend. Not even God.”

      Katie had trouble picturing Brent like that. Ever since she had known him, he seemed like a decent man intent on giving everything he had to his community. Granted, she hadn’t known him for long, but thinking of him having this other side was hard to accept. Recently she had started to believe he had secrets, but then what man didn’t? Maybe his secrets were a little darker than she realized.

      Something told her she was about to find out.

      “I drove the same route home from work every night. Every single night, three miles down, right turn, another four miles through farm country, another right turn...well. You get the idea.”

      He took a deep breath. Before he could continue, he looked up to the cross for strength. “I had started going to a local bar after work for a few drinks with the guys. Just a few, and sure I was maybe a little tipsy sometimes but I always made it home just fine. Always. Until...there was one night when I didn’t.”

      “What do you mean?” Riley asked.

      “It wasn’t my fault,” Brent answered quickly. “I was on that same route, driving it just like always, and sure I had a few drinks but it wasn’t my fault. The kid ran right out in front of my car and there was no time for me to stop.”

      Katie found herself staring at him. She couldn’t help it. He’d just admitted to running a kid down with his car. That was terrible enough, but what was worse was how Katie could tell that he wasn’t taking responsibility for what he’d done. Not really. Everything he said was an excuse.

      He wasn’t that drunk. The kid ran out in front of him. No time to stop.

      Just excuses.

      “Anyway.” He snuffed a shaky breath, and rubbed at his temple like he was trying to soothe a headache. “I drove home and reported it right away, and the police came, and they investigated everything but by then I’d downed another half bottle of whiskey to calm my nerves. They couldn’t prove I’d been drinking before the accident. They couldn’t charge me with anything.”

      Riley squeezed her hand. He was thinking the same thing that she was. He might not have been arrested for anything, but he was certainly guilty of a lot.

      The Reverend stood up, pacing between the pews and the altar, back and forth. “I’ve thought about that boy lots of times since then. Never once, in all that time, have I ever seen his ghost.”

      Katie blinked at him. “That’s why you don’t believe in ghosts? Because that child’s ghost never came to visit you?”

      “Of course. I waited, every day, for him to show up and point out my flaws, or haunt me with an accusing stare, or anything. He didn’t. It wasn’t my fault, but I still watched for him around every corner. I never even found out his name. Where’s his ghost? Nowhere. It never happened. It changed my life, though. That was the turning point. I became a pastor and turned my life around and dedicated myself to helping people. Even so, that little boy lost his life that day.

      Katie found, in that moment, that she didn’t like Brent Keller very much. He might be a long way from that man who cherished his Mustang  and who had killed the little boy, but in a lot of ways, he was still the same.

      Katie stood up now, too. “I don’t care if you believe us. There are ghosts in our Inn. If you aren’t going to help us then we’re wasting our time. Let’s go, Riley.”

      “Now, hold on a minute. Just let me explain.”

      “No, Reverend, I don’t have time for another story.”

      “Katie, just hear me out.”

      “No, if you aren’t going to help--"

      “Bring me back to the Inn. I want to see for myself.”

      That stopped her before she could storm out of the church. “What did you say?”

      The Reverend chuckled. “I said, bring me back to the Inn. Show me these ghosts. Prove it to me. I’m willing to admit there are things I don’t understand, and things I don’t know. No one is perfect except God. So show me.”

      Riley reached out to shake Brent’s hand. “That’s the best offer we’ve had all week.”

      “All right then. Should we drive, or walk?”
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      “I love what you’ve done with the place,” Brent said after a moment of looking around the front room. “Didn’t there used to be a wall there?”

      “Yes,” Riley told him. “It wasn’t loadbearing, and taking it out really opened up the space. Glad you like it. That’s not what we wanted you to see, though.”

      “Right, right. The basement.” He still sounded skeptical, but he had agreed to come here with them, and that was all that Katie cared about right now. “Well. Lead on.”

      The guests, including the very nosey Jason Maldeeves, weren’t around and Katie once again thanked God for small favors. If photographs of a broken wall in an empty basement got them off, then she could only imagine the fits of sexual ecstasy they would fall into if they saw the local pastor going down into the basement to investigate the ghosts of Heritage Inn.

      Riley handed Katie the only working flashlight. When he saw it, Brent lifted an eyebrow in an unspoken question.

      “It’s just in case,” Riley explained.

      “Oh yeah? In case of what?”

      Katie clicked the flashlight on and off to be sure it worked. “Let’s hope,” she said, “that we never have to find out.”

      The basement was locked, just like they’d left it. When Riley opened the door, Katie tensed, ready for anything.

      It was just the stairs, and the harsh glow from the ceiling lights, and nothing else.

      “After you,” Brent said, motioning with his hand. “This is your show.”

      Katie wished he would take this a little more seriously. The story that he’d told them, about the death of that little boy, still echoed in her memory. How did you live with yourself after knowing you’d taken another life, especially a child’s.

      Katie had never had to experience that. Hopefully, she never would.

      At the bottom of the steps it occurred to Katie that she never reset the breaker on the fuse box. Last night when she was down here, and the lights had gone off, she’d sat here with her flashlight afraid to move. The lights should still be off.

      They were working now.

      Brent looked around the open space, through the empty metal shelves, craning his head to see over where the break in the wall had exposed Anna Vykroft’s grave.

      “Is that safe?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Riley answered. “It’ll be fine as long as we repair it soon. This place is actually in really good shape considering how old it is."

      Brent looked at him skeptically.

      “I have another contractor coming in tomorrow to give me a second opinion, if that makes you feel better.”

      Brent nodded. “It does, actually.” He made his way around some of the shelves, getting maybe ten steps closer to the broken wall.

      Then he stopped.

      Katie watched as he lifted his hand out in front of himself, fingers splayed, like he was feeling something that they couldn’t see.

      “There’s a feeling...right here. I can’t explain it.” He took another step. “It’s cold. It’s...wrong.”

      “Wrong?” Riley asked him.

      “Yeah. That’s the only way I can think to say it. Kind of feels like there are thousands of spiders crawling all over my skin. Is this what you guys were talking about? Is this your ghost?”

      Riley shook his head. “We haven’t felt anything like that. We saw the ghosts, plain as day.”

      “Saw them, and heard them,” Katie added.

      Brent closed his eyes, and took another step. “You don’t feel this? It’s so cold. Like somebody dropped ice down the back of my shirt.”

      At the same time, he was beginning to sweat. Beads of perspiration leaked out from under his hairline to trace the line of his jaw, and the top of his collar showed an uneven line of dampness.

      He took another step.

      “There’s someone here...” he whispered.

      Katie took an involuntary step back behind part of the maze of empty shelves. Riley was there to hold her hand. She turned the flashlight on, holding it ready.

      Together they scanned the entire basement, everywhere they could see, looking for the ghost of Anna Vykroft.

      In the back of her mind Katie wondered why the Reverend could sense the presence of something in the basement when they couldn’t. Katie didn’t get a warning before the ghosts arrived. They were just there and gone again.

      Brent could feel them lurking. Maybe it was his dedication to God. Or maybe he was just sensitive to the other side, like she and Riley seemed to be, but in a different way.

      They watched as he took another step.

      The hand he was holding in front of him snapped back, like he’d felt an electric shock.

      He put it out again, slowly, flexing his fingers as they reached out into the space between him and the broken wall.

      Katie saw something dark and shadowy swat that hand away. Brent cried out, and brought his hand in tight to his shoulder, curled into a fist. He held it there, staring at the empty air in front of him.

      Blood trickled from his fingers, down his wrist, thick and dark. The presence standing in his way had hurt him.

      “You two should leave,” he said to them, his voice tight. “I don’t know what this is. I’ve never felt anything like this. There’s something...feels wrong...I can’t...Hell. Damn it all to Hell!”

      It was a surprise to hear him swear like that. The strain in his voice was so thick that Katie could feel it. He was scared.

      No. He was terrified.

      Brent Keller was a man coming face to face with the impossible. He knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that ghosts weren’t real.

      Only, they were. Now he could see that fact--and feel it--for himself.

      Around them the basement shook. It was an earthquake, but worse. The floor tried to rock sideways out from under Kate’s feet. Dust shook down from the heavy ceiling beams. The stones of the wall groaned.

      Around the break and the exposed dirt, more of the stones fell away. The hole got wider.

      More dirt poured through.

      “God help us,” they heard Brent say in a hushed, reverent tone.
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      With his injured, bloody hand, Brent reached into his pocket. Unsteady as the shaking of the basement continued, he fumbled out a small object, and held it up high enough for Katie to see what it was.

      A small wooden cross, just a simple little thing, held together with a leather string wrapped around the two pieces. It was as simple and plain as the bigger version hanging in his church. It was a symbol of his faith, of how he believed God should be represented.

      The blood from his cuts stained the cross red.

      “By the grace of our Lord God,” he said, his voice trembling, “I ask that whatever soul is trapped in this space, um, leave this space.”

      Whatever that was supposed to do for them, it failed. The shaking got worse as Katie traded a look with Riley. “I don’t think that’s a textbook exorcism. Is he making this up as he goes?”

      Brent heard the question, and raised his voice over the rumbling sounds of the basement coming apart. “I’m doing the best I can. They didn’t exactly cover this in pastor college!”

      He put one foot in front of the other, pushing himself forward against some unseen power that tried to force him back. It was like watching a man try to move through a hurricane, or a barrier of invisible energy.

      Or like some massive, ghostly hand was trying to block him.

      He tucked his head down low, and hunched his shoulders, and held that cross out like a shield. Step by step, he advanced by inches.

      Around the little icon of faith held tight in his torn fingertips, the air began to glow. It was a cold light, the color of frost on a windowsill in the dead of January.

      Where it touched the blood on Brent’s hands, smoke curled upward.

      The strain showed on his face. The muscles in his neck stood out in chords.

      “Leave,” he said, and it wasn’t clear whether he was talking to Katie and Riley, or to the ghost of Anna Vykroft.

      He managed another step forward before the invisible presence pushing itself against him drove him down to his knees.

      “Riley?” Every instinct in Katie told her to run, but she stood her ground. “We need to help him. We need to do something.”

      The energy building around the Reverend began to press on them now, too, and Katie leaned into it, squaring her feet and pressing herself up against Riley for support.

      In front of Brent the air swirled into inky blackness that spun and roiled and then shaped itself into the form of a woman. She wore a long black dress, and a medallion necklace with a spiral pattern engraved on it, and the empty holes of her eye sockets burned with fire.

      Anna Vykroft.

      Tendrils of darkness flowed outward from her, streaming around the basement, wrapping around Brent’s chest and arms and legs. This was the anger of Anna Vykroft made visible. This was the fury of a ghost who died when she could have been saved.

      “Brent!” Riley called out to him. “Watch out. She’s right there. Right there!”

      The Reverend’s head came up, weakly, his eyes growing wider as they focused on the impossible. The ghost of a dead woman reaching out to him with fingers that were withered and burnt.

      Her appearance shifted as they watched her. One second she was the transparent image of the beautiful but tortured woman she had been in life, and in the next she was the desiccated and rotted corpse that had fallen out of the wall just one day ago.

      She faded to shadow, and back again, and the bitter intensity of her emotions continued to batter against them and to rattle the foundations of the Heritage Inn.

      “I hate him,” they heard her moan, like the sound of the wind howling from a long distance away. “I’ve always hated him. I will always hate him.”

      The intensity of her anger rushed through the basement, trying to drive them back. It was all Katie could do to keep her eyes open against the force of it. Riley held onto her, and even together they couldn’t make it more than a few inches closer to Brent.

      They weren’t going to be able to get to him.

      With a supreme effort that showed on his face, Brent stood up again. He got to his feet, and he shoved the cross in his hand out as far as he could, closer to the ghost, even though it hissed with steam and began to turn black from a heat that was supernatural.

      “Leave this place, spirit!” he shouted at her. “Leave this place where you no longer belong. Move on to the next place. Move on. Go. Leave!”

      She looked at him with a sneer curling her dried, cracked lips. “Leave,” she said, the word echoing in her dead chest. “Leave. Leave. Leave, leave, leave leave LEAVE LEAVELEAVELEAVE!”

      In that instant, Katie knew what was going to happen. She knew, and she was helpless to stop it.

      Anna Vykroft flicked her arm to the side, and Brent was lifted up off the floor and thrown across the room, crashing into not one but two of the metal shelving units. They twisted under the impact from his body and he landed in a heap with his one arm folded awkwardly behind him and his eyes open and staring at the ceiling.

      Katie saw the gash to his forehead, where the skin had been peeled back to reveal the bloody sheen of bone. Red streaked through his gray fringe of hair.

      She wanted to ask if he was dead. She wanted to scream at him to get up.

      There was no time.

      The ghost advanced, without taking a step, on Katie and Riley.

      “Maybe leaving is a good idea,” Riley shouted, close to her ear so she could hear him over the chaos in the basement.

      Katie had to agree.

      She couldn’t take her eyes off the burning sockets in Anna’s face.

      The ghost came closer.

      And closer.

      Brent was there again, standing between them and Anna Vykroft. He swayed on unsteady legs. His one arm hung limply, and in his other hand he held the cross up high against the onslaught of the ghost’s fury.

      Blood forming a mask over his face, the Reverend of Twilight Ridge held his ground between the living and the dead, and tested his faith to its limit.

      “I command you,” he slurred, spitting bloody saliva from his lips. “I command you to leave! This house is not your place to--"

      The ghost shrieked and thrust both arms toward him.

      He shot up and off his feet, thrown at the ceiling with just enough time to duck his head into his chest before his shoulders collided with a ceiling beam.

      Katie heard something crack. She wasn’t sure if it was the Reverend’s body, or the Inn.

      On the way down, before he hit the floor, the ghost grabbed Brent’s body and threw it across the room again.

      In the other direction this time.

      Over by the broken wall, and the exposed ground behind it.

      When he struck against the stones and crumpled to the floor, he screamed out in pain. He tried to pull himself up by the edges of the broken stones of the wall but his legs wouldn’t support him. The agony on his face speared Katie in the heart.

      He was broken. For a moment Katie imagined how it must have been for the little boy that he ran over, broken and bleeding in the street, with no one to save him. How did the child feel that day?

      He must have felt just like this.

      She wondered if Brent was thinking the same things.

      Anna’s ghost swooped closer to Riley and her, pulling her attention away from Brent Keller and thoughts of his past sins. The power of Anna’s anger pressed down on them again and Katie felt her feet sliding backward on the dirt floor. She brought her arms up, scissor style across her face, and wondered why she just didn’t do like the ghost demanded.

      “Leave. Leave now!”
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      The basement shook and rumbled.

      Katie lost her footing altogether and fell to the floor, landing hard on her one hip and her hands. Riley dropped with her, his weight landing on her in a rush.

      The ghost screamed without words, in anger...

      ...and terror.

      Then she floated back from them, and the intensity of her rage lessened, and Katie was able to rise up to her knees, even though it took Riley helping her to get just that far.

      Something was wrong, Katie thought to herself. It was like Brent had said when they first came down here. Something was wrong. It was more than Anna’s ghost. That was part of it, sure, but even Anna Vykroft was acting scared now. Like her spirit could feel whatever was wrong.

      Like she knew something was coming.

      She brought ruined hands up to the decomposed features of her once pretty face, and the flames in her eyes changed to a cold blue. She turned toward the break in the wall, where Brent Keller was still trying to lift himself up.

      Despite everything, the Reverend was still alive.

      The ghost wailed, a sound that sent pins and needles all along Katie’s skin. “You all should have left when you had the chance. I told you to leave. I told you to leave!”

      She rose up toward the ceiling, fading back to smoke as she misted through and disappeared. As she did, Katie heard the whispery echo of her voice.

      “I hate him. I hate him so much...”

      Around them, the basement fell silent. The groaning of the building quieted. The dust settled. Everything went still.

      Riley untangled himself from her. “Is she gone? Is it over, just like that?”

      Katie clung to him. “I don’t think so. It’s too easy.”

      Across the room, Brent fell to the floor, one arm and half his body shattered and wrecked. He watched the ghost leaving, his eyes wide and red with burst blood vessels, his face twisted and contorted.

      Behind him, something moved.

      It took Katie a moment to realize it was the exposed earth inside the break in the wall.

      Something in the ground was pushing its way out.

      Katie tried to motion for Brent to turn around, to look, to see what was coming for him. The Reverend was in too much pain to even think, let alone understand what she was trying to tell him.

      Behind him, through the dense, dark soil, an arm appeared. A body followed, dark bones poking through the dried skin and decayed clothing of a man who had once been the town’s only doctor. Katie recognized his face even now, when most of the flesh had rotted away.

      Death had not been kind to Boris Vykroft.

      Realization struck Katie like a hammer blow. The book from the library had told her everything about Boris’s life. Everything, except how or when he had died. After the fire, after he had left his wife to burn to death, he had simply vanished from history.

      Now she knew why. After what had happened, he couldn’t live with himself. His argument with Anna had started a fire that killed dozens of people, children included. His wife had died when he could have saved her. The guilt had driven him insane.

      He’d stolen his wife’s body, and buried her here, where she could be close to him.

      Where they could be together forever.

      Because he had also buried himself here, closing up the hole in the wall form the other side. She could only imagine how unhinged he must have been to do that, to stand there and place stone after stone as he slowly sealed himself off from the light, and the air.

      He would have suffocated to death in a grave of his own making.

      The man had gone insane, and now his ghost had been unearthed.

      “She tried to warn us,” Katie heard herself saying, now that the rumbling and the roaring had disappeared from all around them. “She tried to make us leave before he found us. Anna knew. She knew!”

      It wasn’t Anna’s ghost they had to be afraid of. It was his.

      It wasn’t Anna’s body that Boris’s ghost had been trying to release. It was his own.

      Clawing his way free of his own grave, Boris Vykroft sneered at the broken form of Brent Keller just sitting there, trying not to fall over.

      One dead arm came forward, very slowly, and wrapped around Brent’s neck.

      Katie tried to lunge for him, to save him if she could, but Riley held her back.

      It was too late.

      That arm contracted with an inhuman strength and pulled the Reverend up off the floor, his feet dangling and shaking as his windpipe was crushed. Boris’s wasted and gaping mouth screeched meaningless noise at him. Worms festered through a hole in the dead man’s skull.

      Brent tried to tear himself free with his one good hand. His eyes pleaded for rescue as his face turned purple, and his eyes bulged.

      The cross fell from his fingers to the floor and skittered away, still smoldering.

      He looked down at the sacred symbol of his faith, completely out of his reach.

      Then he looked up at Katie. She saw him mouth two words, no breath left to say them out loud.

      I’m sorry.

      Was he talking to her? Or was he trying to make an apology to a little boy that he’d killed while he was drunk behind the wheel? An apology he’d never been able to make before.

      She never knew the answer. Boris screamed and squeezed harder and Brent’s neck snapped with such force that his head was nearly torn off his shoulders.

      Boris dropped him without a care. The Reverend’s body crumpled into a heap at his feet.

      The dead man’s corpse stood there, decayed from years of moldering in the dirt. He absently straightening the scraps of his filthy, rotten clothing as he looked around the basement, and when his dead eyes settled on Katie and Riley there was a momentary flash of his former self.

      He looked just like he did in the memory Katie had stepped into. Tall and imposing, and angry.

      “You whore!” he screamed. The word echoed, vibrating through the space between them. It was exactly what Katie had heard him say to Anna. “I’ll see you in the grave before I stand another minute of this!”

      Only this time, he wasn’t talking to Anna. He was talking to Katie.

      He took a step toward them, a decomposing corpse once again.

      Riley tugged Katie back, heading them toward the stairs.

      In that instant, Katie knew she couldn’t leave here. Not until it was truly finished.

      She pulled her hand away from Riley, and lunged toward the ghost of the dead man.

      A voice at the back of her mind tried to tell her this was the stupidest thing she had ever done.

      She closed her eyes, and landed on the floor at Boris’s feet, and with her free hand she scooped up the cross that Brent had dropped.

      Boris’s cold, dead fingers folded into Katie’s hair and yanked her neck backward with a violence that left her seeing stars. She screamed as he pulled her up to her toes and spun her around to put her eye to eye with him.

      His eyes were blank, and cold.

      “You’re all the same.” The stench of the grave followed those words. “Why can’t you just let me be?”

      “I was just thinking the same thing,” Katie said to him. “Leave us be!”

      Katie rammed her fist forward, and it broke through the mushy, ruined mess of the corpse’s chest, burying Brent’s cross deep inside the dried gore.

      Then the world turned upside down.

      There was pain, and there was this sense of flying with her feet off the ground and the floor above her and the ceiling below her, and it was a moment before her brain realized she’d been thrown across the length of the basement. The landing was hard, and the stars from before became exploding supernovas that hurt her brain.

      She wondered, just for a moment, if maybe she was dead.

      Riley held her, and when he did the room stopped spinning and the ringing in her ears settled down for her to hear him telling her to look...look...

      “Katie, look.”

      She lifted her eyes up, trying to focus on the thrumming haze of pain spreading through her body. The ghost of Boris Vykroft was glowing, burning, cascading with a harsh light that spread outward from the hole in his chest to flood through the basement.

      The light grew bright enough to hurt Katie’s eyes.

      Flames followed.
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      “Put it out!” Katie shouted, panic rising in her for a different reason now. “Put it out before the fire spreads! It’s just like it was before. It’s just like it was before!”

      She tried to get up, but her body had forgotten how to work. Riley knew what she meant. He knew what to do.

      The image of what had happened back in 1921, the fire that destroyed half the town, the fire that had been started by Boris Vykroft, flashed through Katie’s mind. This could be history repeating itself. It could be another fire that wiped out everything, starting with their Inn.

      Unless they stopped it now.

      Riley left her there and ran as fast as he could past the burning ghost. His hands were up, even though they wouldn’t offer any protection if Boris came after him.

      Katie nearly toppled over to the floor without Riley there to hold her up. She caught herself with her hands and braced herself with her arms so she could watch. The flames rose high now, like a bonfire feeding on Boris’s dead remains, and the red-hot tendrils licked at the wooden ceiling beams.

      In her heart, she urged Riley to hurry.

      He ran to the water heater, and twisted a little valve on a pipe and suddenly there was water shooting everywhere, shooting through the air and running across the floor.

      When the water struck Boris, he screamed.

      Smoke hissed and flames sputtered. The ghost wailed in the dual torment of fire and water. Riley dove to the side, soaked to the skin as more water came down on him.

      Boris’s screech shook the rafters, rising up to a keening pitch that shattered the lightbulbs over their heads.

      Everything went black, and silent, as the embers of the flames died out, and the haunting scream faded away.

      Riley stumbled his way to Katie in the sudden darkness. She heard him banging into the shelves, and then thudding against the wall, and then he was right there and she clung to him, and he did the same.

      Somewhere he had found their flashlight and now he fumbled with it until he got it to turn on. Neither of them relaxed until he did.

      Boris Vykroft was gone. His ghost had been expelled from the Inn. It was over.

      “Are you okay?” Riley asked her, his whisper sounding incredibly loud now. “Should we get you to a hospital?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “Everything hurts.”

      “Is anything broken? Can you walk?”

      “Riley. Just give me a minute, okay?”

      He nodded, sweeping the light around the basement as he did. Katie watched as it played over the aftermath of what had just happened. The knocked over shelves. The wrecked section of wall. Brent Keller’s body lying there broken and bloody. The water from the heating tank, down to a trickle now, turning the dirt floor around it to a muddy mess.

      The ghost of Anna Vykroft, standing there in a long black dress, staring at them with the fires behind those empty eyes.

      The ghost did not move as Riley’s flashlight outlined her translucent form against the backdrop of the ruined basement. Her dress flowed in a breeze that wasn’t there. She no longer appeared to them as her corpse. This was how her spirit would remain for eternity. She was the beautiful, tormented woman that she had been in life once more.

      Except for the eyes. The eyes remained hollow and filled with flames.

      She lifted one hand, and a finger curled out to stab the distance between them.

      “I hated him,” they heard her say. Her lips did not move as the words unfurled. “He hated me as well. We have been imprisoned together for so long. All this time...”

      Riley was trying to help Katie to her feet. Her legs felt numb. Her whole body felt that way, actually. Everything ached and cried out no matter how she moved. If the ghost chose to attack them, like Boris had, there would be nothing she could do about it. She had nothing left in her.

      The moment stretched, and just when Katie couldn’t hold her breath any longer, Anna lowered her hand.

      “You have broken the cycle. We hated each other. So much. I don’t think two people have ever hated that completely. I made him hate me, and he rose to the occasion. So much hatred. Now he is gone, and I can move on as well. I can finally be at peace.”

      She nodded to herself, to what she had just said, and as she did the fires in what should have been her eyes went out.

      “This is done.”

      With a whisper of sound, she disappeared into a vapory mist that was there and gone again in an instant.

      The flashlight’s beam was the only light left to them as they sat there huddled together on the dirt floor, just concentrating on breathing.

      Katie’s mind was racing a mile a minute. Anna and Boris Vykroft. These ghosts were gone. For now the terror was over but Katie had known when she moved into the Heritage Inn that there were several entities infesting the place. She had no idea how many layers deep the haunting went, or what might pop up next.

      For now, however, there could be peace in the Inn again.

      The door at the top of the stairs banged open, slamming against the inner wall. Katie and Riley both jumped where they sat and Katie felt her heart jump into her throat once again.

      Framed in the light from upstairs, Jason Maldeeves stood there, staring down at them in disbelief.

      “Did you guys feel that? It was like an earthquake!”

      Riley swore under his breath and got to his feet. With a little effort, Katie did the same.

      “Are you guys hurt?” Jason asked. He reached in and flicked the light switch up and down, up and down, but of course it stayed dark in the basement. All of the lights were broken. “Huh. Well, hold on, and I’ll come down and help you.”

      “No!” Katie and Riley both blurted out at the same time.

      Katie threw a quick glance back toward the broken wall. She could only just see the outline of Brent Keller’s dead body lying there in the gloom. There was no way they could explain that. Not in any way that would make sense, at any rate. The local pastor, dead in their basement. No one would believe a ghost killed the man.

      Brent had very nearly not believed them. Who else in this town could they turn to now? Katie’s dream to have the Inn exorcised might just have gone up in smoke.

      Literally.

      “Maybe,” Riley whispered to her, “we could tell people more of the wall collapsed. He died when the wall caved in. That wouldn’t be a total lie.”

      Katie shook her head. She could picture the police investigation now. With all the death that had occurred down here in this basement, no one was likely to bat an eyelash at one more. That would be just one more page in what she had to imagine was a pretty thick folder on Leon Moresby’s desk labeled “Unexplained Occurrences at the Heritage Inn.”

      Only this time, they would be the suspects. Her and Riley. They were the only ones down here when Brent died. Jason up there would be more than happy to testify to that, Katie was sure of it. A chance to get his name associated with a real-life haunted Inn? He’d probably kill his own grandmother for that chance.

      Either way, the police would automatically suspect them and it wasn’t like they could call on Boris Vykroft as a defense witness in their favor.

      “We can’t let him down here to see any of this,” Katie said as quietly as she could.

      “I agree,” Riley said. “We can’t just leave it like this, though.”

      “I know, I know.” She raised her voice to call up the stairs to Jason. “We’ll be right up. Remember, please, the basement is off limits to guests.”

      “Yes, I remember.”

      On her feet again, Katie hobbled her way up the first step.

      “Katie...look.”

      Riley was pointing back into the basement, shining his light on something. She couldn’t believe her eyes when she saw what it was.

      A medallion on a chain, circular and gold, engraved with a spiral pattern. It was almost exactly like the one Anna’s corpse had been wearing, except this one was smaller, and somehow more manly. It must have been something that Boris Vykroft wore. The twin of the one Anna had.

      Riley went to retrieve it for her, and stuffed it into his pocket as he helped her take one step at a time. Another souvenir, from yet another haunting.

      When they got upstairs, Riley made sure to close and lock the deadbolt on the door. They smiled and promised Jason that they were all right, even though Katie felt like she was going to throw up and she could already feel the bruises forming.

      “Just a minor earthquake,” Riley told him. “They happen in New England all the time.”

      “I thought this area of the country wasn’t prone to quakes?” he said, eyebrows scrunched in confusion.

      “It’s more of a local thang,” Katie said.

      Jason looked at the door, and then at them, and it was obvious from his expression that he knew there was more going on than they were saying. Katie didn’t care as long as he turned around, and stomped back upstairs, and left them alone.

      “Katie,” Riley said when they were alone. “What are we going to do?”

      She eased herself into the chair behind the check-in desk. “I have an idea,” she told him. “You’re just not going to like it.”
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      Two days later, Riley and Katie sat at the little table in the kitchen, away from the dining area, where they could have a little bit of privacy while they drank their coffee and ate a quick breakfast of microwave pancakes and bacon.

      All of the guests from their grand opening, including Jason Maldeeves, had checked out at the end of their stays. They were gone, and they had the entire Inn to themselves once again. At least until tomorrow when more people had booked reservations.

      In an odd way, Katie was going to miss this first group of guests. A couple of them, again including Jason, had promised to book rooms again as soon as they could. Their appetite for the thrill of ghosts and hauntings had been stoked. A dead body in the walls. A minor earthquake. The police investigating suspicious deaths right in front of them.

      All of that was lies, of course, to cover the truth. It was still enough to pique their interest. Now they wanted more.

      Katie was hoping that there wouldn’t be any more ghosts rising up at the Heritage Inn. She knew that was just wishful thinking but hey, she could hope.

      This time had taken more from her than she cared to think about. There was a doctor in Twilight Ridge now, a nice man who had open office hours at his home when he wasn’t scheduled to work at the hospital two towns over. He’d looked Katie over and very pointedly told her that she did not get that banged up by falling out of a tree.

      Katie had very politely smiled at him and told him to mind his business, and then accepted his prescription for muscle relaxers. One a night was enough to help her sleep, both in body and in mind.

      Now, with all of that behind them, Riley sipped at his coffee and gave her a meaningful look from across the table.

      “Well. That happened.”

      She smiled at him, and he smiled back, and she took that as a good sign. It’s not every man in the world who would help you cover up a man’s death and then joke about it afterward.

      That was Riley Harris. Correction. That was her Riley Harris. She had definitely picked the right man to be her partner in life. In death, too.

      The night after Boris and Anna Vykroft’s spirits had departed, she and Riley had snuck back down into the basement when everyone else was in their rooms asleep. They had wrapped Brent Keller’s body in a black tarp, and brought him back to his church.

      After moving his body again, this time from the trunk to the church, Katie had gone back outside to stand on the sidewalk as a lookout. Thankfully the residents of Twilight Ridge pretty much all pulled themselves into their shells when the sun went down. No one came by while Riley was inside, putting their plan into motion.

      He was a contractor. He knew how to build houses, and he knew how to take them apart. Pulling out a few support beams so that a wall and most of the ceiling in a back room came crashing down on top of Brent Keller hadn’t been hard for him to do at all. It had just taken a few hours.

      When she heard the noise of the church collapsing on Brent’s already dead body, Katie had tried not to throw up. It was necessary, she told herself. It was the only way, she said for the hundredth time. It had been her idea, she reminded herself.

      Even so, she was happy to be driving away from there and back to the Inn.

      Nobody could know how Brent really died. Everyone had to think it was an accident so that the police wouldn’t come looking to arrest her and Riley.

      When morning came and the town was buzzing with news of the poor Reverend Keller’s death, Katie and Riley had both done their best to act surprised. They had mostly succeeded.

      Jason Maldeeves and Victor Akers and the other guests had been less circumspect about it. They had all gone crazy with the news of a second death in town. Especially on the last day that they had booked. It cleared them out of the Inn until after dinner, while they watched the police and the fire department extract poor Brent Keller out from under the corner of his church.

      From what she understood, there was no risk of anyone figuring out that he had died somewhere else. There was too much damage to the body for anyone to know the difference. So, yeah. An unpleasant, but easy fix.

      The basement was another matter entirely. The water damage wasn’t bad at all, thankfully. Riley tamped the floor back down and primed the pump and that was taken care of. Same with replacing the bulbs in the ceiling. Some of them had to be removed with pliers, with the power off, but once that was done replacing them was a snap.

      The break in the wall took a little more doing.

      Riley worked most of the day yesterday, with materials purchased from a hardware store ten miles away, and by the time he was done the loose dirt was packed back in place and the opening covered with bricks, and mortar, and a layer of block bond over top of that. If anyone else was buried back there, they weren’t getting out.

      Which was just fine as far as Katie was concerned.

      Of course, Trooper Leon Moresby was still promising to come back with that ground penetrating radar device of his and see what else might be hiding behind the walls. Katie was planning on telling him thanks, but no thanks, if he ever brought it up again.

      The dead were better off staying that way.

      Katie sipped at her coffee. It was cold now, and bitter, and she didn’t care. She was drinking the whole thing, and loading herself up on caffeine, and then she might be ready to face a day of running the Inn that she had bought, sight unseen.

      “Why do you think the cross worked?” Riley asked her abruptly.

      The question took her off guard. Not that she hadn’t been thinking about that very thing for the last few days, but she had thought the question was hers alone.

      Why did the cross work for her, and send Boris Vykroft to Hell?

      The cross was a religious image. It had deep meaning to anyone who attended church every weekend, or wore rosary beads, or who thought Christ was the savior and God watched over everyone.

      Katie believed there was a God, probably, but she wasn’t very religious. The last time she’d set foot in a church had been years ago and that had been for a friend’s wedding. She didn’t pray regularly, she didn’t cross herself whenever someone mentioned Mary Magdalene, or anything like that. She didn’t even know the name of the current Pope. So why would she be able to use a little wooden cross dropped from the hand of a flawed pastor to repel a ghoul from her basement?

      That was a very good question. Apparently, Riley had been wondering the same.

      “I’m not sure,” she answered honestly. “Maybe it was Brent’s faith that made it powerful. Maybe Boris had become so evil in death that just the symbolism of the Christian faith was enough to destroy him. I really don’t know. What do you think?”

      “I think you’re making this up as you go along,” he chuckled. “Just like Brent was dong down in the basement.”

      “Sure, and look where that got him.”

      He gave her a look. “It worked for you, Katie Pearson, and that’s going to have to be good enough for me because I have a feeling that neither of us has any idea why it worked.”

      “Nope.” Katie shoved her hand into the pocket of her pants and came out with a little-shaped piece of metal. It flashed in the kitchen lights. “But I know this. I’m not going anywhere without this ever again.”

      She put the cross on the table between them. Four inches long, two inches wide, silver and shiny. It had been a necklace until yesterday when she took the chain out of the loop and began carrying it in her pocket. Her hand must have gone to her pocket a hundred times already just to make sure it was still there.

      Riley held her gaze for a long moment, and then she watched him reach into his own pocket, and put something of his own down on the top of the table.

      A cross.

      His was made of two pieces of wood, rough and uneven, held together with a crisscrossed piece of wire around the middle.

      “I made it from pieces of the church where I was breaking it apart so it would...you know. Fall. I figured it was a fitting tribute to Brent if I carried a piece of him with us to protect us from evil.”

      They were so alike, Katie thought to herself with a smile. She couldn’t think of anyone she would want by her side when a ghost decided to crawl out of their basement wall more than she wanted Riley. Certainly not those hare-brained paranormal investigators who had been staying at the Inn for the last few days.

      Well. Their credit cards had cleared so they could stay here anytime they wanted to, but that still didn’t mean she would trust them to catch a mouse, let alone a ghost.

      She just wished that she knew what had drawn out the ghosts of Boris and Anna Vykroft in the first place. After everything at the Inn had gone quiet for so long, what had woken them up now?

      On his side of the table, Riley rubbed his knuckles. The scabs were mostly healed from where he had cut them open against the pipes in room four a few days ago. She didn’t feel bad for him, considering that he’d bled all over the Inn when he did it. He must have cleaned it all up, because when she went to do it, the blood was gone.

      Either way she was glad to see his hand was healing, but he was a grown man. He could take a little blood. Especially if she was one big bruise from shoulder to shin. Those shelves in the basement had to go.

      When he noticed her watching him, he grabbed his cross and put his hands below the table, pretending nothing was wrong. “I’m fine.”

      “Yes,” she teased, “you are.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Oh yeah. I might want to tear your clothes off right now and admire how fine you are.”

      His smile lit up his eyes. “I think we could make that happen. As for the ghosts in our Inn...I’m still going to keep this cross close, like you said. I’m hoping that whatever worked in the basement this time will work next time, too.”

      “Oh?” Katie cocked an eyebrow at him. “You think there’s going to be a next time?”

      Standing up from his chair, coming around to her side of the table, he wrapped his arms around her neck and kissed the top of her head.

      “I’m sure of it,” he said. “Whenever you’re around, Katie Pearson, there will always be more ghost stories to tell.”
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      The cemetery in the middle of Twilight Ridge was where witches were buried. Empty graves marked the death of an evil man who had set half the town on fire because of a deep hatred of his wife. Others buried there had stories just as evil and frightening to tell.

      The Merimack County Cemetery was where everyone else from town got buried when they died.

      Katie and Riley didn’t attend the burial of Reverend Brent Keller. Katie knew she wouldn’t be able to hold it together. Not after what had happened, and what they had done. She knew that it would take a better actress than she was to make that okay.

      It was simply what had to be done. She knew Brent Keller would have approved. He was a broken man, long before the ghosts of the Heritage Inn had broken him. In the end, she believed, he had found some redemption.

      The night was dark in that cemetery after the mourners had left, and the earth was piled over the coffin and tamped down by the groundskeepers. It was so dark, in fact, that no one saw the little boy walk up to the grave.

      Brent Keller. Date of birth. Date of death.

      The World Has Lost A Light.

      The boy put his hand on the stone and let it linger there. The moonlight shone through him, and cast no shadow.

      Brent had never described the boy to Katie. He’d been very drunk the night his car took a young child’s life. He didn’t get to see the unruly blonde hair, or the dimple, or how his smile used to light up his mother’s world.

      The boy ran his fingers along the rounded edge of the gravestone. He sat there for a very long time.

      Then he spoke, in a voice that was stolen away by the wind.

      “I forgive you.”
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      There was something about the air in New Hampshire.

      From that first day when she had accidentally stopped into a little town named Twilight Ridge, Katie Pearson had noticed the difference in the air. She was from way out West, and she was used to travelling around places like Montana and Colorado and the Dakotas. There were places out there that were all open sky and distant mountains. Running streams. Fresh breezes. But for the most part, her travels had all been in cities where the air was choked with car exhaust and the crush of humanity.

      Twilight Ridge was different.

      There were cities in New Hampshire, too. She’d found that out soon enough. Just about every major service that she needed, whether it was the hospital or a good steak house, meant driving an hour away to get to those cities. Here in Twilight Ridge, life was slower. Simpler. The small community was surrounded by trees and a flowing river that powered the grist mill. There was grass and there were hills and just like the rest of New Hampshire there were spaces filled with nothing but nature.

      Even all of that couldn’t explain the difference in the way the air smelled and tasted and felt in Katie’s lungs. It was just cleaner living. That was all there was to it.

      She was glad that she’d started a new business here. At least, now that things had settled down, she was glad about it. Things were almost normal again. It had been a full month since the dead bodies had been found in her walls down cellar, and the ghosts attached to them forcibly removed from the premises.

      ‘Down cellar’ was a phrase they used up here in New England. It meant the basement, of course, but saying it that way just had a homier feel to it.

      There was another word that Katie had heard a lot since coming here. Ghosts. That word meant the same thing in anybody’s vernacular.

      Fear and terror.

      Katie frowned at herself as she went over the check-ins expected through this week.  She was blessed--or maybe cursed--with the ability to see ghosts. It came in handy here at the Heritage Inn. Her new business was absolutely infested with ghosts.

      So was the town of Twilight Ridge.

      It was one of the things that drew people to stay here. At first she’d been disgusted by the internet blogs about her haunted Inn, but then she’d realized that business was business, regardless of where it came from. If people wanted to stay here to be scared, then it was money in her pocket. If intrepid ghost hunters who never, ever found a single ghost wanted to stay here and take pictures and record sounds of people snoring, then she would laugh all the way to the bank with their checks.

      Yes, there were ghosts here. They came and went, and right now they were gone. There hadn’t been a single knock on the walls or a shadowy figure in a corner since the bodies had been removed from downstairs.

      Good riddance.

      Katie went to bed every night hoping their absence meant they were gone for good, but she wasn’t so sure. The dead seemed to be attracted to her. Maybe it was her perfume.

      She laughed at her little joke. Yes, she wore perfume, but not a lot. She didn’t need it to be pretty. She was five-foot-eight with long, raven-black hair and hazel eyes and expressive lips. She wore makeup for fun, just like she wore her dangly earrings for fun.

      The silver cross that she carried in her pocket wasn’t for show. That was there because sometimes a girl needed a special kind of protection. It didn’t make her pretty. It made her practical.

      After all, she wasn’t trying to attract anyone new with a spritz of L’eau Number Six in the mornings. She already had a boyfriend. Riley Harris, contractor extraordinaire, and Katie Pearson, house hunter. They made a good team. It was more than that though. He loved her, just the way she was, even down to the little birthmark on her left ass cheek that he would playfully kiss deep in the night when they were supposed to be sleeping...

      She gave herself a moment to remember the events of last night, up in their room, when Riley had used those amazing hands of his to relax the muscles in her shoulders and excite every other part of her.

      Then she went back to work.

      Everything was set. All of the rooms weren’t rented out between now and Friday, but most of them were. She and Riley were going to be busy. She liked being busy. It meant that this whole crazy idea of trying to make a go of it as an Innkeeper might actually pay off.

      She had made her living from flipping houses for years. She understood all the little things that went into buying a neglected property and then sprucing it up and then selling it for much more than she had put into it. Not only did she understand that business, but she was good at it. It was what she knew.

      Buying this Inn and not selling it...this had been something new altogether, for both Riley and her.

      The plan was to get the Heritage Inn set up and operating on its own, hire someone to run the place for her, and then step back while it made money and she went back to doing what she did best. Flipping houses gave her a freedom that few other jobs would. She could travel from state to state, and not be tied down anywhere, make her own hours, do her own thing.

      That was what she liked best about it. In fact, until she’d met Riley and Melanie she only had a few close friends. Everyone else was either a business associate or a stranger, really.

      Now she had Riley, plus the entire town of Twilight Ridge.

      Speaking of which, it would be nice to go out for a walk. It was November now in New Hampshire, and soon enough the really cold weather was going to start flying in. While they still had a few warm days like this one, she was going to take advantage of them.

      Of course, warm was relative in New Hampshire. The temperature today was in the sixties. That meant a sweater for her and a light jacket to boot. That was something else they said in New Hampshire. ‘To boot.’ Katie was pretty sure it just meant ‘also.’ She was trying to pick up little sayings like that. Like ‘from away’ which meant someone not from New England. Just like Katie.

      Back out West, in parts of California and Nevada, the weather was still in the eighties. Well, they might have the heat, but New Hampshire had the friendly people and the changing leaves and the smell of the crisp air that promised snow by next month.

      She scribbled out a note for Riley, leaving it on the front desk where he was sure to find it. One of the things with running an Inn was you couldn’t just up and leave the place to itself. You had to have someone here in case a guest wanted something, and there was breakfast and lunch to make for them too--although they were on their own for dinner.

      Right now, the place was empty. It happened sometime, when there was no overlap between guests leaving and guests coming in. She’d learned not to worry about it. Tomorrow there were two guests checking in. The day after there were two more, staying in one room together. They only had four to rent out upstairs, and then her and Riley’s bigger room at the end of the hall. It was going to make the place busy, but like she’d said. Busy was good.

      Busy was money.

      “Okay,” she said out loud to the empty front room of her Inn. “I’m going out now. If there are any ghosts hanging around I would appreciate it if you didn’t break anything or burn my place down while I’m gone. Deal?”

      The silence was her only answer.

      That was going to have to be good enough for now.
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      There were any number of short side streets in the town of Twilight Ridge. Nestled in the forest like it was, off a main road, it was a small community where everyone knew everyone else. A person could walk from one end of the place to the other in less than an hour. Katie knew that for a fact, because she’d done it herself.

      She let her feet wander, and they took her in no direction in particular. She found herself walking away from where the church had fallen down on itself a month ago, but she decided that was just a coincidence. Yes, she still felt guilty about the way she and Riley had faked that destruction to cover up the truth, but it really had been the only way.

      Doing a bad thing to get a good result. She wondered if the people of New Hampshire had a word for that?

      Leaving that chapter of her life in the past, again, she set out into a little corner of the town that was all residential housing. She smiled at the sun, and at the faces of people going by. Some of them waved a greeting, or nodded in recognition.

      One of them ran up to her and stopped her. “Hey, I was just thinking about you.”

      Katie smiled at Heather Donahue. She was one of the people who Katie counted as being almost friends. She had two kids, and worked as a tax preparer, and she had been asking Katie to join a local woman’s group for wives. Katie had pointed out that she wasn’t a wife, technically, but that didn’t seem to matter. Heather just wanted Katie to join for her company.

      Heather was a tall and slender woman, almost elegant, and she looked as out of place in a town like this as the Queen of England would have. She wasn’t rich, or at least Katie didn’t think she was, but she had that sort of bearing about her.

      “So,” Heather asked. “Have you given any more thought to our little group.”

      “I have,” Katie answered, although that wasn’t quite true. “I think I might try to come to a meeting. You said every Friday?”

      “Oh, wonderful!” Heather said, which as far as Katie could tell was the woman’s favorite word. “Yes, there’s one this Friday. I’ll drop off the details to the Inn when I have the chance. You won’t be disappointed. Can we count on you to bring a snack tray to pass around? Okay, then we’ll see you there!”

      Katie felt like she’d been caught up in a whirlwind. The way Heather spun through her day must be exhausting. She didn’t seem to stand still for more than a minute or two at a time. Katie found she was actually looking forward to this little get together. It might be a lot of fun.

      She went back to her wandering. She liked to walk through this part of town, to look at the old houses and play what-if games like, what if they put a new roof on that house? What if they landscaped that yard? What if they paved that driveway and trimmed those bushes and gave the whole thing new siding...how much would the house be worth?

      It kept her in practice for when she would inevitably go back to flipping houses. She had no intention of going soft here in this wonderfully remote part of the world. Plus, it was just fun. Ooh, there was a house with original molding and an amazing front porch. That could go for six figures right now, as it was, with no effort. If they repaired the chimney and maybe attached the garage to the home, then it might go as high as--

      Katie stopped, her thoughts interrupted as a soccer ball bounced out onto the sidewalk in front of her, spinning to a stop at her feet.

      The black and white pads on the ball were scuffed from use. Katie could tell that this was someone’s favorite toy. Odd, she thought. It wasn’t every day that a soccer ball came bouncing out of nowhere to interrupt your day.

      Only...yeah. This all seemed very familiar, somehow. Like it had happened before. She looked around, tracing the line the ball had just travelled back up to the house she was standing in front of. Then she remembered.

      The day she had first arrived here in town, this same thing had happened. She’d walked down this very street, in front of this very house, and this same soccer ball had come bouncing out in front of her.

      Someone’s favorite toy.

      Weird.

      She picked the ball up, and turned it around in her hands, and sure enough there was the faded name printed across the pads, just like she remembered. She couldn’t read it this time any more than she’d been able to the first time this had happened to her, but it was definitely the same name. Which meant the house this ball belonged to was that one, right there.

      It was a single story home with a sloping green roof. It looked a little newer than the other homes on the block, and a lot less expensive. Cheaply built, was what she was getting at. She could just toss the ball on the yard and keep walking. It was probably the smart thing to do. Katie heaved a sigh and reminded herself that she was part of a community now. This wasn’t the city, where you could just ignore people. Everyone saw what you did here. There was probably a dozen people watching her now already, just waiting to see what she did, and God help her if she just tossed the ball and kept going. What would the rumor mill make of that?

      So, spinning the ball in her hands again, she put on a smile and brought it up to the front door of the house. At the little front porch she knocked, and waited.

      When the door opened, the woman Katie remembered as the house’s owner was standing there. She was an older woman, with gray in her once bright red hair and fine lines around her eyes and mouth. Her simple blue dress was not flattering, cinched at a thin waist, with a tall collared neck. She was the very image of someone’s mother.

      “Yes, who is it? Oh,” she said, “hello Katie. Can I do something for you?”

      “Um, I found your ball. On the street.” She looked harder at the woman. “I’m sorry, do we know each other?”

      “You mean, because I called you Katie? Don’t be so surprised. Everyone in town knows about the new owner of our Inn. We don’t get a lot of people moving into Twilight Ridge. Most people move away as soon as they can.”

      Katie knew that was true. Everywhere she went in Twilight Ridge, people recognized her. Even if she didn’t know them or their names or anything about them, everyone in this town seemed to know everything about her and Riley both.

      Well, not everything. She’d managed to keep the whole thing about seeing ghosts to herself. At least for now.

      “I brought your ball back,” Katie told her, suddenly realizing she was just standing there. “I remember it was important to you.”

      The woman took it from her with an embarrassed look on her face. “Oh my. Not again? This is becoming a habit with us.” She laughed gently, and Katie laughed with her. “Well. Please, won’t you come inside? I’ll make us some tea.”

      “Oh, I’d like that, but you don’t have to.”

      “I insist. It’s the least I can do for someone who keeps finding my son’s lost soccer ball. I’m Vera, by the way. Vera Keats.”

      Katie had some time before she had to be anywhere. It certainly couldn’t hurt to be friendly with everyone she met. Not that she planned on staying in Twilight Ridge for very much longer. The Inn was doing well, and once she had someone trained to take over for her then she would be leaving. Probably.

      But in the meantime, it would be nice to have friends.

      The inside of the house was neat and orderly, with items on shelves in their proper places and nothing anywhere that didn’t belong. The long hallway just inside the front door had a few pictures on the wall, and a few pieces of furniture. It looked almost empty, even so.

      It was the home of someone who lived by themselves, Katie thought. She’d seen it before. Not a lot of belongings, and what she was here was packed tightly away so that it took up as little space as possible.

      When they were halfway down the hallway, Vera stopped and placed the soccer ball on top of a sideboard. It had a little circular stand set up there to keep it in place. Not that it was doing what it was supposed to be, Katie thought to herself.

      To either side of the ball there were framed photographs of a young boy in a blue uniform, shorts and a t-shirt, with a black number eight on it. On his freckled face was a big smile, and the red hair made it almost a certainty that this was Vera’s little boy. The one who used to play with this soccer ball.

      Vera’s hand lingered on one of the photos. “This was my Martin. Such a good boy. He loved to play outdoors. Practically begged us to put him on the soccer team. How could we refuse him something that made him so happy?”

      Katie let her talk. This was obviously a story that she had told any number of times before. It was also a story that she needed to tell again.

      “I’m sorry,” Vera said. “There I go again. I always seem to drift into the past. It’s been fifteen years since we lost Martin, and I still can’t walk past this display without touching his picture. I suppose that’s silly, right?”

      “No,” Katie said to her. “It’s fine. You’ve got nothing to apologize for. I’m sure your husband feels the same way.”

      Vera’s face soured. “I don’t have a husband.”

      “Oh. Um, I’m sorry. It’s just that earlier you mentioned a ‘we’ and I thought you meant you and your husband.”

      “I did, yes, but my husband isn’t here. He disappeared just two weeks after my Martin did.”

      Katie wasn’t sure she understood. “Your son is missing?”

      Vera nodded. “He’s dead. It’s been all these years, I would have heard something from him by now. He tried to run away several times but he always came back when he was ready. No, my Martin is dead. I’m sure of it.”

      “I see...and your husband?”

      Now Vera shrugged. “Mark? Oh, he up and left me. He could be dead too, for all I know, but it’s no great loss either way.” She put her hand up to her mouth, realizing what she just said. “I’m sorry, that was rather cold wasn’t it? Please don’t get me wrong. My husband was a good father. He was a good husband. I miss him, and I miss my son, but in different ways. It was me who stayed to carry on after our son died. The sad thing...the very hard thing, was that we never found Martin’s body.”

      “Then how do you know?” Katie asked, unable to help herself. “How do you know he’s, um, gone for good?”

      Vera smiled sadly. “I know. A mother just knows these things.” Then she took a deep breath, like she was coming up from under water. “Well. That’s enough of the past for right now. Let’s have that cup of tea and find something happier to talk about, shall we?”

      Katie followed her to the back of the house, where the kitchen was. It was a cramped space, and even more so with everything that was here. There was a small oval table to one side, a refrigerator and stove on the other.

      On every counter, on the refrigerator, and stacked on the floor, were boxes and boxes of bottled water.

      Vera took two bottles out of an open box on the counter next to the sink, and opened them one at a time, then poured them into the tea kettle on the stove. She put the empty bottles into an overflowing bag next to the sink, already full of others.

      “Wow,” Katie said. “You like bottled water this much?”

      Vera looked embarrassed. “I don’t have a choice. The water’s been contaminated here for years. I should move, I know, I just...can’t bear the thought of moving. I think that’s why my husband Mark left me, actually. He needed to get away from here and I needed to stay.”

      Katie didn’t know what to say to that. People broke up all the time, for the stupidest of reasons, and maybe that was the reason her husband Mark had gone away. She couldn’t help but wonder if there were other reasons, however.

      “So anyway,” Vera continued. “I cook with bottled water, and I drink bottled water, and I do my dishes in bottled water. It’s kind of a hassle but I have the water from my well tested every two months and believe me, it’s not something we want to drink. Not the way it is.”

      The kettle whistled, and Vera poured out two cups for them, with a tea bag in each. Katie took hers and added a lump of sugar from a bowl on the table. “Is the town’s water supply bad?” she asked, realizing the implications there. “I’ve been using the water at the Inn, and so have Riley and our guests...”

      Vera shook her head. “No, no. It’s nothing like that. This isn’t the city where everyone’s on the same water supply. Here we use well water. Don’t you know where the Inn’s water comes from?”

      Katie furrowed her brow over the question. “I guess I didn’t think about it. The pipes go into the wall, water comes out. Everything was working so I just assumed...huh.”

      She realized that she’d goofed. Usually, whenever she purchased a property to flip it, and sell it again, she was only worried about the bones of the structure, so to speak. Was the foundation solid, was there wood rot or mold issues, was the roof sound. That sort of thing. Of course she had someone come in to do a general inspection of the septic and water systems before the sale. That was required by law.

      But in this case, she had purchased the Inn for herself. She knew the septic tank was out back, somewhere, and that it was twice the size that a building like hers needed, but if she ever needed to have it emptied then she was going to have to have a bunch of exploratory holes dug to find it.

      As far as the water system went, she had only concerned herself with having it come out of the pipes. Well. Maybe there was more to this owning your own business thing than she realized. Everything was working...except for the sink in room four, where it was always getting clogged. The rest of it never crossed her mind.

      It was crossing her mind now.

      “So,” she said, “you have well water?”

      Vera grimaced. “I have a dug well out back that goes down one hundred feet. It was never a problem until a few years ago. There was a funny taste one day and so I bought a filter, but it just got worse and worse. Had it tested and they said it was toxic to drink. At first I could still use it to wash dishes and clothes and such, but it’s just gotten worse and worse. Now it’s so contaminated that it’s starting to kill the grass in the back yard. I need to find someone who can fix it but I just never seem to find the time and it’s not like there’s anyone around here who can do that sort of thing.”

      Well, Katie thought to herself, that might not be entirely true. “Hmm. I might know just the man who can help.”

      Vera looked surprised. “Just like that?”

      “Sure. After all, it’s not what you know, it’s who. Now that we know each other I want to help. Or I guess I should say, I want to let my boyfriend help.”

      “Ooh.” Vera’s eyes shone with interest. “Now that’s a happier subject, for sure. Ah, young love. It does my heart good to see someone so happy after everything that happened in this house...er, well. Enough of that. Tell me about this boyfriend.”

      Katie smiled at the ‘young love’ part of that comment. She felt young when she was with Riley. “Well, he’s a great guy. We met out West, and he followed me here. We work together, you see. He’s a general contractor. He can fix up anything that’s wrong with a house. Fixing a dug well might not be his specialty, but I’m sure he can help.”

      “Well. Then Katie Pearson, I’m very glad you stopped by today.”

      They both lifted their cups of tea, and clinked them together in a toast to new friendships.
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      “I know you think I’m a miracle worker,” Riley said to her, “but I’m really just an ordinary guy who happens to be in love with the most amazing woman in the world.”

      “Ooh,” Katie cooed, curling her legs around his. “Amazing? Is that what you called me?”

      “Yup,” he smiled as he reached past her to turn off the light. “Amazing, and pretty, and the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      They were lying in bed at the end of the day, both of them half naked, and both of them too keyed up to sleep. It was like that for Katie sometimes when she was around Riley. All she could think about was him, and what she wanted to do to him when they were alone, in the dark. Like now.

      His compliments were going straight to her head, too.

      “Go on,” she told him. “Flattery will get you everywhere with me, mister.”

      “Oh yeah? Will it get me out of trying to fix a contaminated well?”

      “No, it will not.” Her hand slipped up his bare torso, settling on his shoulder. “It will get you something else, though.”

      “Really?” he murmured, with his lips right up to her ear. It tickled. “Why don’t you tell me what you’re going to give me in exchange for sending me down a deep, dark, wet hole?”

      She giggled at the obvious innuendo in that. A little thrill hummed through her body, from the nape of her neck all the way down to her toes. They were alone in the Inn tonight, no guests due in until tomorrow, and she could be just as wild and naughty as she wanted. Just the two of them. Just his body, and her body, alone in this big bed.

      He was a tall and muscular man. Years of working with his hands had honed his physique to calendar pin-up status, and the feel of his skin under her fingers was driving her wild.

      It was going to be a good night for both of them, and now she whispered every single one of her desires to him, feeling his body react to each suggestion, each fantasy, every husky breath.

      “Well,” he purred. “That will definitely buy a few hours of my time to fix the neighbor’s water system. Maybe it’s just a raccoon stuck down there, or something.”

      “Ew. Don’t talk about dead things when I’m touching you...here.”

      He grunted, and shifted his hips, giving her more room to play. Men had such interesting parts. Women were all sleek curves. Men were...

      Interesting.

      “You know,” he said, his voice tight, “I’ll do just about anything when you do that to me.”

      “Then let me do it some more.” She curled her fingers, and let him feel that for a long moment while she trailed kisses along his collar bone, circling down lower, and closer to the little nub of his nipple.

      He always went crazy when she kissed him there.

      He took hold of her, wrapping his arms around her and rolling her under him. She gasped and felt a tremor flow through her. Yes. Oh, hell yes.

      “You’ll do it?” she asked him.

      His legs moved against hers. “I’m trying to do it right now.”

      She laughed at him, and kissed his chest some more as he held himself over her. “The well, big boy. You’ll fix the well?”

      He told her yes so many times that she lost count.

      When Katie finally looked at the clock, she couldn’t believe how late it was. Her body fell into an exhausted sleep, with a wonderful sense of love radiating all through her body.

      Next to her, Riley was already snoring.
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        * * *

      

      It was in the short hours just before the dawn when Katie woke up. It was something she could feel, even before she looked at the fuzzy numbers on the bedside clock. There was a certain feel to this time of day. It was mysterious. A little dangerous, maybe.

      Katie loved it.

      She enjoyed getting up before the dawn, before Riley woke up, and sneaking out to do her own thing for an hour, maybe two. She should be dead exhausted but instead she felt invigorated. Full of energy. Alive.

      Since they’d settled down here in New Hampshire she’d taken up jogging again, and after carefully slipping away from Riley’s side and out from under the covers, she got dressed in her sweats and sports bra and zip-up hoodie. It was chilly this morning, but by the time she’d gotten a mile into her run she knew she’d be perspiring.

      The Inn was quiet around her. She would have to be back here and showered by midmorning, when the guests were scheduled to arrive, but there was plenty of time. Maybe even time to enjoy an omelet down at the Good Eats Diner. Their name was a bit of a misnomer since most of their food was only just so-so, and not exactly ‘good’ per se, but the chef certainly knew how to do an egg white omelet with diced veggies.

      After stretching out on the front steps, and with the sunrise just a bare red line above the trees on the horizon, Katie set off down the quiet streets of Twilight Ridge.

      She didn’t like to jog to music. She liked listening to the world waking up around her. She liked to think about things like how she could improve the menu for the Inn and save some money on their grocery bill. She liked to let her mind drift, like it was doing right now, going back to the way Riley had used his hands on her last night. That bruise would probably go away in a day or two. Probably.

      She didn’t mind.

      The grist mill was running, the creak of the water wheel drifting over the town. Usually that sound was covered up by the sounds of traffic and dogs and the usual life of Twilight Ridge. She wondered how early people started working there. She might want to find out sometime, in case a tourist ever asked.

      That brought a little smile to her lips. She wasn’t a tourist anymore. Did that make her a local? Or was she still ‘from away?’

      Somewhere between those thoughts she realized the street ahead of her was too bright. Artificially bright. She could see her shadow stretching out long and straight in front of her.

      Looking over her shoulder she found herself staring into the headlights of an approaching car. It was getting very, very close. She stepped over further over onto the right shoulder, never breaking her stride.

      “Go around me, moron.”

      She looked back again. The car was still there, trailing her. The driver had actually edged over onto the shoulder with her.

      Katie did not like this.

      She waved the car around her.

      The driver honked his horn at her, three times.

      At the next corner, Katie turned, swearing at the unseen whoever-it-was behind the wheel. There was plenty of space for them to share the road. No need to act like a complete--

      The car turned with her.

      Then it sped up.

      Katie’s heart began to race. They weren’t fooling around. They were seriously trying to chase her, in a car, right here on the streets of Twilight Ridge.

      The engine revved, and she thought she could feel the bumper against her heels as she picked up her pace.

      Run, she told herself. Just keep running because this bastard can’t actually be trying to kill you. It’s just somebody playing. It’s a prank. You’ll be fine if you just keep running.

      She went faster.

      The car lurched towards her again.

      Twisting around for another look Katie jumped, literally jumped, to get away from the front end and then her feet were back on the pavement and she ran to the opposite side of the road.

      The car followed her.

      It was all houses here. In every single one the lights were out. Nobody was awake yet. Not this early. She thought about screaming for help and hoping--no, praying--that somebody would hear her but if they couldn’t hear that car squealing its tires and racing its engine then what chance did she have of someone hearing her?

      She changed sides of the road again. The car followed.

      In a panic, she set off across someone’s lawn, away from the road entirely. Panting for breath, feeling the burn in her lungs and the burn in her legs from overexertion, Katie surged forward just as fast as her body could push her.

      She looked behind her.

      The car drove up on the lawn, tearing up the ground as it came straight at her.

      “Go away!” she shouted at the driver. “Leave me alone!”

      She was watching the car. She wasn’t watching where she was going.

      When her foot took another step it broke straight through a rotten board. She heard and felt other boards snapping and breaking, and then she was falling into the empty space below. A hole in the ground.

      She threw out her arms and caught at the edge of the hole. It was all soil and loose stones and dry grass. Nothing to hold onto.

      In front of her, across the lawn, the car came barreling at her. She had nowhere to go. She was an easy target.

      So she let go.

      Then she fell for real, hitting her knees and elbows and head off stones all around. It was damp here, and chill, and when she hit the bottom she plunged into water up to her chest that was so cold it froze her clothes to her skin. She gasped, and took in a mouthful of water.

      She was gagging and coughing and fighting to breathe. She found her feet and kept her head above water and when she did, she found that she could see in the early morning sunlight from far above.

      This wasn’t just a hole. She was inside a well. A hand-dug well lined with rough stones.

      Like the contaminated one Vera had told her about.

      “No, oh God no.”

      Her lips were trembling, and it was hard to talk, and she could already feel herself starting to pass out from the cold. She had to get out of here. Right now.

      Katie’s fingers scrabbled to find a hand hold so she could climb out but the slick stones scraped at her skin and ripped at her fingernails. She tried for a foothold and slipped, hitting her head again. A gong rang in her mind, and lights flashed in front of her eyes.

      “Help me!” she tried to cry out. Her voice sounded small down here, too hollow and too frigid for anyone to hear. “Please, God. Somebody help me.”

      “There’s no way out,” a whispery voice said to her.

      Shivering from cold and a sudden rush of fear, Katie turned to look behind her.

      A young boy floated just over the water, looking down at her. A ghost. She was seeing a ghost down here with her.

      How hard did she hit her head?

      He was nearly transparent, with red hair and a face that she recognized from the photo on Vera Keats’ sideboard.

      This was her son, Martin.

      “There’s no way out,” he said again. “I should know. I’ve been trying for years and I’m still here.”

      Katie gasped and woke up.

      A dream. It had all been a dream. One of those crazy ones that she had sometimes that felt so real but were just her overactive and sensitive mind trying to tell her things.

      She had these from time to time, where reality mixed with her imagination and with some truths that she could only see while she was asleep. Vera had been talking about her dead son, and here she was dreaming about him. The ghost of Vera’s son was trapped. He wasn’t able to move on from this world for some reason.

      Another ghost, right here in Twilight Ridge. She should be surprised, she supposed, but she found she was far too cold to be surprised.

      Cold. Why was she cold?

      Katie looked down, and found she really was in water. It was dark, with the morning sun barely reaching her through the rectangular top of the hole so high above.

      Her hands really were torn up from trying to climb up the stones all around her. She really was in the well. She was trapped, with no way out.

      “Help!” she cried out, terrified that no one would be able to hear her at all. “Help me! Please, help me!”

      It was a long time before she heard voices calling back to her. Someone was up there. Someone was going to help.

      Someone had heard her, after all.

      She crossed her arms over herself, trying to rub some warmth into her upper body. She had to be careful of her hands because she had hurt them badly, and she was bleeding, and she knew that if not for how numb she was from the cold water then she would probably be doubled over in pain.

      Leaning her head against the freezing wet stones, she just concentrated on breathing, and waiting to be rescued. She began to wonder, there in her fuzzy brain, if she had really dropped herself into this well...

      What else from her dream might be real?
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      When Katie awoke again, she was in a hospital.

      Funny how you never mistook a hospital bed for anything else once you’ve ever been in one. It was in the crisp, almost raspy feel of the sheets. It was in the constant beeping of machinery that no one really understood. It was in the bright, sterile environment of white tiles and harsh lighting.

      Also, Katie thought to herself as she opened her eyes, it was in the way the people at your bedside looked at you with concern while trying so hard--and failing--to hide it.

      The moment her eyes were open, Riley was there to take her one hand gently between both of his. “Hey, there you are. Shh, it’s okay. Just take it slow.”

      She was mad at him for shushing her like she was some little puppy dog barking at every little thing. Then she found that she was just so relieved that he was here with her that she just didn’t care. She tried to put her fingers through his.

      But she couldn’t.

      Lifting up just her head from her pillow, she looked down at herself. She was in a hospital gown, and didn’t that just raise the question of who had taken her clothes off to put this paper-thin thing on her. She found that she could wiggle her toes. She guessed that was a good sign. That was what they always did on those television shows, right?  Wiggled their toes?

      Her knees and elbows and ass hurt. So did her head. The fall, she remembered. Falling down that well, crashing through those rotten boards, all the stones...yeah. It was a wonder she wasn’t in a full body cast. She could stand a few aches and pains.

      What was wrong with her fingers though?

      When she saw the heavy white bandages wrapped around both of her hands, she started to panic. They covered her hands from wrist to fingertips, covering her like mittens, hiding her injuries from her so that she couldn’t see what was wrong and she knew something was wrong but she couldn’t tell what and dear God what if her hands were ruined forever...

      “Whoa, whoa,” Riley said to her, letting go of the hand he’d been cradling and pressing gently against her shoulder instead. “Just lay still. Seriously, Katie, if you want to freak out at least let me tell you what’s wrong first so you have something to freak out about!”

      He said it with a smile on his face, and that more than anything else was what actually got her to relax. She took a breath. She was in the hospital. She’d been in the well, she remembered that part now, and she vaguely remembered being lifted out by a bunch of firemen before she had collapsed into unconsciousness. Now she was here. Her hands were in bandages. Riley was with her.

      She took a slow, deep breath. He was right. There was no need to freak out. Not until she knew if her hands were going to rot and fall off, or something like that.

      “Your hands aren’t going to fall off,” he said to her in that patient way he had for her nonsense.

      “How did you know I was thinking that?” Her voice was dry, and she swallowed to work up some spit in her mouth.

      “I know stuff like that,” he said, “because I know you. That was probably the first thought you had when you saw the bandages, wasn’t it?”

      She shrugged, and swallowed to moisten her tongue again. “Not the first. Maybe the second.”

      He smiled at her from the chair he’d moved right up next to the bed, and then leaned over across the safety bar to kiss her cheek. “Stop scaring me like this, okay? I woke up in bed and you weren’t there. No note, no voicemail, you weren’t answering your cell...then the next thing I know there’s some State Trooper knocking on my door and telling me you’re here.”

      “The police?”

      “Yeah. So. You can imagine what was going through my head.”

      Yes, she could. “Where is here? I mean, what hospital am I in?”

      “You’re in Merimack County General. It’s the closest one to Twilight Ridge, apparently. Good to know, in case I ever break an arm or something.”

      “Oh, hell, I didn’t break my arm, did I?”

      In a panic she tried to sit up in the bed to examine her arms, her legs, and everything else. Her ass, too, considering how much that was stinging.

      “No,” he promised her, “you’re fine, you’re fine...well, except for your hands and some mild hypothermia from being in that water so long.  Got a few bruises from falling through that rotten well cover, too. I’m going to have to have a long conversation with that woman about that. Vera Keats. She should know better. You could have...”

      He didn’t finish the sentence, but Katie knew what he meant. She could have died. She swallowed, her throat dry as dust again. He was right. She could have cracked her head off those stones on the way down, and fallen into that water, and that would have been the end of her.

      “Well,” she rasped, coughing and trying again. “Don’t be too hard on Vera. I shouldn’t have been running across her back yard, either.”

      “Yeah. About that. What happened? Why were you out there running and... Um. And falling? When we got you out of there you were going on about seeing some little kid. There was no one else down there with you, Katie. I’m guessing it had something to do with--you know. A ghost?”

      She nodded. Before she said anything else she rolled her head from side to side to make sure they were alone. There was another bed in the room but it was empty, and she and Riley were the only ones here. “There’s a little boy’s ghost haunting that woman,” Katie told him. “Her son. I was there yesterday, in her house. When I went for my walk I stopped in to visit and she’s got cases of bottled water stacked up in her kitchen. She said the water from her well is bad but now I’m wondering if maybe there’s another reason.”

      Riley’s eyes went wide. “You think the boy’s actually down there. His body. You think he’s dead in the well, and you think his mother knows about it?”

      Katie pursed her lips. The thought of a kid down there, decaying and alone, made her stomach turn. “Maybe. It wouldn’t be the first time we’d seen a bad death bring a ghost to Twilight Ridge, now would it?”

      “No,” he agreed. “I thought it was just our Inn that was haunted. Well, the Inn and the graveyard. How deep are the secrets in Twilight Ridge?”

      “Deeper than we realized.” It was the only answer she had to give. There was never any telling what people were doing behind closed doors, or what evil things they had done in their past. “Riley, I can’t stand the thought of that little boy being down in there. Wherever his body is, his spirit is trapped in that well. I can’t just leave him like that.”

      “Okay, I understand that, but I don’t know what we can do about it. I mean, we can’t exactly go to the police and tell them you saw a little boy’s ghost in a dream and ask if they could please go digging around for his body.”

      “No, we can’t.”

      “I mean, how deep is the well, anyway?”

      “One hundred feet, is what Vera told me.”

      It seemed to surprise him when she said that. “Uh, okay. So we agree, then? We’re not going to try getting involved with this one? We’ll let the dead be dead for a change?”

      Katie shook her head. “No. We need to do something.”

      “Didn’t we just agree there was no way to get the police involved?”

      With her bandaged hands, she fumbled for the bed controls, until Riley saw what she was doing and pushed the button for her to raise the top half of the bed up. How bad were her hands, she wondered? She remembered seeing them all torn apart and bleeding from the stone walls, but would they be all right?

      She flexed her fingers inside the bandages. They still moved. They hurt like hell, but it was a fuzzy sort of pain. Not like they were about to fall off.

      “They gave you a pain blocker,” Riley told her, correctly interpreting her thoughts once again. “Some kind of local anesthetic. The doctor said something about how your hands would be a little numb for the next twenty-four hours.”

      “Then what?”

      He shrugged. “He said he needed to talk to you about it first. He said not to worry, but it was a patient confidentiality thing. I got the impression he just wanted to give you the good news first,” he added quickly, trying to make her feel better.

      Experimentally she pressed her hands together, palm to palm. She felt pins and needles and knew that he was right. They’d given her an anesthetic to numb the pain of whatever was really wrong.

      For the moment she decided to put that aside, and talk to Riley about the ghost.

      “There’s no way to involve the police yet,” she agreed. “That doesn’t mean we can’t do anything. We can’t just leave him down there, Riley.”

      “If that’s where his body even is,” he pointed out.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s down there. I saw his ghost. Why would his ghost be down there if his body wasn’t? He said he was trapped and he couldn’t get out and why would a ghost be tied to a place like that if his body wasn’t there?”

      He gave her a look. “You saw his ghost in a dream, remember?”

      “So? He was in the well. That’s what drew me there, I think. Plus, how do you explain all that bottled water?”

      “The water’s bad. That happens. Plus, didn’t you say you bumped your head on the way down?”

      “That happened when I was already down there,” she said testily.

      “Okay, fine, but can you be sure you weren’t hallucinating? With the cold and the knock to your skull, I mean?”

      “Riley Harris, don’t you dare say I imagined that. This was a ghost. A for real ghost.”

      “Fine, fine,” he relented. “There’s a ghost in the well. What are we supposed to do about it?”

      “Funny you should ask...” she said right away. “Um. Remember how I offered your help in fixing Vera’s problems with her well? You could just go down there and look around.”

      “Katie!” he complained. “What am I supposed to do, just bring a shovel down there and start digging?”

      “Don’t be mad, okay? I promised our help before I knew about the ghost. She needed someone and I knew we could help her. I was just trying to be friendly.”

      “You keep saying ‘we,’ but I’m pretty sure you mean me.”

      “You want to be friendly too, right?”

      He rolled his eyes, because he knew all about Katie’s big heart. They’d talked before about fitting in better with the people of Twilight Ridge. They couldn’t do that by keeping to themselves.

      “Okay,” he sighed. “Obviously there’s no arguing you out of this. So I’m going to fix the well cover that you crashed through, and what? Look for a dead boy while I’m at it? Katie, we’d have to drain the water out, and possibly dig into the stonework of the walls without even knowing where to look. Any idea how I’m supposed to do that?”

      “You’re a smart guy.” She smiled at him and tried to take his hand before she remembered she didn’t really have the use of her own. “You’ll figure something out.”

      “Sure. I’ll figure something out. Right. Glad to know you’ve got that kind of faith in me.”

      “I do. Um. Can I get some water?” she asked him. Her throat was starting to feel like she had swallowed sandpaper.

      He took a pitcher from the nearby rolling table and poured some into a waiting styrofoam cup for her. He had to help her hold it, and she drank greedily from the straw. It felt really good, even if it did sort of remind her of being in the well, with the water splashing up over her head and into her mouth.

      Then she laid back on the bed, and listened to the quiet in the room while Riley sat with her, and talked about things that didn’t involve ghosts until she fell asleep again.
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      Her hands were beginning to itch.

      It was the next day, and Katie was still in the hospital. She was hoping to go home today. The doctors had wanted to keep her overnight to see if a slight rattle in her lungs would go away on its own or if she would need medication for it.

      She hadn’t slept much during the night. She tried to tell herself it was just because of being in a strange bed, with the noises of the hospital all around her. It might have been easier to sleep with Riley with her as well, but he had to get back to run the Inn. The guests for the week had started to arrive, and they couldn’t put up a sign that said “come back later” just because she was in the hospital.

      It could have been any of those things, or the stress of being here while they had an Inn to run, even. It could have been, but it wasn’t. Now, in the early morning hours, with her eyelids drooping from exhaustion, she could admit to herself that the trouble had been the dreams.

      Every time she had dozed off after Riley left her, she had seen the eyes of Martin’s ghost staring at her. She thought she was back in that well several times, waking up and flailing her arms and trying to get her head above water that wasn’t there.

      This time they were just dreams. Katie knew she wasn’t in any danger of running through the halls of the hospital, believing she was being chased by a car. Still, the dreams scared her. That poor, dead boy was reaching out to her. Had he died down there, in that well?

      Did his mother kill him?

      She bit her lip, and stared at the ceiling in the dark. People did all sorts of things that were truly evil. Katie knew that first hand. If Vera Keats had killed her own son, and buried him in their well, would it really be all that much of a stretch considering--

      “Knock, knock,” someone said from the door to her room.

      Katie looked up to find Vera standing there.

      She held the door open, and waved to Katie. “I heard you were still in the hospital. I wanted to come see you and say I was sorry.”

      “Oh. Well, thanks Vera. You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Sure I did,” she said, a frown on her face. “So, I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you. You’re here very late, aren’t you? Or, early, I guess.” Katie looked at the digital clock up on the wall. It was after three in the morning.

      “Yes, it’s late. I’m sorry.”

      “You said that already, Vera.”

      “I’m sorry you decided to take a jog through my back yard.”

      “Uh, yeah.” That didn’t sound much like an apology. Katie raised the head of the bed up so she could face Vera. “I know I shouldn’t have been back there. I know this will be hard to explain but I didn’t mean to be there.”

      “I’m sorry you trespassed on my property,” Vera continued, as if Katie hadn’t even spoken. She took a step inside the room. “I’m sorry you have no respect for my property.”

      “Vera?” Katie said, starting to get worried. “Um. Aren’t visiting hours over? Should you be here right now?”

      And in the back of her mind, Katie was wondering again if Vera had killed her own son...

      “I’m sorry,” the woman said, with another step, “that you want to meddle in my affairs.”

      Katie saw a light in her eyes that was not natural. It certainly didn’t come from the dim lighting in her hospital room.

      With her bandaged hands, she fumbled for the nurse call button. She had it, right there beside her, but it slipped through the fabric of her bandages. When she tried again, the same thing happened.

      And again.

      And again.

      “What happened to my boy,” Vera Keats said to her, “is none of your concern. None of your damned business.”

      She took another step toward Katie’s bed.

      “Stay out of my life!’

      Closer.

      “Do you hear me?”

      Closer.

      “Stay out...!”

      Vera’s face stretched toward Katie, the mouth becoming a huge gash and the eyes larger than life and then her whole body was following along in a flowing rush and Katie screamed and dropped the call button to the floor.

      She held her bandaged hands up over her face to protect herself.

      “Sweetie? You okay?”

      The lights snapped on in the room. Katie dropped her hands. Vera Keats wasn’t here. A nurse was in the doorway instead, smiling patiently at her and waiting for an answer to her question.

      You okay?

      “Um. Yes,” Katie mumbled. She’d fallen asleep again. Just like that she’d been plunged into a nightmare. Vera Keats, screaming at her to stay out of her affairs. Vera Keats, her body pulling itself through the space between the door and the bed, stretching and reaching and distorting itself--

      Katie got a grip on herself. It was just a dream this time. No ghosts. No premonitions of what was to come.

      Just a dream.

      Wasn’t it?

      “Well,” the nurse said to her, “if you’re sure...”

      “Uh, no wait.” Katie sat up straighter, carefully wiggling in the bed and not using her hands. “Can you tell me again when these bandages can come off?”

      “I really think the doctor should tell you...” The nurse hesitated. She was a plump woman with a frizz of brown curls, and a way of smiling no matter what she was saying. “Well. I suppose it doesn’t hurt for me to say it, since the doc’s already told you everything.”

      She came over, fussing with Katie’s sheets, and fluffing her pillows. Then she bent down, and picked up the call button from the floor where it had dropped.

      “Your nails,” she told Katie, “need to regrow on five of your fingers. There split and cracked, sweetie. Not pretty. No, sir. There’s no damage to the bone, thank the good Lord for that. It’s your skin and your nails that need time to heal, sure enough. Got some stitches on a few nasty cuts along the pad of your pointer and middle fingers. Probably have you come back in a week to unwrap the bandages and see where you’re at.”

      “A week?” Katie had not heard that part yet. She wasn’t happy to be hearing it now, either. “How am I supposed to run my business with my hands all wrapped up like this for a week?”

      The nurse gave her one of those looks that medical professionals used to tell their patients they should stop complaining. “The real question you should be asking yourself, is how you plan on running your business if you mess your hands up permanently so they don’t work right. Those stitches are holding your skin closed so it can heal. You’ll have some impressive scars on your fingers. You go trying to use your hands before they’re healed properly, and who knows? Might have to take off the tips of one or two.”

      “What?” Katie looked down at her hands again. Were they that bad? Really?

      “Nothing you have to worry about,” the nurse promised, “as long as you give yourself time to heal.”

      She knew the nurse was right, just like the doctor had been right, but now she really was worried. There were more guests checking in today. She’d sent Riley off to help Vera Keats fix the well, where there might be a dead body hiding, and where a young boy’s ghost was trapped. She couldn’t just sit on the sidelines with all of that going on.

      What was she supposed to do?

      “There, that’s better,” the nurse said, mistaking Katie’s pained silence for agreement. “Now, you get yourself some sleep.”

      She went back to the door, flicking the light switch off on her way out.

      Darkness surrounded Katie as the nurse shut the door. She lay there with her eyes open, refusing to sleep.

      She knew that in her dreams there were ghosts waiting. And worse.
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      It was near lunchtime when she opened her eyes. She sat up quickly, her head spinning, and when she could focus on the clock she couldn’t believe she actually had fallen asleep, and slept for that long, without a single dream.

      Well. Thank God for small favors.

      Her hands throbbed. She could feel the pulse in each of her fingertips. The anesthetic was wearing off, apparently. Wow, she really hoped that when they let her go home they gave her a prescription for some heavy strength Tylenol to go with it. With the pain starting, she really had to agree with her doctor. Keeping the bandages on sounded like a great idea.

      But then who was going to help Riley run the Inn and take care of everything else?

      The door to her room opened, just a little, and a face peeked in. Katie thought it would be the nurse again, or a doctor, but instead she saw maybe the last person she had ever expected to see.

      Mel Wragg had been Katie’s best friend for longer than either of them could remember. They hadn’t seen each other for a few months now, not since before Katie had come out on her trip to New Hampshire, and for the two of them that was a long time.

      “Hey!” she almost squealed, wanting to clap her hands together in her excitement. She would have too if not for the bandages around her fingers. “I can’t believe you’re here! Why are you here? Oh, man, I’m babbling like an idiot. Come here!”

      They hugged and laughed, and Mel told Katie she looked like day old crap and Katie told her she felt like day old crap but that was what happened to someone who fell down a well in someone’s backyard.

      “A well?” Mel sat in the chair next to the bed and pulled a face. "You mean like someone dug in the ground to get water? Dear God, Katie, have you gone full Amish or something? Who uses things like wells anymore?”

      Katie rolled her eyes. “This isn’t the city, Mel. Some people out here don’t have wifi or Uber, either.”

      “Savages,” Mel said, putting a hand up over her mouth in mock surprise. “How have you survived?”

      “We’ve managed. Oh, but it’s going to be so much better now that you’re here.”

      “Mm-hmm. Looks like you banged up your hands pretty good. Got a little bit of a bruise up by your temple too, I see. All those stories you told me about the ghosts here in Twilight Ridge I would have thought you’d be more careful, Katie Pearson.”

      There had been any number of late night phone calls between them, and Katie had felt better for having someone in her life who understood about the kind of crazy things she seemed to fall into. Mel had been with her for a couple of the haunted houses that she had bought, sight unseen. She knew ghosts were real, even if she couldn’t see them like Katie and Riley could. She knew how terrifying they could be, too. They’d been through a lot together.

      So now, when she told her about the dream, of the car chasing her and the boy in the well, her best friend nodded and looked serious and didn't make a single joke.

      “That,” she said at the end of it all, “is a hell of a story.”

      “Yeah. I have a feeling it’s just beginning, too.”

      Mel made a face, and Katie laughed. She was a very cute woman, shorter than Katie but with all the right curves in all the right places. The oversized sweater she was wearing hid most of them right now, but that face and the short pixie cut of her chestnut brown hair would’ve been enough to attract any man within sight of her anyway. Especially with the way Mel knew how to turn on the charm when she wanted to.

      Katie wasn’t into women or she might be attracted to her, as well. They’d been close as friends for years but lovers would never be their thing. Thankfully, Mel had other charms that Katie was interested in.

      “Tell me you brought it?” she said.

      Mel leaned back in her chair, arm resting lazily over one knee. “Of course I did. I’ve got six bottles of good wine waiting out in my rental car. I paid a fortune to get them through customs at the airport, too, so we are not going to waste them. I’m thinking you must have a flat screen TV in that new Inn of yours. You and me, on a couch, wine and a movie, how’s that sound?”

      Katie was laughing again. She couldn’t help it. Oh, it felt good to have her friend with her. “Yes, Mel. That sounds great but that wasn’t what I meant. Tell me you brought the Ouija board with you.”

      “Oh, that.” She didn’t seem happy about it. “You broke mine, remember? That had been an heirloom, and you cracked it in two.”

      “I’m sorry,” Katie said, although they’d had this same conversation many times by now and Katie had apologized just about as much as she could. “It was for a good cause.”

      “Hmph. It was to save your life.”

      “That’s not a good cause?”

      Laughing again, Mel reached over and threw her arms around Katie’s shoulders. “Yes, I guess so. Don’t you worry, I found a new Ouija board. This one was supposed to have been blessed by a Shaman on the third full moon of a month. Very powerful.”

      “What? What’s that got to do with anything?”

      Mel sat back in her chair. “Come on, Katie. Don’t you know anything? The third full moon in a month is like, really rare. That makes it special. At least, that’s what the guy who sold it to me said.”

      “Well, either way, I’ll be glad to have you here for a few days. The last time me and Riley had a ghost in the Inn...it didn’t end well. We’re lucky to be alive.”

      Not everyone got out alive, she reminded herself. So, yeah. She counted herself lucky over that one.

      Over on the bedside table sat the little metal cross she had started carrying with her everywhere she went. That had started after that last time, with the ghosts, and the almost dying. She made sure Riley left it out for her before he left.

      Now that Mel was here, everything would be fine. “How long are you going to be here?” she asked Mel. “More than tonight, right? A few days?”

      “Hmmm, chickie,” Mel said. “I’m not going to be here for a few days.”

      Katie felt her heart sink. “But you flew all this way. You’re not going to just turn around and fly back, are you?”

      “’Course not.” Mel winked at her. “I’m staying for a week, at least. I’m here until your hands heal.”

      Katie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “No way. No way! Are you serious? Why? How?”

      “That wonderful man of yours called me. Riley told me you got hurt and that he could really use an extra hand running the Inn. He left out the part about you falling down a well though. Nothing would’ve kept me away from you if I’d known that part.”

      “Ha! You got here in a day as it is. I can only imagine what that ticket must’ve cost.”

      Mel flipped a hand through the air. “None of that matters. Oh. Riley did say that you’ve got one room free and he offered it to me in exchange for my services. Now, I can’t cook to save my life, you know that, but I can clean and make nice with all those single male ghost hunters that are staying at your place.”

      “Hey now. Don’t go fraternizing with the guests.” She thought about that, and who she was talking to, and then she added, “Unless you do it behind closed doors.”

      “Oh,” Mel said, a wicked look on her face as she crossed her legs, “I plan on doing it behind closed doors. A lot.”

      Katie couldn’t do anything but shake her head over the boldness of her friend. That was Mel, to a tee. Riley hadn’t said anything about inviting her here but she was so glad that he had. She was definitely going to have to thank him for this.

      “So, that takes care of your Inn,” Mel said. “What are we going to do about the ghost in the well? You know, not to talk out of turn, but Riley’s not even really sure there is a ghost down there.”

      “I know. I’m telling you, Mel, I saw him down there. He spoke to me. He’s real.”

      “You saw him in a dream, though.” Mel laid her hand over Katie’s. “Sometimes your dreams are just dreams, chickie. I know how the ghosts like to find you, but isn’t it possible that this was just a dream this time?”

      Katie started to say no, to say that she was sure that what she saw was real and that Vera’s dead son was still haunting her...but then she remembered the dream she’d had here in the hospital. The one where Vera came to attack her.

      That hadn’t happened. Not really. And, if it was her mind trying to tell her something, she had no idea what that could be. So, was it possible? Could it be just like Riley had said, and the boy down there in the deep was just a dream?

      No. It couldn’t be that, because it had happened to her. She’d felt it. She’d experienced it. The fall into the well had been real. They had to pull her out. She’d torn her hands up trying to get out. All of it was real. The ghost was there.

      Then what about the car chasing her? Had that been real?

      What did it mean?

      She lay her head back on the pillows, and sighed. Now she wasn’t sure. Maybe she’d just had so many ghosts crawling in and out of her life that she was seeing them where they didn’t exist now. Maybe fear was just going to be a part of her life from now on.

      The rush of what had happened to her had faded, a day later. Looking at everything objectively meant admitting that maybe, just maybe, Riley was right. There might not be any ghost at all this time.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted.

      “Don’t worry,” Mel said to her. “We’ll figure this out. You and me.”

      “Right. Just like always.”
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      Mel stayed with her until she was discharged, just after noon. The hospital offered to feed her a lunch but she declined. All she wanted to do was leave, and go back home.

      She regretted it almost immediately. Her stomach rumbled in the parking lot on the way to Mel’s rental car. Then Mel’s rumbled, too.

      They decided to stop at a restaurant on the way to get something to eat, and so Katie could take her medication. Thankfully, yes, the doctor had prescribed tramadol for her pain, and given her four tablets to start with until she could get the script filled. There was another thing they didn’t have in Twilight Ridge. No pharmacies. Well. She was going to have to find one of those too, she supposed.

      That raised the question of how long she actually planned on staying in New Hampshire. Just this week? Until the end of the month? The end of the year? She was starting to get comfortable here. She could feel it. This was becoming a much longer stay than she had ever planned.

      They still hadn’t even started to hire anyone to work at the Inn, let alone to take over for them when she and Riley left. She sighed as she realized that was one more thing to worry over. They had to make a decision, and sooner was better than later.

      Well. That could wait. For now, Mel was here with her, and they had bottles of wine to look forward to, and a date with a Ouija board. That was always fun when Mel was around, ghosts or not.

      The tramadol tasted sour on her tongue but she was glad to be taking one with her beef noodle soup. Not that she wanted to eat soup, but with her hands still wrapped in those bandages it wasn’t like she could enjoy a good cheeseburger like she wanted to. The little roadside diner smelled of burgers and bacon and the soup was filling, but it just wasn’t the same.

      “I could cut you half of mine,” Mel offered. “And then feed it to you.”

      “No, thank you.” Katie tried to keep the annoyance out of her voice but if she could barely wield a spoon for the next week then she might just break down and let Mel feed her a hamburger or two, bite by bite.

      After all, what were friends for?

      Mel drove them the rest of the way after that, with the music playing while they talked about everything from boyfriends and the Heritage Inn to American politics.

      They didn’t stay on politics long. Mel knew less about it than Katie did.

      They turned off the main road and onto the narrow lane that led into Twilight Ridge. Katie gave directions, not that it was hard to navigate around this town. Plus there was a sign now. Three days ago--no, four days counting the one she’d just spent in the hospital--she had put one up that pointed down the side street that led to the Inn.

      “Not much here,” Mel muttered. “What do you do for fun in this place?”

      “We’re a tourist town,” Katie said. “There’s antique shops and a historic graveyard and a working gristmill and...yeah. Not much else.”

      “Please tell me there’s at least one bar in this town.”

      Katie shook her head. “Nope. Sorry. If we want to get drunk we’re going to have to do it in the privacy of our rooms.”

      “Mmm-hmm. I can think of lots of things that I want to do in the privacy of my room. Are any of your guests like super hot?”

      “How should I know? Riley’s been taking care of check-ins. There was two yesterday, and there’s supposed to be two today. They’re all single guys, if that helps you any.”

      “It just might. And ghost hunters, right? They’re ghost hunters?”

      “One of them is, sure.”

      “Good,” Mel cooed. “Because I want to show him my...Ouija.”

      Katie smirked at the twist her friend put on that. Mel was obviously going to be showing this guy more than her Ouija board. He didn’t know what he was in for.

      Not that he wouldn’t enjoy it. Having Mel staying with them might be good for business in more ways than one.

      They pulled into the front parking lot of the Inn not long after that. There was now a small area around the back that Katie and Riley used for their rental car, basically just an area of the grass that was tramped down from their parking back there. Riley was going to get some crushed stone delivered to put in there soon and make it into a real driveway. After that the plan was to add on an attached garage and storage building. Such a handy man to have around.

      She couldn’t believe how lucky she was to have found him.

      “Come on,” she said to Mel. “I’ll help you bring your bags in.”

      Mel was not a woman to travel light. She was a girlie-girl, in every sense of the word, and there were three suitcases plus an overnight bag plus the hard clamshell case of wine bottles to bring in. They managed it all in one trip though, laughing that Mel would sooner lose her makeup kit than those wine bottles, so Katie had better be careful carrying them!

      They stopped just inside the door so Mel could take a look around the front room, and the common room off to the side with the television and game table for the guests, and then the dining area to the back just off the stairs that went up to the second floor and the guest rooms. She let out a whistle of appreciation as she came back around from her self-guided tour to Katie and the bags.

      “Wow, chickie. Your description didn’t do this place justice. How’d you afford all this?”

      “I have to admit it’s taken a bite out of our savings. Still, it was worth it. And the previous owner was a murdering psychopath, so that kind of lowered the asking price.”

      “Ha! I’ll bet. I hear they practically had to give that house in Amityville away. You know, the one in the movies?” She picked up her share of the luggage and started off for the stairs. “Well, let’s not just sit here like bumps on a log. Show me to my room, you beautiful Innkeeper, you!”

      Katie was fumbling to pick up the carryall and the wine case with her bandaged hands slipped through the handles, when Riley appeared through the cellar door behind the check-in counter.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” he barked. Rushing out to her, he yanked the things she was carrying away from her. “Damn it, Katie, you were supposed to call me when you got out of the hospital so I could come and get you. You are not supposed to be carrying things! Why won’t you ever listen to me?”

      His face was red, and his jaw was set, and he only did that when he was really, really angry. Katie let him take the baggage from her, trying to ignore the way it hurt her hands to have them snatched away like that.

      “Riley, I’m sorry,” she said. Although, she wasn’t really sure what she was being sorry for. “Mel was there at the hospital so she just gave me a ride. I guess we forgot to call.”

      “You guess? You guess?” His voice was rising, and now Katie could see a guest edging his way down the stairs and looking over at them with concern. “How can you forget something like that Katie, huh?”

      “Riley, what’s wrong? You’re kind of scaring me right now.”

      “Yeah, man,” Mel said to him. “You’re really being a dick right now. Do you want to maybe ask how she’s doing?”

      “Well, obviously she’s doing well enough to carry your luggage, Mel! You want to talk to me about being scared?” he said to Katie, putting his face right up in hers. “How about not knowing where your girlfriend is hour after hour? How about that?”

      Katie lowered her eyes from his, chewing on the inside of her lip. He was right, of course. She’d gotten so wrapped up in Mel being here that she’d forgotten to let him know what was going on. It was her fault. Kind of. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I didn’t mean to worry you. Um. Were there any problems today?”

      “Oh, so you don’t think I can handle things here, either?” He turned on his heel and walked away from her. “Whatever. Mel I’m bringing these to your room, then I’m going to lie down for a while. I’ve been stressing out over everything and now I’ve got a splitting headache.”

      Katie stared after him with her mouth hanging open. Why was he acting so mean? He never talked to her this way. Ever.

      When she finally got up enough courage to look over at Mel she was fighting back tears. “Let’s go,” she managed to say. “Um. I think I might go check on Riley after I bring you to the room, if that’s okay?”

      “Katie, does he do that a lot?”

      “Do what?” she asked, trying to put on a brave face.

      Mel wasn’t having any of it. “Talk down to you. Embarrass you for no reason. That doesn’t look like the man you told me about at all. I mean, I only met him once before but he seemed nice when I did.”

      “Oh, he is. He is nice, Mel. Really. He must be tired, or something. Look, I’ll go talk to him and then we can have dinner together tonight and you’ll see. That wasn’t like him.”

      Mel looked at her like she wanted to argue more, but she didn’t. Instead she just shrugged and followed Katie up the stairs. The guest who had been watching was still there, and he was watching Katie too. She could hardly stand it. Bad enough that her good friend Mel saw all that, but to have a complete stranger witness what had just happened made her feel about twelve inches tall.

      “Are you okay?” he asked as they went walking past, and that just made it worse.

      Katie nodded, not trusting her voice. The guy was young, and cute, with this flyaway hair across his forehead and eyes that were big and expressive. She hurried past him rather than answer his question.

      Mel took her time, however. “Just a little argument,” she told the man. “Nothing to worry about. Say. You look like a big, strong man. Would you mind terribly helping me with these bags down to my room?”

      The guy smiled, standing up taller under the compliment. “Sure. Which one is yours?”

      Mel didn’t know. “Hey. Which one is it, Katie?”

      “Um. Four. Number four.”

      “Right. Number four. Would you be a dear?” She actually batted her eyelashes at him.

      She held out a bag to him, and the guy took it with a lopsided grin and then he was following along behind her like a puppy.

      “Thank you so much. I’m Mel, by the way.”

      “Gary,” he said, in a voice that was deep and strong. “Gary Wargo.”

      Mel blew Katie a kiss over her shoulder, and somehow that made Katie feel like everything was all right. Her friend was picking up guys, and using it as a way to get her out of the conversation so she wouldn’t have to feel embarrassed anymore. Yup. That was Mel.

      Katie waited for the two of them to be inside Mel’s room with the door closed--and tried not to think about what would be going on in there in just a few minutes. Then she went down to the room she shared with Riley. With a deep breath, she steadied herself, and opened the door.

      “Riley? Hey, I--"

      She pushed the door open wide.

      Beside her, something heavy and made of glass shattered against the wall.
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      Katie flinched and stumbled further into the room, realizing now that it was a decorative vase that had hit the wall. It was the one from their bedside table. Now it was nothing but several sharp pieces on the floor.

      “Did you have to follow me?” Riley asked, sitting on the edge of the bed. “I was trying to get away from you for a few minutes.”

      She gaped at him. “Riley, what is wrong with you? Did I...did I do something?”

      “It’s always about you, isn’t it? We had to move out here, because of you. We’re stuck here until this place is up and on its feet, because of you. Oh, and let’s not forget that I’m now hiring myself out to fix a damned well in someone’s backyard, because you promised I would do it without ever asking me. Let’s not forget about that!”

      She didn’t know what to say. She stammered something that might have been an apology and might have been an explanation and probably wasn’t either. She didn’t know what she was saying.

      Her head was spinning by the time he threw his hands in the air, with a glare that would have melted rock. “Whatever, Katie. Do what you want. That’s what you’re going to do anyway.”

      She made her way to the chair in the corner of the room so she could sit down. “Is that what this is about? Vera’s well? Riley, I honestly thought you’d want to help one of our neighbors. That was all. If you don’t want to do it, then don’t.”

      “Oh, no. I don’t have a choice anymore, do I? Because we’re looking for a ghost in that well, because of you! Well, I went down there today, and I put a ladder down that well, and I looked. There’s nothing there, Katie. Not a damned thing. But hey, why should you care? I did it anyway, because of you. That’s all that matters, right?”

      Now she got up again, and came over to him, reaching out for him and wanting to take him in her arms and try to make this all right.

      He sprang up from the bed, his arms coming straight up.

      Katie was sure he was going to hit her.

      She put her arms up over her face, her heart racing, her mind screaming at her to run away and protect herself. This was Riley, another part of her said. This was Riley, and he would never hurt her.

      Her heart was in her throat by the time she felt him kissing the top of her head.

      “You made a mess over there, Katie. Clumsy to break that vase. Make sure you clean it up, okay?”

      Then he was walking through the bedroom door, and he was gone.

      Katie lowered her arms, and stared after him. Her hands were shaking and throbbing again. Riley was acting so strange. There was definitely something wrong.

      She stood there, telling herself she hadn’t done anything. She got hurt, sure, but he had no right to treat her like this. Not for an accident. Not for a trip to the hospital. What the hell was wrong?

      Wait a minute. Did he say that he went over to Vera Keats’ today? Yes. He did. He said he was down in the well. He was in that damned well and now his whole personality was changed. The Riley she knew was never mean to her. Something was causing it.

      Something from the well.

      She knew it! She knew that she wasn’t just imagining it. There was a ghost in that well. A ghost, and something evil.

      Wait, wait, wait, she said to herself. The water is contaminated. Vera said so. Maybe that was all this was. Riley might just have some poison or something toxic in his system. Maybe he swallowed some of the water, or something.

      But, no. Because she swallowed some of it herself. She was down in it long enough to get mild hypothermia. She tore her hands open so the water had even gotten into her bloodstream. She was fine. Could whatever was in the water affect Riley so strongly when it hadn’t affected her?

      Well, she’d gone to the hospital and they’d treated her for her injuries. Riley hadn’t gone to a doctor.

      Did that matter?

      Ugh, she groaned. Her thoughts were going in circles. She needed to stop second guessing herself. She saw the ghost. The ghost talked to her. It was that simple.

      She had to help Riley.

      Katie rushed out of the room. She left the glass shards right where they were. She could pick them up later if she really wanted to. Right now she needed to go see Vera.

      She needed to see what was in that well.
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      It was when she was about to knock on Vera Keats’ door that Katie realized this might be harder than she thought.

      Her bandaged hands didn’t hurt as much as they had before, but she couldn’t bring herself to knock with them. The tramadol she had taken before walking over here had dulled the pain and now it was only a sort of itchy throb along her fingers, but still.

      So she bent her elbow, and whapped the door three times that way.

      Thankfully she didn’t have to knock again because Vera came to the door, smiling and happy to see her.

      A quick flash of her dream came to her with Vera’s face warping and screaming and her hands stretched out towards her...

      Shaking that away, Katie put on a smile of her own. That had been a dream. This was real. “Hi, Vera. I wanted to come by and say how sorry I am for all the trouble.”

      “Oh, nonsense. You fell into my well. I should be the one apologizing to you. I’m sure you were only out there scoping it out for that boyfriend of yours. Such a handy man, isn’t he? Here, come on in and we can talk.”

      “Yes. Riley is very handy.”

      She thought about the way Riley had acted back at the Inn. That wasn’t him being handy. That had been terrifying.

      Vera led her into the kitchen again, among all the cases of bottled water, and used a couple to get the tea kettle ready for them just like she had two days ago. Over in the corner, the empties had grown to two bags full now.

      “Did Riley fix the well for you?” Katie asked her, deciding to work up to what she wanted to really ask.

      “No, not yet. He went down inside of it to take a look and said he would be back tomorrow. He was talking about building a new cover for it and maybe having the water tested at a lab in Concord. They’ve got the facilities to do that there, apparently.” She shrugged. “I’m not sure what he thinks that will find. I told him I already did that, but he insisted.”

      Katie folded her hands gingerly over the table. Vera didn’t want the water tested. Was that more proof that she knew what was down there? Maybe. She sipped her tea, trying to frame her next question to get at the heart of the matter.

      Something bumped into her foot.

      Looking down, she saw the soccer ball again. It had rolled down the hall, into the kitchen...and taken a left turn to roll into her foot.

      Katie bent down to it while Vera was distracted.

      Bandaged hands on either side of the black and white sphere, she picked it up.

      As she did, it began to unravel.

      The stitching between the pads came apart as she tried to hold it together. The white hexagons and the black pentagons dropped one by one to the floor as she tried to catch them. The inside was an inflated bladder of air.

      It swelled in her hands. She could feel the strain of the building pressure.

      It popped, exploding with a bang that reverberated around the kitchen.

      Blood, not air, sprayed everywhere. It covered Katie’s face and her clothes and spread across the kitchen table. She closed her eyes against it, but she could still feel it dripping from the ceiling, and soaking into her shirt, and dear God she wanted to scream but if she did it would get into her mouth and she didn’t dare breathe because it would be in her nose and--

      “Oh, Katie,” Vera said in a voice that was far too calm, “I think you’re bleeding.”

      She opened her eyes. The kitchen was just like it should be. Everything was clean and neat and in its place. Herself included. She took a breath, and looked down at her hands. At the floor. At the room around her.

      The soccer ball was gone.

      But, the tips of her bandages were still red with blood.

      Flexing her fingers, she realized with relief that she felt fine. This wasn’t her blood. This was left over from holding the ball while it popped. It wasn’t her blood.

      But she couldn’t tell Vera that.

      “Uh, yeah, I guess I am bleeding,” she said with a nervous laugh. “I should probably get back to the Inn and take care of this.”

      “Are you sure? I could maybe help you look at them here. My Martin was always getting into some scrape or other. Such a sports nut. His father pushed him, of course, but that’s what all good dads do, isn’t it?”

      She looked uncertain about that, and her eyes lost their focus for a long moment. Katie didn’t know what to say. Yes, fathers pushed their sons to do better. What did Vera think that mothers did about it, she wondered?

      She got up from her seat and careful not to touch anything with her bloody bandages. “I think I’m just going to go home. I’ll stop by again as soon as I can, all right?”

      Vera nodded, but Katie thought she wasn’t really listening. She sank down into a chair, and stared away into her memories, and didn’t move as Katie left.

      On her way out, she passed the soccer ball right where it belonged, sitting in its place on the sideboard between photos of Martin. In the picture on the left, he was on the soccer field in that blue uniform with the number eight on it, one leg bent up with his foot on a soccer ball. The same ball that was now on the sideboard right next to the photo’s frame.

      Katie leaned in closer to the photo.

      The ball in the picture exploded in a geyser of blood that covered the young man from head to two.

      Katie fell backward, away from the photo. She lifted her hands defensively but it was just a picture, and when she looked again, Martin was smiling up at her, the ball under his foot again. Katie breathed a shaky breath. Just a picture.

      Then Martin’s eyes closed, and he fell over, there on the soccer field. His body decayed and rotted away to a skeleton in a matter of seconds. He was dead.

      Katie reached out and slapped the photo down. She backed away from the whole thing, photos and soccer ball and everything, and turned for the front door again.

      If she had any doubt about there being a ghost here before, she certainly wasn’t doubting it now.

      Behind her, she heard a thump.

      Looking over her shoulder, she saw the soccer ball. It had rolled off its perch and fallen to the floor. It was still bouncing there, waiting for her to move.

      Bounce.

      Bounce.

      Katie ran out the front door before it could follow her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Outside, Katie took a few deep breaths, and tried to calm down. She half expected the soccer ball to roll after her, right through the closed door. After a minute or two, she dared to look back.

      The door to the house was closed, and she was alone.

      Which meant she had the chance to do what she really came here for.

      She didn’t bother looking to see if anyone was watching her as she went around the side of the house. She didn’t want to look suspicious. She went right to the backyard with her head held up and a smile on her face that she didn’t feel. She was going to act like she was supposed to be here.

      Even though she didn’t want to be here anymore at all.

      The well was right in the middle of the backyard. The grass around the edges of the hole was brown and dry, dying early in the month of November. Short trees and shrubs created a sort of natural fence all around the property, blocking the neighbors from seeing anything. Katie could now see the rotted planks that she had broken through yesterday. They’d been stacked to one side. Riley’s work, she figured.

      She could just see the top of the ladder sticking up out of the rectangle-shaped hole. Riley had put up wooden stakes around the hole, tied together with orange rope, warning people to stay away. Nobody else was going to accidentally drop down there.

      Katie pressed her lips together as she stepped over the rope. Her drop into that well hadn’t been an accident. She was even more convinced now that she was right. Martin Keats was down in that well. This was where he’d died, and he had drawn her here to help.

      She needed to find him. Or rather, she needed to find his body. The answers to this whole nightmare she had stepped into were only going to be found, when she found him.

      Unfortunately, that meant she had to go down there into the deep.

      At the edge of the stone-lined hole she looked at her hands. The bandages were still stained with blood from the kitchen. It wasn’t hers, she reminded herself. It was a ghostly manifestation, something that shouldn’t be there, but was. She tried to rub it off the edges of her bandages, but it wasn’t going away.

      Swallowing, working up her courage, she put a foot on one of the top rungs of the ladder. Her hands were more for balance as she started down, but it was enough that she knew she wasn’t going to fall.

      It was dark halfway down, and darker still near the bottom. She fell down this? Dear God, Katie thought to herself. She really was lucky to be alive.

      In the next step down, her foot felt the water below.

      Ew, she thought to herself. She’d been in that water. That contaminated water, where a boy had died. She’d taken two showers at the hospital. She was going to take two more tonight.

      Katie looked around, as best she could, her eyes adjusting to the dim light. All the stones sat tightly together. She looked closely at several of the seams. She used her forearm to push against a few of the rocks. Nothing moved.

      Then she looked down. She needed to see the bottom of the well but she didn’t have any idea how that was going to happen. The ladder went down to the bottom, sunk into the wet sand a few mere inches. She could climb down there, but then the water would be up to her chin again and it still wouldn’t help. She had no desire to be submerged in that again.

      If she couldn’t see what was there, she couldn’t search.

      “Damn it,” she swore to herself. “This was a really bad idea.”

      She stepped up to the next rung. There was nothing she could do, except leave and think of something else.

      A slurping sound from below echoed of the walls.

      Heart in her throat, Katie looked down again. The surface of the water was moving. It was swirling, spinning around in a slow circle.

      The noise got louder, and louder.

      She held onto the ladder tighter.

      A really, really bad idea.

      In the gloom, for just an instant, it looked like she was rising, like the ladder was being pushed up out of the water. She wrapped her arms around the rungs and held on, panicking as a sudden sense of claustrophobia tightened around her heart. The walls were closing in, pressing up against her, the wet stones slick and cold and hard against her skin...

      “Breathe, Katie,” she whispered to herself. “Just breathe. The walls aren’t moving. You’re just scared.”

      She looked again. The stone walls were back in place, close but not pressing in on her.

      Then she looked down again and she realized what was happening. She wasn’t going up. The water was being slurped down.

      She watched in amazement as every drop was drained away, leaving the wet rocks exposed. The bottom was sand, and now she understood how she’d fallen all that way, a hundred feet or so, and not broken her legs. It was wet sand. Mud.

      Slowly, cautiously, she went down the ladder, further and further, until she was on the last rung before the bottom. She had an image flash through her head of the water rushing back in again, all at once, and drowning her down here where no one would ever find her. At least, not until Riley came back to finish his work. Maybe not even then, if he was convinced there was no ghost down here and that he had no reason to even look.

      If he took the ladder up without looking would she end up the next dead body down here, contaminating this well with her corpse?

      She held her breath, and listened, but there was no sound. The water stayed gone. There was nothing to be afraid of.

      She went to step down onto the sandy bottom.

      A hand broke up through the muddy surface. It was a small hand, the flesh rotting away until the bone showed through in places. It grabbed hold of her ankle, and it pulled.

      Katie screamed. She desperately clung to the ladder, forcing her hands to work for her even though the pain it caused her was like bathing in hot acid.

      She tried to pull herself up. The hand held her in a deathly grip, and would not let go.

      Gasping, crying out for help, Katie pulled herself up one rung, and then another, her one leg stretched out below her where the dead arm held her fast. Slowly, as she climbed higher, the body attached to that arm peeled itself out of the bottom of the well. Wet sand fell away as the whole thing was revealed.

      His face was unrecognizable, more skull than flesh, and his red hair was only clumps of wet strands now. He would have been unrecognizable even to his mother, if not for the filthy, torn soccer uniform he was wearing.

      A blue uniform, with the number eight a black silhouette in the gloom.

      Martin Keats.

      “Get off!” she screamed, frantic to climb her way out of the well and away from the dead boy. “Get off of me!”

      His fingers tore through her pants, biting into her flesh, clenching her in a deathly grip. She felt the bones in her ankle grinding together. Inch by inch, rung by rung, she pulled Martin from his grave.

      Then, with the next step, he let go.

      The sudden release nearly made her slip and fall off the ladder. She got her feet on the rungs again and then she was moving as fast as her feet and her injured hands would let her. She was bleeding into her bandages for real now. The stitches, she remembered. She must have torn them open.

      At the top she pulled herself out and dropped herself onto the ground, panting heavily, shivering in the cool air even though the sun was out and shining down on her.

      She was wet, and she was cold, but she was trembling for another reason altogether.

      A shadow covered the sun, and Katie opened her eyes to look up at the person standing there.

      Vera Keats.

      “You!” Katie shouted at her. “You did this. You knew he was down there! You knew!”

      “What?” Vera’s face went very pale. She rushed to the edge of the opening in the ground, and dropped to her knees, and stared over the edge. “Martin? You found him? You found...my boy...”

      Vera collapsed on the ground. Katie managed to get to her knees, her fingers raw and burning, and her ankle adding a new depth of pain.

      Vera was breathing. She was conscious, she’d just fainted.

      Down in the well, the body of Martin Keats waited. He’d been there all this time, and no one had found him until now. He was free now. He could be buried and the world would know that his mother had sat in her house and left him here to rot.

      The police. She needed the police. They could deal with the body, and with Vera, and with all of it. This nightmare was at an end.

      Now Martin could rest in peace.
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      This time the hospital took care of her in the emergency room.

      There were more bandages for her ankle, and a warm compress for the bruise that had already been on her thigh from the first time she fell into the well. It was her hands that were the worst off.

      Katie nearly vomited when they removed the red-stained wrappings and she saw the torn sutures and the puckered flesh, and her ruined nails. Cleaning the wounds hurt. She was insanely grateful for the injection of local anesthetic when they cut and pulled off a long piece of broken nail so the finger would heal better.

      In the end, they only had to wrap up five of her fingers, and they left both of her thumbs free, so she could almost use her hands again. She looked like a penguin, but burgers were back on the menu.

      Not that she felt like eating right now.

      The whole time they were working on her fingers, Katie was thinking about Martin Keats. That poor child. Dumped in a well all this time, waiting for someone to notice him and save him from an eternity of damnation in that cold, damp space. Katie could imagine the water moving over him all these years, and the soft sand slowly sucking him under, until he was in a cold and lonely grave.

      His ghost had wanted her to find him. Now she had. Now he could get peace.

      Why would a mother do that to her only child?

      Katie didn’t know the answer to that and she prayed hard that she never would. On the other hand, she thought she might just know why Martin’s father had left the family. If Vera was that psychotic then her husband probably wanted to be free of her.

      Katie frowned as the doctor finished the last suture and tied it off. The secrets of Twilight Ridge ran deep, and dark. Kind of like that well.

      The doctor had a few choice words for her about taking care of herself this time, and about staying out of holes in the ground. After warning her that she needed to take it easy on her hands for at least a week, he left and a nurse discharged her. The nurse went through the same things the doctor had said, and by the end of it Katie thought she could have recited the whole thing from memory.

      She wasted no time at all in getting out of the emergency room and to the front doors of the hospital.

      Which was when she remembered she didn’t have a car.

      She didn’t even have her cell. There’d been no reason to take it with her to Vera Keats’ because with her hands under heavily wrapped bandages she didn’t have a chance in hell of using her smartphone’s touchscreen. Now that she had the use of her thumbs back, she still didn’t have the phone with her.

      “Damn it,” she whispered under her breath. “Why isn’t anything ever easy?”

      Turning around, heading back into the hospital, she figured there was nothing for it but to ask the people at the registration desk to make a call for her.

      Back inside, a uniformed State Trooper was talking to a woman behind the desk. The woman looked up as Katie approached, and then pointed at her.

      The Trooper turned around.

      Well, she thought. That can’t be good.

      She hesitated when the officer made a beeline right for her. He was a tall and thin man, and if it weren’t for the leather duty belt with all the weapons on it and the nice shiny badge, he probably wouldn’t have been nearly as intimidating as he was. Still, she didn’t like the idea of the police being this interested in her.

      “Are you Miss Pierce?” he asked her.

      “Uh, no. Pearson. I’m Katie Pearson.”

      “Right, right. Pearson.” He smiled apologetically. “My mistake. You’re the one who found the boy’s body, right?”

      “Yes. That’s me.” Katie thought she should feel better about it. She’d done a good thing. She should be thrilled.

      Only, she wasn’t. All she felt was tired.

      “We have some questions for you, Ma’am. About why you were there in the first place.”

      Katie had been expecting the question. She was prepared for this. “I met Vera Keats a few days ago. She told me about the problems with her well and my boyfriend is a contractor, so we offered to help her fix them. That’s why I fell down there the first time. This time I was just following up with the repairs.”

      “I see.” The officer wrote some things out on a small notepad. “How’d you find the boy?”

      “Putting the ladder into the well must have opened up a pocket in the ground or something. All the water drained, and there he was.”

      Nodding, writing down that last part, the officer snapped the notepad closed. “Well, that settles it, then. Thank you, Miss Pearson.”

      “You’re welcome, Officer...?”

      “Norstrom. Might have heard of us. I’m part of a pretty big family from these parts.”

      “Sorry, I’m from out West. Colorado, actually, and a few other areas.”

      “Oh. New to our little part of the country, are you?”

      “Recently, yes. I bought the Inn down in Twilight Ridge.”

      His face soured as soon as she said the name. Obviously, he would have heard the reports of all the goings on at the Heritage Inn. It wasn’t just ghost hunters who knew the stories.

      “Right,” he said after a long moment. “I won’t keep you anymore. If we need anything else from you we’ll be in touch. That poor family. First the boy goes missing, then the father. Now this. It’s almost too much to believe.”

      “Wait. The father?” Katie wasn’t sure that she’d heard him right. “What about the father?”

      “Just that he’s missing.” Officer Norstrom scratched his forehead. “I thought everybody round here knew about...then again, you’re not from here, are you? Well. It’s a hell of a thing, that’s for sure. The father, Mark Keats, was by all accounts a model citizen. Coached his son’s soccer team, worked as the executive officer of a local company, lots of friends, that sort of thing. Then one day he’s just gone.”

      “Right. Vera said something about that to me.”

      He nodded his head. “Right. Well, the way I hear it Vera ran him off. Guess she fell apart after their boy went missing. Wonder what would have happened if they knew he was right there, in the backyard?” He shrugged. “Guess we’ll never know. So, anyway, thank you for all of your help on this. Gave that boy some peace, and I imagine Vera Keats’ going to be going away to jail for a very long time.”

      “Um. You’re welcome,” Katie told Officer Norstrom, not really hearing her own words. Something he’d said was bothering her. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Something about Mark Keats disappearing, maybe. It reminded her of what she’d been thinking earlier, about how she could picture him wanting to get away from Vera. Hadn’t she said something similar? About how he needed to leave and she needed to stay?

      Had anyone seen him since, she wondered?

      When she felt a hand touch her arm she jerked and spun around, her nerves stretched tight as piano wire.

      “Jeez, Katie,” Mel said to her. “Is that the way you greet someone who’s here to give you a ride? For the second time, I might add.”

      Katie threw her arms around Mel’s shoulders, holding onto her tight. She stayed like that, standing in the middle of the hospital floor, as people walked around them. She didn’t care who saw them. Mel always made things better.

      “Chickie,” she said, “what’s wrong? You’re shaking like a leaf.”

      “I don’t know,” Katie admitted. “I don’t know. I’m just scared. I’m so scared.”

      “Come on. Let’s get you home. Everything will look better when you’re at home.”

      Katie nodded, wanting that to be true.
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      “Oh, did I tell you?” Mel said on the drive back. “That one guest at your Inn, the ghost hunter?”

      “You mean Gary Wargo?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “I haven’t met him.”

      “Well, I did.” Mel winked at her. “I met him in the biblical sense. Twice. He’s a beast between the sheets.”

      “Mel!” Katie laughed, and it felt good. “You are absolutely incorrigible.”

      “Mmm-hmm. He used a different word for it, me and Gary, but that’s me all right.”

      “Lush,” Katie teased.

      “That’s closer,” Mel purred.

      Katie hadn’t realized just how much she’d missed her friend. Just having her here for company made her feel better. She still wasn’t sure what had come over her, back there at the hospital. Something about the story Officer Norstrom had told her had really set her off. Mark Keats was missing. Martin Keats had been missing, too, only he’d actually been dead...

      She shook it off for now, pushing it to the back of her mind to think about later. Whatever it was would come to her. Maybe in a dream.

      They got to the Inn quickly enough, but when they parked, Katie sat in the car instead of getting out. She stared at the building. This place she called the Heritage Inn was becoming a truly viable business. This was her home for now. Being in this town was different. A whole new chapter in her life. At the same time, she felt like she fit in here.

      In an odd sort of way, all the ghosts were a part of that. She didn’t know if anyone else in the world could do what she did. None of the ghost hunters who had booked rooms and stayed here showed any real aptitude for sensing the dead. There’d been one who claimed to speak to the dearly departed and then had proceeded to have a half hour long conversation with Katie’s Great Uncle Carl. Only, Katie didn’t have a great uncle. That guy had cancelled his reservation and left in a hurry after being caught in his lie.

      The rest were good meaning sorts, and they were fun to talk to, for the most part, but if there were all these ghosts here in town waiting for someone to help them...

      She could help. Did that make this the right place for her to be?

      All of that was just a distraction from what was really on her mind. She knew she should get out, and go inside the Inn. She just couldn’t make herself do it.

      “Hey,” Mel said to her. “It’s okay. I’ll go in with you.”

      “What? I’m fine.” She looked away as she said it, unable to meet Mel’s gaze.

      “No, chickie. You’re not. You’re worried about seeing Riley, and what he’s going to do.”

      With a long exhaled breath, Katie nodded. “Yeah. I guess I am.”

      “Hey, listen. I’m sure it’s going to be fine. You love him, and he loves you. The way you’ve talked about him I know he’d never do anything to hurt you.”

      Katie smiled at her friend. “Thanks Mel. You’re right. I’m just being silly.”

      They went inside together, and the Inn seemed bright and safe to Katie. She didn’t know what she’d been so worried about. Two of the guests were in the common room, talking to each other over cups of coffee while the television played in the background.

      The one that Mel had called a beast, Gary Wargo, raised his cup in a greeting. Mel blew him a kiss and gave him a look that promised there would be more between-the-sheet time for him later.

      He gave her a look in return that absolutely smoldered.

      “Actually, Katie...” Mel hesitated, shifting from foot to foot. “Would you mind if maybe I caught up with you later? I, um, want to show Gary my Ouija board.”

      Katie rolled her eyes. She knew exactly what Mel wanted to show the man, and it certainly didn’t start with O.

      “No, seriously,” Mel whispered. “I told him about it earlier. It’s a really old board. There’s this vibe that comes off it whenever you touch it.”

      “You sure that’s the vibe you’re looking for right now?”

      Mel pretended to gasp. “Pervert. I only want to bring Gary up to my room for...scientific purposes.”

      Katie understood perfectly well what her friend was getting at. She didn’t want to interrupt her time with Gary, and she knew she should just make a funny comment like she always did and then walk away.

      Only, she really didn’t want to leave Mel’s side. Not until she knew for a fact that Riley was over whatever issues he had been going through earlier.

      The vase, shattering against the wall, came to mind. She swallowed back the emotions caught in her throat.

      Then she took a breath, and told herself that she was a big girl and there was no reason to be afraid of the boyfriend who she loved with all her heart. They would talk it out, whatever was wrong.

      “Go ahead, Mel,” she told her finally. “I’ll be upstairs. I’m guessing that’s where Riley is. I’ll catch up with you later for dinner?”

      “Um, yeah,” Mel answered distractedly. She was already heading in to the common room. “Much later. Give me a couple of hours at least.”

      Hours? Wow. Maybe the man was a beast.

      Katie kept her comment to herself. Mel would never change. Truth be told, Katie would never want her to. How many people could say they had a best friend like her?

      No one but her.

      In a better mood than she had been for a while, especially after finding the dead child in the well, she went upstairs. She remembered Martin’s dead hand grabbing hold of her ankle, and shivered, but it passed quickly. That was done. She could move on and get back to real life now. It was just one more ghost in a town that seemed to be full of them, and now Martin Keats could rest.

      She was humming a tune to herself by the time she went down the hall to her room. She was already planning out the rest of her week. Like a week in bed. That would be perfect. With Riley, of course.

      She took one last moment to breathe, and prepare herself, and then she opened the door to her room. It was nice, being able to use her hands again.

      It was dark in there. The lights were turned off, and the curtains pulled across the window. It even took her a moment to realize that Riley was there, sitting on the edge of the bed, waiting for her.

      “Hey,” she said gently. “Um. I’m back from the hospital. I think we need to talk. Can we do that? Just...talk?”

      He stood up, just a silhouette in the dark, and held out his arms for her. “I’m glad you’re home.”

      Relief flooded through her. Everything was all right, just like Mel had told her. She rushed over to him, putting herself in his arms and resting her head down against his shoulder. “Me too. I’m so glad to be here. Riley, I thought I’d done something wrong. You were so mad before, you know? I was so scared that I was going to come home and you were going to--"

      She was spun around, off balance, as Riley grabbed her arms and dragged her over to the door and then pushed her down to her knees at the floor.

      “I told you to pick this up!” He jabbed a finger at the broken pieces of the vase from before. “You’re supposed to take care of things around the house while I do a man’s work. How do you expect me to keep this place running--” He shoved her closer to the broken glass. “If you can’t even--” She fell on her injured hands, spikes of pain going up her arms. “Clean up your own mess!”

      His hand was so cold on her arm. A grip of pure ice. She couldn’t break free.

      Katie wanted to scream. She wanted to stand up and tell Riley off, shout in his face and demand to know what was wrong with him. She wanted to slap him and push him away and hurt him the way he was hurting her.

      There was a lot of things Katie wanted to do. When it came down to it, she didn’t do any of them.

      Instead, she stayed there on her hands and knees, telling him over and over that she was sorry. “Riley whatever this is just talk to me and we can fix it, I know we can fix it. Please, Riley? Please, I’m sorry just talk to me please talk to me!”

      She hated herself for blubbering like she was. Never in her life had she ever let a man treat her this way. No way was she going to let anyone make her feel this small--even Riley.

      But she loved him.

      Until this moment, she thought he loved her, too.

      No. She knew that he loved her. She knew this was wrong, and there must be something going on with him that she couldn’t see. That was all it was. She just needed to try and understand. She just needed to be there for him, with whatever was going on. She just needed to do what he asked and not make his life harder for him.

      Wait.

      No.

      Katie heard the excuses she was creating, and she hated herself all over again for them. It was a minute, maybe longer, before she realized that Riley wasn’t even there anymore. She was still pleading with him to tell her what was wrong, and he’d already walked out of their room without her noticing.

      She was shaking from her tears, angry and frustrated and yes, scared. With her bandaged fingers, she started to pick up the shards of glass, thinking that this was what Riley had asked her to do. She should do it. If only she did what he asked, then everything would be all right.

      Halfway through picking everything up she stopped herself, and stared at the fragments laying against her palm.

      Then she angrily tossed them across the room. No. He was not going to make her feel like this. She was not going to let him do this to her.

      Getting up to her feet, Katie straightened her shoulders and stalked out of her room. She was going to find Riley and demand answers, or demand he leave. This was her Inn. Her life. He was a part of it so long as he treated her with respect and showed her the love she deserved.

      The same love she had for him.

      “Riley!” she called out to him. “Where are you?”

      “Katie,” a voice whispered to her.

      Only, it wasn’t Riley answering her. It was Mel. She was leaning out of the door to her room, waving Katie to come inside.

      “What are you doing?” Katie asked her. “Look, I’m trying to find Riley.”

      “Shh, keep your voice down. Get in here. Quick.”

      Katie did, even though she didn’t know why. “Mel, what are you doing? What’s going on? I need to find Riley. I need to make him talk to me.”

      “No, you don’t,” Mel told her. “Sit down, chickie. You need to hear this.”

      She pointed to the chair in the corner of the room for Katie to sit, then she sat down on the bed next to Gary Wargo. Between them was a darkly stained piece of board about half an inch thick. Numbers and letters were painted ornately on top, with the word YES in the upper left hand corner and the word NO in the upper right. A smiling sun and a frowning quarter moon were pictured prominently, too.

      Mel’s Ouija board.

      “What is this about?” Katie asked her. “I really want to go and find Riley. He and I have things to talk about. He wasn’t any better, Mel. He was...mean. He’s never been mean. He’s just not himself. He needs to talk to me, or--”

      Or it’s over, she’d been about to say, but she stopped herself short of letting the words out.

      “He’s not himself,” she said instead.

      Gary shifted on the bed. “Funny you should say that.”

      “Oh really? Well, you’re going to have to forgive me because I don’t find it funny at all.”

      He raised a hand to tell her he didn’t mean it that way. “I meant that Riley is exactly what we want to talk about.”

      “What? Mel, why is he talking about my business? What did you tell him?”

      “I didn’t have to tell him anything,” Mel promised her. “He saw everything on the stairs before, remember? Besides. We were in here, and we were playing with the Ouija board while we...um, played with each other, and the board started spelling out Riley’s name.”

      Katie gaped at her. “Mel, what were you doing asking the board about me and Riley?”

      “I wasn’t!” she said. “We were just moving the planchette around and it spelled out Riley’s name.”

      “Yeah,” Gary said, with a firm nod. “That wasn’t all it spelled out either.”

      “Mel, what in God’s name is he talking about?”

      “Katie...” Mel didn’t seem to know how to put into words whatever was bothering her. “The board told us that the man in this Inn isn’t Riley. It’s someone...something else.”

      Silence fell in the room. Katie’s gaze fell on the Ouija board, and stayed there.

      What in the hell did she get herself into this time?
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      “We should have candles.”

      “Gary, for the last time,” Mel said in exasperation, “we don’t need candles. I’ve done this dozens of times. Me and my sorority sisters used to do this in our bedrooms in our underwear with flashlights. You don’t need candles.”

      He raised his eyebrows at that, and stared Mel up and down, and Katie knew he was imagining her in a strapless D-cup and a lace thong.

      She ignored him, and the growing sexual tension in the room between Mel and her new boytoy, and concentrated on the Ouija board instead.

      “Well, I’m a ghost hunter,” Gary kept arguing, “and I’ve seen this ritual performed at least a hundred times, and I’m telling you the burning flame of a candle wick creates an open conduit between our world and the world of the spirits--"

      “She said we don’t need candles!” Katie snapped. “Now, please, can we just get on with this?”

      She and Mel were sitting cross-legged on the floor of Mel’s room, with the Ouija board between them and the planchette resting on top of it, centered over the letter A.

      The triangular shaped marker, the planchette, of this new board of Mel’s was made of yellowed ivory. Katie had guessed bone at first but it was longer than her hand and a good inch thick and it was hard to picture any animal having a bone that big to carve into this shape. The circular window near the point had been fitted with a piece of magnifying glass to better see the letters underneath. It felt cold to the touch, even through the bandages on Katie’s fingers.

      She didn’t believe them when they told her what the board had said. There was something wrong with Riley, sure, but he was still Riley. She was not ready to believe anything else. Instead, she was making Mel prove it.

      This wasn’t the first time they had consulted with a Ouija board. The first couple of times it had seemed silly to Katie. Just a bit of fun in old houses with creaky floors and drafty windows. Then it turned out that the Ouija actually worked, and the noises they were hearing and the cold spots they were feeling were actually from spirits trying to communicate.

      Since then Katie had been given her fill of ghosts. If she never saw another one in her life, she could die happy.

      Okay, poor choice of words...

      Anyway. She knew the Ouija board could work as a conduit between the living and the dead. She also knew that what Mel and Gary Wargo were telling her was just crazy. Riley wasn’t Riley? What in the hell was that supposed to mean?

      “Are you ready?” Mel said to her.

      “Yes. No. Just get on with it, all right?”

      Her friend gave her a look as she settled her fingertips on her side of the planchette. “Katie, we’re just trying to help. There’s no reason to snap at me.”

      “You mean like Riley’s snapping at me?” His hands had been so rough on her when he pushed her down to the floor. She remembered the thorns in his words, tearing at her mind. That was between her and Riley, though. Not her and Mel. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m angry and I’m taking it out on you.”

      “Mmm-hmm. Tell me something I don’t know, chickie.” She dragged up a smile. “Don’t bring that anger into this. The board will sense it. We might end up bringing something really bad into your home.”

      “There’s nothing else in this house,” she said testily.

      “Are you sure?”

      She opened her mouth to argue that of course she was sure, but then she shut her mouth without saying a word. Was she sure? Was she really?

      No. She wasn’t. There might just be worse things out there than she could even imagine.

      “I just want to know what’s going on with Riley,” she said, miserably. “You said the board knew something. Let’s see what it is.”

      She put her own bandaged fingers on her side of the triangular marker piece, and then she and Mel both closed their eyes.

      “Ouija board,” Mel said, her voice taking on a very serious tone, “we ask for your wisdom. Do you know where Riley Harris is at this very moment?”

      Katie felt the pull on the planchette. It felt like Mel was trying to tug it away from her, to make it go where she chose rather than wherever the truth was on the board.

      She knew that from Mel’s side it would feel like Katie was pushing it towards her. That was the nature of the spiritual energy the Ouija focused for the user.

      The planchette settled to a stop with the circular window over the word YES.

      Do you know where Riley Harris is at this very moment?

      YES.

      Mel peeked an eye at the answer, and then went on. “Is he in the Heritage Inn?”

      The planchette moved.

      NO.

      “That’s because he left,” Katie grumbled. “We argued, and he left.”

      The planchette moved in a perfect circle around the board, coming back to rest in the same place, the upper left corner.

      NO.

      Katie’s skin began to crawl as she opened her eyes to each new answer, and then closed them again.

      “Remember to watch the attitude,” Mel reminded her.

      Katie stuck her tongue out at her.

      Mel closed her eyes. “Ouija board, has Riley Harris been in the Inn all day?”

      The planchette moved in a circle again.

      NO.

      This time Katie didn’t close her eyes after the answer was revealed. This was impossible. Riley had been here. Riley had talked to her. He yelled at her. He grabbed her. Yes, none of that seemed like something Riley would do.

      But it was still Riley.

      Wasn’t it?

      “Then who was here with me?” Katie asked, before Mel could say another word. “Who was that in my bedroom?”

      “Katie...”

      “I know, watch my attitude. Whatever. I don’t care! I just want to know who’s been wandering around shouting at me all day.”

      The planchette made a sudden, abrupt circle around the entire board. It settled on several letters, one after the other, and then it repeated the same word, and repeated it again, until Katie finally got what it was saying.

      S-O-C-C-E-R.

      No. No, it couldn’t be.

      From under Mel’s bed, they heard a thumping. It was a sound that Katie was very familiar with by now. She shouldn’t be hearing this. Not here, in the Heritage Inn. The ball couldn’t be here now.

      It could not be here.

      Especially not now that Martin Keats’ murder had been solved, and his body found. His ghost could rest in peace.

      From under the bed, the soccer ball from Vera Keats’ house came rolling across the floor. Katie wanted to move away, or run from the room, but she knew she couldn’t break the contact with the Ouija board. If she did that, then she might never get back this one particular connection.

      She might lose the answers she needed about Riley.

      The ball rolled across the carpet.

      The planchette moved.

      S-O-C-C-E-R.

      It came halfway into the room, and then it stopped.

      As Katie watched, it rotated in place, white and black pads turning, as if searching for something.

      Or someone.

      Then it started rolling again. In Katie’s direction.

      She started to pull away from the board, a tension building as the connection started to snap...

      Then Gary reached over and grabbed up the ball.

      “Damn it,” he yelped, practically throwing the ball away. “It’s cold. Like, dry ice cold! Damn!”

      He held his hands up, flexing his fingers stiffly. Katie could see the red on his skin. Frostbite.

      The ball bounced off into a corner, and then lay there, perfectly still.

      “Katie?” Mel asked, “what the hell?”

      “I know. It’s complicated. Just stick to the board--"

      The planchette moved, dragging their hands to letter after letter in quick succession.

      “I didn’t ask a question,” Mel whispered.

      “Shh,” Katie warned her. “Let it speak.”

      She realized how crazy that sounded, but she didn’t care. There were things going on here that were beyond her understanding. Beyond her belief. Her nerves were on edge, raw and jangling as she watched the planchette move.

      Just three letters, over and over.

      R-U-N

      Over, and over.

      “Are...you guys doing this?” Gary asked.

      The planchette slid across to the top corner.

      NO.

      This was too much. Too much. “Where’s Riley?” Katie demanded of the wooden board. “Tell me now! Where is Riley!”

      The planchette spun violently around in a circle, slipping itself out from under their hands, leaving Katie’s fingers stinging, spinning faster and faster and faster until it stopped in the exact center of the Ouija.

      Then it scuttled across the board, bouncing on its corners, until it got to the edge.

      There it sat, with the top point quivering.

      Facing toward the door.

      Very slowly, Katie turned her head, just enough to look over her shoulder.

      In the doorway, she saw Riley.

      The lights went out. Not just in the room. Everywhere in the Inn.

      Everywhere went dark.
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      All Katie knew, was that she had to move. Now.

      R-U-N.

      There was a rush of adrenaline as she got to her feet and ran with no direction in mind. She heard scuffling, knew it was Mel and Gary bolting as well, and then the doorway was there and she was out and through and still running.

      Blindly she got to the stairs, and then she had to slow down or risk killing herself by tripping and falling headfirst all the way to the bottom. She counted the steps. There were exactly fourteen of them from the top floor down to the first, where she could find a flashlight behind the check-in desk and then wait for Mel and Gary and get out of here together.

      Nine steps, ten steps.

      Wasn’t there another guest here now? No, more than that. Damn it, what was she supposed to do about them?

      Twelve steps.

      Hopefully they would just stay in their rooms because there was no way in hell that she was going back up there to find them. What would she even say to them? Evacuate now before my boyfriend kills us? And oh by the way, I’m not sure it’s really him. He might be a ghost.

      Thirteen steps.

      Or something else...

      Fourteen steps.

      Fifteen.

      Katie put her foot on the next step, and then the next.

      This didn’t make sense. She knew her Inn. She knew how far it was from floor to floor. The only stairway that had this many steps was the one leading down to the basement. That one had twenty steps.

      Nineteen.

      Twenty.

      Katie stopped, and held her breath. She did not want to be in the basement. She couldn’t be in the basement, damn it, because she’d just been on the top floor and she didn’t come down here.

      She felt around her in the dark until she found the metal shelves just off the stairs. The shelves where they kept their canned goods, and extra blankets, and things like that. The basement was all storage. It was also where the water tank and the furnace were.

      More than that, it was where the previous owner of the Inn had stacked the bodies of her victims. It was where a madman had buried his wife behind the walls decades ago, and then sealed himself in as well.

      It was an evil place, and one that Katie avoided whenever possible.

      Only now she was here, standing at the bottom of the steps.

      “No,” she heard herself muttering. “No, no, no. Please, God, no.”

      In the darkness around her, something moved.

      She turned and ran up the stairs, blindly feeling along the walls to keep her balance. A little sound welled up in her chest like an animal trapped in a cage.

      Eighteen steps, nineteen, twenty.

      Her feet hit the basement floor again.

      She was disoriented, and off balance, and grabbing hold of the shelves was the only thing that kept her upright. The Inn had brought her down here. She was sure of it now. It wanted her down here, in the center of the evil that infested this place. Maybe the center of the whole town.

      Footsteps shuffled across the bare dirt floor. Someone was down here with her. Coming for her. There was nowhere to go, and nowhere to run.

      Shuffle. Shuffle.

      “Who’s there?” she called out. “Who is it?”

      Shuffle.

      Katie took a step back, up the stairs, keeping her eyes facing into the dark.

      Shuffle.

      She took another step backward. “Who’s there!”

      The sounds stopped.

      Katie gripped the railing of the stairs as hard as she could with her bandaged fingers.

      She waited.

      The only thing she could hear was her own breathing.

      Then from behind her, from up the stairs, came a new sound.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Each time it was louder. Closer.

      Thump.

      Katie couldn’t move. She knew what it was.

      The ball. The soccer ball was rolling down the stairs after her.

      It bumped against the back of her leg, and spun on the stairs as it rolled lazily around her, and then continued down to the basement floor.

      Thump, thump.

      Then...silence.

      The lights snapped on.

      Riley stood there, holding the ball.

      He smiled at Katie. “There you are.”

      She turned, and ran back up the stairs. With the lights on everything stayed where it should be and she made it to the door at the top and she grabbed ahold of the handle with both palms and twisted it open, and shoved her way through.

      Mel was standing there in the front room. So was Gary. They looked surprised to see her coming up from the basement.

      “Katie,” Mel said, “what is going on?”

      She couldn’t even begin to explain it. All she kept thinking about was what the Ouija board had told them.

      “Run,” she told Mel. “Just...run.”
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      “Because I don’t know what else to do, that’s why.”

      They were parked in the driveway of Vera Keats’ house. When they’d gotten out of the Heritage Inn, Mel had rushed them into her rental car and out onto the street. It was an ugly two-door with a beige interior and the smell of wet socks, and dangling from the mirror was a plastic rosary with a crucifix dangling from the end.

      Can’t be too careful, Mel had told her.

      Katie understood that all too well.

      Without really knowing why, she had told Mel to come here, to the Keats house, where this whole nightmare had begun. They’d been sitting here for ten minutes or more, waiting for Katie to decide what to do.

      Only, she wasn’t sure what that should be.

      Gary leaned forward from the backseat. “I wish I’d brought some of my ghost hunting equipment. I can’t imagine what I’d find in a place like this.”

      “Did you find anything in my Inn?” Katie asked him.

      His face paled. “You mean, other than a soccer ball materializing out of thin air and a man who just disappeared into darkness?” He rubbed a hand across his mouth. “There’s things going on in your Inn. Things I don’t understand and even as a paranormal investigator...I’m not sure I want to try understanding them. Kind of scares the hell out of me.”

      “I thought ghost hunters were supposed to be fearless?” Mel teased him.

      “There’s more to me than that,” he promised her. “I’m also a certified tax accountant, an online ordained minister, and a substitute teacher.”

      “Boring, exciting, and socially responsible, I guess.”

      “Yeah, I’m lots of things. Right now I’m just scared.”

      “Then you might want to stay in here,” she suggested. “I’m not sure what I’m going to find in the house.”

      “Probably nothing, chickie,” Mel told her.

      “Then you can stay here, too,” Katie snapped. “Riley isn’t himself, and the Ouija board said to look here to find...you know. To find him.”

      “It did?” Mel asked. “Did I miss that part?”

      Katie stared through the windshield at the house. “Soccer. It said soccer. This is what it meant.”

      “Because of Vera’s son?”

      “Yes. He loved soccer. That ball of his has been everywhere.”

      “Like under the bed in my room.”

      “Yes. And down in the basement. I can’t explain it, but I know this is where I’ll find Riley. The real him. Whatever’s happening to him, I’m going to find the answers here.”

      “Then I’m coming in with you,” Mel told her.

      Katie gave her friend a quick hug. “Thank you, Mel. I knew I could count on you.”

      Together the two of them got out and went up to the house. Vera was still in jail, still under arrest for having her own son dead in her backyard, buried at the bottom of her well. There would be no one here to stop them from looking around.

      There was yellow police tape across the door, telling them to keep out. Katie didn’t have time to obey the rules. Snapping one side of the barrier tape she grabbed the doorknob in her injured fingers and went inside.

      It had been the middle of the afternoon when she opened the door. Stepping inside, she found all the lights were on. Dark pressed against the windows from outside. Night had fallen in the space of a step.

      She was alone, too. Mel was nowhere to be seen.
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      Katie reached out for the handle of the door again. Her bandages slipped around the metal. She wanted to get back to Mel. She wanted to get back to where she had just been two seconds ago.

      Before she could, she heard a voice from the other end of the hall.

      “I don’t want your excuses! I said do it! That’s all that matters! Why won’t you ever listen to me? Don’t make me teach you a lesson again!”

      She looked back into the house. There were people there. She saw the man first, tall and blocky with the cords standing out in his neck as he screamed at the woman in front of him.

      Then she looked closer at the woman. There wasn’t as much gray in her bright red hair as there had been the last time Katie had seen her, but this was Vera Keats. A younger version of her.

      Then she saw the boy trying to stand between them.

      Martin Keats, in his blue soccer uniform with the number eight on the t-shirt.

      They shimmered and faded, and then came back into focus. Around them the house...pulsed. Katie didn’t know how else to put it. The walls flexed with rhythmic precision. Like a living thing taking in deep, deep breaths.

      This wasn’t real. This was a vision, an image that she was seeing from the past. Katie didn’t understand how these things happened to her. Seeing ghosts? Having visions? What in the hell was she supposed to do about that? She didn’t understand what she or the universe or God himself had done to make her this way, but she knew a vision when it stepped up and slapped her in her damned face.

      Their voices were tinny and hollow, like they were speaking from a vast distance even though they were right there, in front of her.

      Katie shrank back a step, trying again to get a grip on the doorknob. Even from the end of the hallway the ghosts of the past were too close.

      “Mark, please,” Vera said to her husband, this man with his angry face and his accusing finger that he jabbed in her chest. “Please, I told you, he tried his best.”

      “No he did not!” Mark roared back. “I told him to clean up that mess in there before my boss arrived for dinner and it was a pigsty! I have never been so embarrassed in all my life!”

      “Dad I tried,” Martin practically wailed. It was a childish sound from a boy his age, full of fear and tinged with an anger all his own, passed down from father to son. “Please stop shouting. Please?”

      “Go to your room,” was the terse answer. “This is between your mother and me.”

      He shoved Martin by the shoulder, and the boy fell over, into the wall.

      The pictures of him on the sideboard tipped over, falling down flat on their face.

      “Stop it!” Vera wailed, finally getting up her courage now that Mark had hurt their son. “Martin’s a good boy. He’s a good boy!”

      “He’s a bastard and no son of mine will disrespect me like this! He can’t win a damned soccer game, he can’t do his chores, he backtalks me and mouths off and...and...I blame you, Vera! You turned our boy into a little pansy. He needs discipline!”

      “You can’t teach him anything by hitting him!”

      “I will damned well do what I please!” Mark roared. “He’s my son and I will teach him to grow up if it’s the last thing I do!”

      So much for the public image of the good father, Katie thought to herself. She’d seen this a number of times herself, where a man would smile and be all friendly when there were people watching, and then turn into a tyrant behind closed doors. There were ghosts in the world, and Katie knew that for a fact, but there were real life monsters like this man as well.

      She didn’t know which one was scarier.

      Mark raised a hand into a fist and took aim at his wife’s jaw.

      Katie rushed forward now. Image or vision or whatever this was, she was going to at least try to stop this.

      The walls of the house flexed again, and twisted, and Katie found she was further away than she had been three steps back. As fast as she ran, she couldn’t get close enough.

      Little Martin was closer, and he was faster.

      He put himself between his parents even though there was no way he could do anything. He shouted for his father to stop. He stumbled into his mother. She fell backward into the wall.

      And his fist struck his son.

      He spun and fell to the floor in a blur, and then he sat there, feeling at the blood dripping down his cheek.

      Katie tried to take another step towards them, knowing there was nothing she could do, but horrified by what she was seeing. This little boy would end up dead. This was how it happened. This was what she was seeing.

      The vision wouldn’t let her go. It was forcing her to watch.

      And it wasn’t over.

      Martin got to his feet, his whole body trembling as he glared at his dad.  “I hate you.”

      Before his parents could stop him he ran down the hallway to the front door.

      And right through Katie.

      She felt the tug of it inside of her when he did. It spun her around, and then she was staring at the boy, face to face.

      “This is why I’m dead.”

      He said it to her so calmly that Katie felt chills running down her spine.

      Then he was facing the other way and running again, like he’d never stopped at all. He didn’t turn around. He was just there, out the door.

      “Get back here!” Mark bellowed at him. “You little bastard, get back here!”

      Katie turned in time to see him charging down the hallway like an enraged bull and there was no time to get out of the way. He ran into her, through her...

      And dragged her along in his wake.

      Katie was helpless to stop the scene from unfolding around her. She was pulled out onto the front lawn, and she watched with Mark as Martin ran down the street, his little arms pumping. It was deep in the night, and no one was out, and no one was watching as Mark jumped into his car and started the engine.

      Katie was there, standing somehow in the passenger seat as the whole thing played out. In a rage, Mark backed the car out of the driveway and smashed into his own mailbox. Swearing, he threw the gear shift into drive. Things crunched in the engine as he hit the accelerator and the car shot forward.

      She heard him promise to break every bone in Martin’s body.

      The car raced up the street.

      Then Martin was there, standing in the middle of the headlights.

      His face horrible as he realized what was going to happen a moment before his father did. A moment too late. A moment before the brakes squealed and the whole world came crashing down to this one moment.

      The thud as the car slammed into the little boy’s body was loud in Katie’s ears. Much louder than it should have been.

      The tires braked on the pavement and the car finally lurched to a stop. Martin jumped out of his side of the car and around to the front.

      Katie saw the look on his face, and she knew the worst had happened.

      She tried to turn away, but wherever she turned, there was the scene of Mark, picking up his son’s broken body. Mark, putting his son across the backseat. Mark, babbling now as he prayed to God to not let anyone find out what he’d done.

      Not to save his son, but to save himself.

      They drove back to Mark’s house, and then he took Martin out of the car, and Katie followed without taking a step as he brought the boy around to the backyard.

      And opened the cover on the well.

      And dumped his son into the water with a splash.

      And covered the well up again, walking away as if nothing at all had happened.

      Below them, Katie heard Martin speaking from his watery grave.

      “This is why I’m dead. This is why I’m dead...”

      Then everything changed in a flash and she was standing in the house again, just inside the door, in the daylight. The vision was over.

      She stumbled forward a step, disoriented, and Mel was there to catch her.

      “Katie? Katie what happened? You were just taking a step and it was like...like I lost you for a minute.”

      Katie stared into the house, remembering everything she’d just seen. It wasn’t Vera who killed Martin. It was his father.

      Either way, Martin was dead. His ghost was trapped in this place, even now that they’d found his body, he was trapped because he needed his father to take the blame for what he’d done. He couldn’t move on until he got justice.

      Oh, dear God.

      His spirit was trapped in this house.

      “Mel, we need to get out of here. I was wrong to come here. This is...this is not a good home. This place has secrets. Martin’s ghost is still here.”

      Cold rippled up her skin, from the soles of her feet.

      “There’s something else, too...”

      She shivered as it crawled up her abdomen, and across her shoulders, and down her arms.

      “We need to go.”

      The cold gripped her injured fingers, and they burned.

      “Now! We need to go now!”

      Mel nodded, her eyes wide, looking around at the empty house and seeing nothing. Katie could tell she felt it, though. The cold approaching. The way the house was breathing around them, darkness constricting around them and then expanding, contracting, expanding.

      Like the house itself was breathing.

      “Katie...”

      The voice came from the end of the hall. Distorted, and familiar, and edged with darkness.

      Katie saw Riley standing there, down at the end of the hall by the kitchen.

      The soccer ball was in his hands.
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      Katie heard Mel sigh with relief. It was Riley.

      Just Riley.

      Katie knew better. Now she believed the message from the Ouija board.

      SOCCER.

      RUN.

      “Riley,” Mel said, “what are you doing here? Are you okay now? We’ve been looking for you and you would not believe the stuff going on here!”

      He smiled down the hallway at them, and his eyes locked with Katie’s.

      “Well?” Mel asked him. “You just gonna stand there or what?”

      “Mel,” Katie said, her voice low and full of warning.

      “Come on,” Mel said impatiently to Riley. “We’re leaving. Let’s get out of here. This house is all kinds of messed up.”

      “Mel.”

      “What is wrong with you, Riley? We need to go. We’ve got a story to tell you, and you’re not going to believe it.”

      “Mel!”

      Finally her friend stopped, and looked over at her. “What?”

      Katie shook her head, not willing to take her eyes off the man at the end of the hall. “That’s not Riley.”

      “Well, of course it is! Just look at...oh.”

      The reality hit them both now.

      No, this wasn’t Riley. This was the man who had been terrorizing Katie at the Inn.

      Just like Mark Keats had terrorized his wife and his son. Katie had watched him do it right here. She’d heard some of the same words here, in her vision, as the ones that had been hurled at her back at the Inn.

      That man at the Inn had not been Riley.

      This wasn’t him either.

      Katie knew who it was now.

      He smiled at her, the gleam in his eyes changing as their color melted, and ran, and changed.

      This man...

      His face stretched and cracked and reshaped itself. Even his hair changed, the part moving and the color darkening.

      This man was...

      His body expanded, filling the hallway where he stood, and then resettled itself, taller, thinner, somehow less human.

      This man was Mark Keats. The man of this household.

      The man who had killed his own son in his anger.

      That anger stared at Katie now from beyond the grave.

      Not a man at all. A ghost.

      She didn’t know when or how Mark Keats had died. Vera had never said. Katie doubted that she even knew. Maybe no one knew. Now here he stood. Dead, and not gone.

      His ghost had been masquerading as Riley. That was why he always felt so cold when he touched her. That was why he did all those cruel things to her. Things that Riley never would have done.

      And it had all started after Riley had gone down into that well in the backyard...

      In the well.

      “Katie?” Mel said uncertainly. “I don’t think that’s Riley.”

      Katie rolled her eyes.

      The ghost of Mark Keats took a step toward them, the soccer ball held out in front of him, between his two hands. It spun in a lazy circle between his palms, rotating under some unearthly power that Katie didn’t understand.

      “Katie,” Mel asked her. “What do we do?”

      “The Ouija board,” Katie whispered, remembering the message once more. “Run. Run!”

      The ghost took another step, and another, before she or Mel could even move. With a grin that split his face and showed off every one of his teeth he raised his arms up over his head.

      “There’s nowhere to run,” his voice hissed playfully. “Martin thought he could run, too. Remember what happened to him?”

      Katie took Mel’s hand and started edging them toward the door.

      “You can’t run,” the ghost promised.

      The door was still so far away.

      The ghost laughed, and held the soccer ball out higher.

      “Catch!”

      He threw it, and it came hurtling at them, a spinning black and white sphere. A child’s toy. A keepsake for a grieving mother.

      And something deadly.

      Katie ducked and pulled Mel down with her. The ball sailed over their heads, shrieking like a comet. The heat from its passing burned against the back of her neck.

      An explosion deafened her. The house shook around them and Katie was thrown forward onto her hands, the pain of her injuries flaring again.

      In the next moment the force of the detonation sent her and Mel both tumbling down the hall.

      Closer to the spirit of Mark Keats.

      He loomed over them, his shape growing longer, arms dangling as they scraped along the ceiling, knees bent outward and pressed against the walls. His face was dark and menacing and huge with the luminous eyes that were bulging, and hungry.

      The mouth opened. A long and curling tongue slithered out.

      “Don’t make me teach you a lesson again!”

      Katie was too frightened to move. Too scared to think. This wasn’t like any ghost she had ever seen. It was something more.

      Something purely evil.

      It was Mel who picked her up and ran with her through the slimmest of gaps between the floor and the apparition’s body. Together they ran, down the hall, and into the kitchen.

      Behind them the ghost of Mark Keats doubled over, his misshapen head bending low and curving back between his own legs.

      “Nowhere to run. Nowhere to run!”

      There was a back door. It led to a porch and then the yard and that was their way out. Katie nodded to Mel as they both came up with the same plan at the same time. Run, and get away from the thing in the hallway--

      A long black arm blurred through the doorway and into the room with them, smashing the kitchen table, crushing boxes of bottled water and bursting them open with loud, hollow POP noises. Water ran everywhere. Splinters of wood flew around the room.

      Katie could hear Mel screaming but she couldn’t understand what she was saying. When she tugged them toward the back door Katie followed, and stumbled, and then crawled that way. She wanted out. She needed to be outside.

      She needed to be away from this ghost thing.

      Oversized fingers swept past them, above them as they crouched, catching in Katie’s hair, yanking her sideways. She felt strands pulled out by their roots. Her face banged off the front of the refrigerator. She blinked for a moment, confused and dazed, while another layer of ringing was added to the bells already gonging in her ears.

      The hand came down, groping for her.

      Mel pulled her away again, to safety through the back door.

      They were on the porch, and the ghost was screaming at them and reaching for them and Katie kept moving because she understood that if she stopped, she would be dead.

      The fresh, crisp autumn air hit her like a bucket of water as they fell together on the grass outside. It woke her up, bringing her out of a stupor she hadn’t even been aware of. She gulped a breath of that air, and then another, and a fog cleared from her mind.

      She looked back at the house. It was this place. Everything here was toxic, not just the water. Somehow the air in the house was tainted, and it had been affecting her. Maybe it was the presence of Mark Keats that had made it worse for her. She didn’t know. She didn’t care, either.

      She could stand up straight again. She could think.

      Katie stepped away from the house, ready to run if anything happened. Mel came over to her, standing close, and she was just as tense and ready to bolt. After a few steps, when nothing happened, Katie began to wonder if she had imagined it all. Maybe the air inside the house was so oppressive that she’d been hallucinating. How could she know? Yes, ghosts were real but the way Mark Keats’ ghost had twisted into that nightmarish shape and come after them was insane. Impossible.

      That couldn’t be real, could it?

      “I think we’re safe,” Mel said, coming to a halt not far from the well, right beside the rope that Riley had put up to keep people away while he worked. “I think we’re safe.”

      “Maybe,” Katie said. She was concentrating on breathing. She couldn’t get enough of the nice, clean air out here. “I don’t know.”

      “Ghosts can’t come out in the daylight, right?” Mel asked her. She sat down hard on her ass, right there on the lawn. “Isn’t that a thing? Ghosts don’t appear in daylight?”

      “I don’t know,” Katie repeated testily. Her legs were wobbly and she wanted to sit down with her friend, too, but she didn’t because she wanted to be ready to run if she needed to. “I don’t know how any of this works, Mel. It just does. Maybe ghosts can’t come out in daylight. Maybe they can. Maybe they can take the shape of my boyfriend’s face and sleep next to me in our bed and...and...”

      Oh, hell. What had she done with Mark Keats’ ghost, thinking it was Riley? She thought back, and even though the moments where the ghost had been terrorizing her were hard to think about she forced herself to do it because she needed to know that there hadn’t been any kissing. No intimacy. Nothing that would send her into years of therapy before she would ever be able to touch Riley again--

      Riley.

      Where was Riley?

      Panic welled up in her and pushed aside the calm that she had found out here in the fresh air. That damned Ouija board had told her to come looking for Riley here. He was supposed to be right here.

      Her mind was close to cracking. This was too much. A boy’s ghost, the angry spirit of the monster who used to be his father, and now her boyfriend was missing.

      She started back for the house.

      “Whoa, whoa!” Mel said to her, reaching out and grabbing her by the wrist. Katie yelped. Her hands were aching worse than ever and Mel wasn’t exactly being gentle.

      “Let go,” she demanded. “I have to find Riley. My Riley. He’s got to be here!”

      “No.

      Oh, hell no, Katie. You are not going back into that house. Not without a priest.”

      It was almost impossible with her hands, but Katie managed to pull out the cross that she carried everywhere with her. “I’ve got this. See? Just like the rosary hanging in your car. I’m fine.”

      Mel pointed to her hand, to where the blood had started to soak through the bandages. She’d torn her stitches again. “You are not fine, chickie. You’re hurt, and you’re in danger. That cross might get you a little ways and God knows I’ve fallen off the church wagon, but what you need is an actual and for real priest.”

      “Well Twilight Ridge lost its pastor to, um, an accident.” Katie pushed the guilt of that aside because it hadn’t been entirely her fault. “So, unless you’ve got some holy man stuck in your back pocket then all we’ve got is each other.”

      “Actually, I’ve got one of those in my car.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about a priest. Well, an ordained minister actually. Your ghost hunting guest. Gary Wargo. He’s one. Right there in my car around front. Did you not hear him say when we got here that he’s an ordained online minister?”

      Katie rolled her eyes. She seemed to be doing that a lot recently. Yes, she’d heard Gary say that. No, it didn’t mean anything to her. Anybody could get a minister’s license online. “Stevie Nicks is an ordained minister, Mel. Lady Gaga, too. Hell, Dwayne Johnson got ordained a few years ago! It doesn’t mean anything! Let go!”

      “Katie...”

      “I said let go, Mel.”

      But her friend wasn’t paying attention to her. She was looking around them, with her eyes wide. “That wasn’t me. I didn’t say your name.”

      “Katie...”

      They heard it more clearly this time, echoing in an odd way that drew their attention to the open well.

      “...Katie...”

      She took a step in that direction, and then stopped.

      “What is it?” Mel asked her.

      Gathering her courage she stepped up to the edge. The voice was in agony. It was pleading for help.

      And it was Riley’s voice.
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      Without any concern for her own safety Katie slid herself out on her belly over the edge of the hole. She used her legs and her feet to brace herself more than she did her hands because they were in so much pain now that they’d actually started to go numb. She had let the little cross drop to the ground rather than even try holding it safe in those fingers. It was right over there, however. Still close if she needed it.

      Where was that tramadol when she needed it?

      “Riley?” she called down to him. “Riley? Are you there?”

      It was a moment before he answered. “Here. I’m here.”

      Katie could have cried she was so happy. He was here, after all. Stuck down there in the well, in the cold and the damp, just like Martin Keats’ body had been. At least the water was gone now.

      They needed to get him out.

      She strained to see down into the darkness, remembering how impossible it had been for her to see anything when she was down there. Damn it. She was so getting Riley some of those stand-up work lights for Christmas. “Riley, climb up to me. Climb up and we’ll get you out.”

      A haunting one word reply came back to her. “Can’t...”

      “What’s wrong? The ladder’s right here, honey. I’m right here.”

      “...Can’t...”

      “Riley? What is it?”

      Mel was beside her know, kneeling with her at the edge. In her hand she had a little metal flashlight. “I went out to the car to get this,” she explained. “Um, Gary’s still out there, if you maybe reconsidered having a minister come and--"

      Katie shook her head adamantly. “No. I’m not going to bless this house and cast the spirit out. That’s too good for this bastard. We’re burning this place. Right to the ground.” Then, raising her voice, she called down to Riley. “We’re going to drop you a light, okay? Watch it as it falls so it doesn’t bang you on the head. Here it comes!”

      She held it out, and turned it on, pointing the beam down. It didn’t reach. It was too deep to see anything.

      Turning it around so the light pointed skyward, she let it go.

      Halfway down it banged against one of the aluminum rungs of the ladder and began spinning wildly. Katie strained her eyes to catch any glimpse of Riley. How long had he been down there? He must have fallen in after the police hauled out the little body of Martin Keats. Katie had been down there when Martin came up out of the ground so Riley must have gone in after that.

      The flashlight reached the bottom, the back end of the handle plunging hallway into the mud, at an angle. In its light, she saw Riley.

      It cast an eerie glow over him, half standing and half slouched against the curving rock wall. He was just standing there with his head down. Katie didn’t understand what was wrong.

      “Riley? Come on, honey. Climb up the ladder to us.”

      “Can’t,” he told her again, even more quietly this time. His voice barely reached them. He lifted a hand up, his fingers reaching. “Help me.”

      “The ladder, Riley. The ladder’s right there. Just climb up to us.”

      But he shook his head, and let his hand fall away. “Can’t. Help me. Please.”

      Katie got up to her knees, reaching for the top of the ladder, ready to swing her feet over and down and go save him. He must be hurt.

      She didn’t see any injury.

      He must be cold.

      How did he get down there?

      He must have--

      Then she stopped.

      Something wasn’t right.

      “Riley?” she called down to him instead. “Pick up that flashlight.”

      He shook his head.

      “Katie,” Mel whispered. “This isn’t right.”

      “I know. Oh, please God, please God, please God. Just let this be over. Riley? Just pick up the flashlight. Please? I want to see your face.”

      He shook his head, and lifted a hand out for it. His hand trembled, and then dropped.

      Mel gave Katie a funny look. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know.” Katie clenched her jaw. “But I will not be fooled again.”

      The man in the well started to lift his head up. For just an instant, Katie saw the menacing face of Mark Keats. Then his features twisted, half in and half out of the shadows.

      It wasn’t Riley.

      A low chuckle began echoing off the stones, bouncing up and up and up to them, growing louder the whole time. The figure down there flexed and grew in the flashlight’s beam, the long black arms circling the entire way around the stone walls and the body bulging and protruding in odd ways. It lifted its face, finally, and it was all teeth and eyes.

      “Almost had ya,” it said gleefully. “Almost had ya!”

      Then it was racing up the ladder at them, all legs and elbows and knees and arms. Its face grew longer, the teeth sharper, and fat lips pursed to blow her a kiss.

      Katie fell back, away from the hole, and started pawing at the ground all around them. Her hands weren’t up to the task. She needed to find it. She had dropped it here...somewhere...and she needed to find it. Where was it?

      Where was it?

      Behind her she heard the ladder rattling as the thing flew up the distance from the bottom. Mel was yelling for them to go, go now, go go go! Katie’s heart was beating louder than any of it, a rattling drumbeat that drowned out everything else.

      Then her fingers hit something hard, and it made the smallest sound ever.

      Tink.

      She saw the way the metal of her little cross flashed in the setting sunlight and she grabbed it up, and she spun around, and she thrust it up as high as she could.

      Just as the monstrous spirit of Mark Keats came flooding out of the well in a rush of distorted darkness, arcing up into the sunlight and then down upon her.

      The cross was there, flashing with the sunlight again.

      He screamed with an earsplitting pitch and reared back from her, all flowing angles and flashing eyes.

      Then he shrank back down into the well with a sound like foul water being sucked down a storm drain.

      Everything went quiet in the next second. The ghost was gone, and wasn’t coming back. At least, she hoped so.

      Katie brought the cross to her lips, and kissed it on impulse. Then she lay there, staring up at the sky, and the setting sun.

      Sitting down next to her, Mel reached over and plucked the cross from her hands. “Give me some of that.” She held the cross up to her face and planted a wet kiss on the little token that would have made God blush.

      They sat there together for a long time, just breathing, and listening. Katie didn’t know why the neighbors hadn’t seen any of this. Why they hadn’t rushed over to say or do something. Sure there were trees and bushes all the way around but hadn’t they been making enough noise to draw even a little attention?

      At the very least she would have expected someone to call the police when they saw strange people going into Vera’s house after she’d been arrested. There weren’t any sirens yet, and Katie was pretty sure there wasn’t going to be any. Just another small miracle to be thankful for.

      Like being alive.

      Maybe this was the same kind of silence that had allowed Mark Keats’ evil to grow in the first place. No one calling the police. No one coming over to check on Vera or Martin. No one doing anything at all. Without someone to stop him, Mark’s anger and venom had been allowed to fester. It had cost Martin his life. It had trapped his spirit here, in the well, for years.

      Now it looked like it had trapped Mark here as well. Katie didn’t know what to do about it. She didn’t even know if she wanted to try. She wanted to help Martin’s spirit move on. That much she was certain of. Past that...well, Mark Keats’ ghost could rot in Hell for all she cared. It could stay trapped on this plan of existence for the rest of all eternity. She really didn’t care.

      There was something different to his ghost. For just a moment she tried to puzzle it out and then she set the whole thing aside. Whatever he was, ghost or supernatural being or something else, they were going to burn him to the ground. Once this house was gone, then his ties to this world should be gone as well. Maybe that would give young Martin some peace.

      And if it didn’t, at least it would make her feel better.

      She set her racing thought aside. Right now, she just wanted to get away from here, and to find Riley.

      “Come on,” she finally said to Mel. “Let’s get back to your car. If Riley isn’t here, and the ghost of Mark Keats is, then he’s gone from the Inn.”

      “And maybe Riley is back?” Mel asked hopefully.

      “That’s what I’m hoping for. I’ve got gasoline and stuff there, too. I’m going to watch this place go up in a blazing fireball that can be seen from space. Come on. Let’s go.”

      With one more glance at the open pit of the well, she pushed herself to her feet, and cradled her aching hands to her chest, and started around the house to get back to Mel’s car out in the driveway.

      No way in hell was she going through the house to get there.
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      In the driveway the car sat waiting and ready. Gary Wargo was there, in the driver’s seat, tapping his hands against the wheel like he was playing the bongos.

      “Some minister,” Katie grumbled. “He never once got out of the car, even when you came to get the flashlight? What happened to caring for your fellow man?”

      “We’re women,” Mel pointed out. “Maybe that’s the difference. Besides, I told him to stay here as a getaway driver in case we needed one.”

      “Smart.”

      “Thank you.”

      Katie had been looking behind them, over her shoulder, her whole body tense at the thought of Keats’ insane ghost popping out of them from the shadows.

      When she turned around, she saw Gary.

      She stopped. She held her hands cradled in front of her, and they began to tremble.

      No. It couldn’t be.

      Inside the car, Gary looked up at them. He smiled.

      His eyes flared. His face twisted beyond what was humanly possible.

      Around them, the world went dark as the sun set.

      “We need to go,” Katie told Mel.

      “I know. Come on, Gary’s waiting.”

      “No, Mel...we need to go.”

      “What do you mean? Gary’s right there and we just have to...oh.”

      Together, they took a step back.

      The headlights flicked on, blazing into their eyes with an intense glow that wasn’t natural. It was something in the color. Not quite white. Not quite anything.

      Katie remembered the vision of Mark Keats running down his son. History was about to repeat itself. No way to stop it. Mark Keats was right there and he was going to do to Katie what he’d done to his own little son.

      Her little cross was in her pocket again. She traced the outline of it with her thumb. Then she looked at the car. Her cross against that thing, in an ugly rented two-door that smelled like old socks.

      Not much of a contest. Only this time, Katie was pretty sure she’d lose.

      Which meant they could not stay here.

      The car lurched forward, and stopped.

      Katie and Mel took a step backward.

      The car came at them again, and stopped.

      Outrun a car. All they had to do was outrun a car.

      The engine revved.

      They were so dead.

      Mel took her by the hand and even though it sent waves of pain through her numb fingers, Katie didn’t let go. Staring into those headlights was like staring at her own death. They reached out for her, and she could feel herself being drawn into them in a way she could not explain.

      The tires squealed as the car vaulted forward, up the driveway toward them. They were both frozen in place, held captive by the unearthly glow of the headlights.

      When the car was almost on them Katie’s brain kicked into gear and made her throw herself to one side, taking Mel with her. They landed hard on the ground and all the air whoofed out of Katie’s lungs. For a moment, she wasn’t sure which end of the world was up.

      The car passed them, so close that Katie could feel it snag the back of her pants. She heard them tearing. Her ankle twisted until it nearly snapped.

      “Katie, come on,” Mel was frantically saying to her. “Come on, Katie. We have to go. We have to go.”

      When she tried to stand, her foot gave out under her.

      The car barreled into the backyard, tearing up the lawn and spraying dirt everywhere. Now she saw lights go on in the houses nearby. All the noise had finally gotten the attention of the neighbors.

      When Katie looked back, the car had spun around in a circle, facing them again.

      The engine revved, and the headlights glowed their sickly otherworldly color.

      The man behind the wheel leered at them with a smile that was far too wide. It was Gary Wargo, and at the same time it wasn’t.

      His face contorted as he stomped his foot down on the accelerator.

      From above them, from nowhere, the soccer ball dropped. It crashed through the windshield and straight into Gary’s chest.

      The car veered to the side, whizzing by them as it did.

      It jumped off the edge of the driveway and collided with the house.

      The horn blared as smoke rolled up from under the crumpled hood. The side of Vera Keats’ house cracked and splintered under the car’s weight. If the neighbors hadn’t been interested before they certainly would be now.

      Mel ran to the car, leaving Katie hobbling there on one foot. She leaned into the broken window on the driver’s side, and then reached in to touch two fingers to the neck of the unconscious man behind the wheel.

      “He’s alive. Oh, Katie, he’s alive and he’s...um. He’s him. It’s Gary. It’s really him. Help me!”

      Katie went over to the car, dragging her one foot, and held the door open while Mel got Gary out of the car. She was right. This was really Gary, flesh and bones and blood. A lot of blood.

      Ghosts did not bleed.

      “We need to get him to the hospital. Katie, how do we get him to the hospital?”

      From down the street, sirens wailed, and blue lights flashed in the night. Two State Police cars came into view, in a hurry to get to right where Katie and Mel were standing.

      “I don’t think getting to the hospital’s going to be a problem,” Katie said. Not that she minded. She wanted to be at the hospital herself. Everywhere hurt, and her ankle hurt worse, and the bandages around her fingers were faintly red with her own blood again.

      Getting to the hospital wouldn’t be a problem. Explaining all of this to the police was going to be the problem.

      From out of the car, the soccer ball rolled. It bounced and hopped and settled on the ground at Katie’s feet.

      Martin’s spirit still wasn’t at rest. Mark Keats had tried to kill Katie and Mel both. He’d possessed Gary Wargo and tried to make him run them down, just like he’d killed his son. More than that, Mark’s spirit had taken Riley away from her. Not just possessed him, but somehow taken him away, and Katie did not know where to find him.

      She looked up at the broken home as the police cars pulled into the driveway behind them and the sirens finally cut off with a moaning wail. There would be no burning this place down now. Not tonight. Maybe not ever.

      Riley was supposed to be here, she reminded herself. She needed to find him here.

      Instead, she found a new depth to the horrors surrounding the boy buried down deep in the well.

      So what now, she asked herself? What in the hell was she supposed to do now?
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      “Where’s your boyfriend?”

      Katie turned her face toward the wall. Maybe if she pretended to have a concussion, everybody would just go away.

      Laying in yet another uncomfortable hospital bed, she’d answered all of Officer Norstrom’s questions, one after the other, with the story that she and Mel had come up with on the fly.

      Gary Wargo had been driving. They came back to Vera Keats’ house because Katie wanted to show the other two where she’d found the boy in the well. Stupid, yes, but her friend was in town to visit and Katie wanted to show off. As they were coming up the street and about to turn into the Keats’ driveway a deer ran out in front of them and they had to swerve. That’s when they hit the side of the house.

      A deer?

      Yes, a deer.

      That doesn’t explain the tire tracks in the back yard.

      Sorry. Those must have been there before we arrived. Maybe it was from the firetrucks and stuff when they took Martin Keats’ body out of the well. Or hey, Katie was sure they weren’t the only ones who wanted to see the house where the boy had been buried--

      “Down deep in the well,” Officer Norstrom finished for her this time. “Yes. You said that before. I get it. I don’t exactly believe it, but I get it. Still doesn’t answer my other question. Where is your boyfriend? Where’s Riley Harris?”

      “The last time I saw him,” Katie finally answered, “was at the Heritage Inn. I honestly couldn’t tell you where he is right now.”

      Which was true, and also not true at the same time. Because yes, she’d seen a version of Riley Harris at the Inn. It just wasn’t really him. It was Mark Keats’ spirit wearing his skin like a disguise.

      And past that, she honestly didn’t know where Riley was. That was the true part.

      It was the truth that was eating her up from inside.

      Her hands were rebandaged. Thankfully she hadn’t needed any new stitches. They had used some sort of surgical glue on her this time. The doctor had threatened that the next time she did this he was going to stitch his initials into each finger. Since his name was Frank Upton, she took the threat seriously.

      Her ankle was wrapped in a pressure bandage against a bad sprain. Not broken, and she was insanely glad about that. The rest of her was just covered in bumps and bruises that would heal, given time.

      Time was something she didn’t have.

      She wanted to scream at Officer Norstrom to go away, and leave her alone, and just let her think. If she could only have a minute to think then maybe she could figure out what to do next.

      What should she do? Damn it. What could she do?

      Officer Norstrom tapped his pen against his notepad, in that way she had found so annoying the last time he’d been interviewing her. A moment later he snapped it closed. “All right. Everything checks out. I suppose Vera Keats’ homeowner’s insurance is going to want to talk to Gary Wargo about the damages to the house. You know. Since he was driving.”

      “I’m covering those,” she said quickly. “Just have Vera’s insurance call me and I’ll take care of it.”

      Putting away his notebook, he shrugged. “That’s going to be hard for her to do from jail.”

      “Jail...?” Katie started to ask, but then she realized what the problem was. He wouldn’t know about Mark Keats running over Martin, or burying him down in that well either. As far as he knew, Vera killed her son. “Um. She hasn’t confessed to anything. Has she?”

      He looked surprised. “How did you know that? Did Lawrence open his big mouth again? I swear to you I’m going to have a talk with that guy. Well, guess that cat’s out of the bag, as we like to say up here. No. She hasn’t confessed to anything. But then, I wouldn’t expect her to.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because nobody ever confesses to being a killer. That’s only on television.”

      “I see. So, um.” Katie sat herself up higher in the bed. “Isn’t it possible that someone else killed her son?”

      “And then put him down that well? Sure. I subscribe to the idea that anything’s possible. But then the question becomes who? See, you have to have a reason to kill someone, even if it’s accidental. Then, you have to have a reason to put that someone down a well once you’ve killed them. From where I’m sitting, the only one who has that kind of motive is Vera Keats. Who else is there?”

      “What about Mark Keats? He was there the day Martin disappeared too.” She realized that was information she probably wasn’t supposed to know, but she did, and there was no reason not to use it to help Vera considering she had flat out accused her of being the killer.

      Not that she was convinced that Vera didn’t actually know her son was down there in that well. Sure, she didn’t kill him, but did that make her completely innocent?

      Maybe, maybe not. That wasn’t for her to judge.

      “How,” Norstrom asked her, slowly and deliberately, “do you know about Mark Keats? Did Vera tell you?”

      “No,” she answered immediately, because after all that was the truth. Then she realized that telling an officer of the law that she had the information straight from the ghost’s mouth probably was not the greatest idea ever. Not if she wanted to keep out of the psychiatric ward of this hospital. “Um. I mean, she mentioned him in passing, that’s all. She told me he was there when Martin went missing. Then, Mark went missing too. And then he died. So. You know?”

      She barely kept a grimace from her face because even to her own ears she sounded guilty of something. Why was it so hard to tell the truth to a police officer, for crying out loud?

      Officer Norstrom stared at her. Then, he went and got a chair from across the room. He dragged it with a soft scraping noise across the tiled floor, and set it right next to Katie’s bed. When he sat down, he folded his elbows over his knees and leaned in, very close.

      “Vera Keats told us that her husband disappeared, same as her son. We thought it was a lot of tragedy to visit on one woman, but at the same time, we didn’t figure it was anything other than the truth that she was telling us. So. How is it that you think Mark Keats is actually dead?”

      I can see ghosts, she almost told him. I can see them and Mark Keats’ ghost is out to get me and he isn’t exactly a ghost but he’s something worse and please God find my boyfriend because I don’t know where he is or what’s being done to him and...and...

      She almost said all of that, all in a rush, before she stopped herself.

      Looney bin, Katie, remember? She folded her hands over her stomach, and forced herself to look him in the eye.

      “I guess I made a mistake.”

      He kept watching her, making her feel uncomfortable, for a very long moment. Then he shook his head.

      “No, Ma’am. I don’t think you did. Thing of it is, I think he’s dead, too. I worked that case at the start of my career. Now, I was leaning towards saying that Vera may have killed her husband as well--"

      “No!” Katie couldn’t help herself. “That’s not what happened. Not at all. He was an abusive husband. He beat both Vera and Martin and when Martin tried to run away he, um.”

      Very purposefully, she bit down on her tongue. She’d already said too much. If she said anything else it would be hell trying to explain herself.

      Norstrom’s eyes went wider. Not in disbelief, but because he realized that what she was saying made sense.

      “Damn,” he muttered. “Why didn’t I see that?”

      Katie sat there silently, watching him deep in thought. Every time she was about to say something she clamped her lips closed to keep the words in. Let him come to his own conclusions, she told herself. She knew Martin was guilty of murder because she’d seen it with her own eyes, albeit in a vision. The rest of the world would need convincing.

      Officer Norstrom might be a good place to start, however. Maybe then, young Martin’s ghost would get the rest he deserved.

      If only Riley was here. He’d know what to do. And if he didn’t, then they would figure it out together.

      A tear fell down her cheek. She wanted to wipe it away, but she didn’t, because if she did then Officer Norstrom would certainly see her doing it and know she was crying over more than just the money she was going to have to spend out to repair Vera’s house.

      Only, when she looked back at him, his eyes were fixed on her. He saw everything, this man did. He knew what she was thinking.

      She wasn’t going to be able to keep her secrets with him around. He was going to find out everything and then it wouldn’t just be the looney bin for her. She’d wind up in jail right next to Vera Keats on suspicion of kidnapping or murder or something.

      So she did the only thing she could think of.

      “Get out,” she told him. “Leave me alone.”

      He looked at her like she’d gone crazy. “Excuse me?”

      “I said get out. I want you to leave.”

      “You want me to what?”

      “You heard me!”

      She was holding back tears. She didn’t want to yell at him. She wanted his help. To free Vera. To find Riley. She wanted to get down on her knees and beg him to stay, but if she slipped and said anything about ghosts, or the monster that Mark Keats had become, he would ask questions, and keep her lying here until it was too late to save Riley. Or worse, he would take her away to a jail somewhere.

      No. He had to go.

      “Get out!” she repeated, punctuating her words with a gesture toward the door. “I want you to get out of here! Right now, before I call the nurses to have you escorted out. Go. Go!”

      It took him a moment, probably because he was deciding whether to take her seriously or not, but then he eased his way out of the chair. His face was impossible to read, set in grim lines that Katie did not think would bode well for her.

      She waited for him to say something. Anything. Every muscle in her body was so tense that she could feel her heart beating in her chest.

      Looking down on her, he tapped two fingers to his forehead in a sort of salute.

      Katie couldn’t have been more surprised if he had pulled that freaking soccer ball out of his pocket.

      “I understand,” he told her. “Probably more than you know.”

      Then he just turned around and walked to the door.

      When he was almost gone, he stopped and looked back at her. “Good luck, Katie. I’m sure Riley will turn up. Let me know when he does, won’t you?”

      Before she could answer, he closed the door.

      She made herself count to twenty after he was gone, just to make sure he wasn’t going to come back. When she had gotten all the way to twenty, and then twenty-one, she finally let her emotions go, and cried for real.
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      When she woke up again, it was night.

      At least, she thought it was night. It was dark in the room and the blinds were drawn and the room had that feel that rooms get when the world is asleep and you’re not.

      Her mouth was dry. Her ankle ached and her hands were...itchy. Good to know something on her was healing. All of her bruises felt like they hurt worse. She was stiff and aching all over and she felt like she might never be whole again.

      Especially since the best half of her--Riley--was still missing.

      Damn her throat was dry. She’d spent hours crying after Officer Norstrom left. She’d cried until she didn’t have any tears left.

      Katie sat up in bed, pushing the pillows up behind her so that she could be comfortable. Then she fumbled for the red call button that would let her summon a nurse. It felt like her throat was full of sand. She desperately needed a drink. She was hoping for whiskey, or some of Mel’s good wine, but she had a feeling the best she could hope for here was water with chips of ice in it.

      Right now even that sounded really good to her.

      She found the call button easily enough, attached to the wall on a long cord. Scooping it up in her bandaged fingers, she thumbed the button a few times, and waited.

      Outside in the hall she could hear the faint bing bing bing that was meant to alert the nurses someone was calling for their help. Katie had been in hospitals before and she knew that sometimes those call buttons could go off for several minutes before someone had the time, or the desire, to come and check on the patient.

      So, when no one came right away, she wasn’t worried.

      she waited some more. Why had the doctor wanted her to stay for the night, anyway? Bumps and scratches didn’t mean she was in danger of dying.

      She nearly laughed when it occurred to her that the doctor had probably wanted her to stay put so she didn’t hurt herself again, worse than she already had.

      Finally, the door to her room opened. Someone came in humming a tune that Katie thought she recognized. Something catchy, although she couldn’t quite place it. Something from her childhood, maybe.

      The song continued as the nurse closed the door. Katie tried to say hello but her voice wouldn’t work. She’d stopped even trying to swallow at this point. That’s how much it hurt.

      She turned toward the humming. At least she’d be able to pantomime that she needed water.

      There was no one there. It was just a dark room, and the humming.

      Katie blinked. She strained her eyes in the dim glow from little electronic monitors scattered around the room, trying to see where the sound was coming from.

      Something rippled across the space in front of her eyes. It shimmered darkly as it grew bigger, taller, deeper. It was like looking into the depths of a pit. Like looking down into the well in the backyard of Vera Keats’ house.

      And the thing down there.

      It twisted into view, turning sideways, stepping out of the seam in reality where it had been hiding. Tall and dark and misshapen and humming that song.

      The song turned to laughter. The thing cackled demonically, and the sound of it coiled into Katie’s brain. It was impossibly loud. Too loud for no one to have heard it. The nurses. The doctors. Someone must have heard that...

      A part of her brain screamed. Someone must have heard that. Please, let someone hear that and come save me!

      One of its arms lifted up and slipped along the ceiling, slithering like a snake, coiling and ready to strike. Katie watched the fingers taper out in long ribbons that were barbed at the ends. It dangled above her, quivering as it inched closer.

      And closer.

      The face floated there, blacker than the shadows except where the eyes glowed with a deathly luminescence. Its jagged teeth parted and Katie was staring into the depths of its open mouth, a hole that went on forever.

      The dangling fingers raked her scalp.

      She felt its breath, hot and oily, sliding across her skin. It couldn’t have breath. It was a ghost. It was a damned spirit, the remnant of a dead thing. It could not breathe.

      But it did.

      This was more than a ghost. She could admit that to herself now. It terrified her to think of what it might be, or how Mark Keats had come to be this thing. She’d never encountered anything like this. It was more than just a hollow spirit. In the midst of her terror her mind searched for a word to describe it, and one came to her.

      Wraith.

      This was something evil. Something from the world of the dead that could touch her, and hurt her.

      Black saliva dripped from its lips. A voice from a child’s nightmare spoke to her.

      “Don’t make me teach you a lesson...again...”

      Katie remembered the words that Martin Keats had told his wife. They were the same words that he had just said to her.

      She wanted to scream. Oh, damn, why couldn’t she scream!

      One hand stroked her scalp, the claws dragging through her skin. Its touch burned with a fierce cold. She remembered Gary Wargo tossing aside the soccer ball, and saying it was cold, like dry ice cold.

      That was what she felt now.

      The other hand of the wraith slid up from the floor and along the bed, under the blanket, up her bare leg under the hospital gown. She felt the pinpricks of its fingertips walking their way up her thigh.

      She knew, without a doubt, where they were going.

      No no no no no no no n o n o n o...

      As she tried to twist away, to escape that touch, the hand above her head slithered down around her skull and squeezed. She felt a pressure building in her brain. Mark Keats’ ghost was going to kill her.

      But it was going to torment her first.

      Its hand slipped up further, the fingers lengthening and becoming grotesquely thick. They squirmed against her skin, all five of them, and pressed against the thin material of her panties.

      Katie threw her hands out to both sides, trying to find the nurse’s call button again, trying to grab hold of something that she could use to pull herself away from this nightmare, trying to do anything, anything, anything to get away.

      Her panties ripped, and darkness forced its way into her.

      Above her the face loomed, eyes drinking in her terror and disgust. She arched her back as pain blossomed between her legs, and Keats’ smile split his face from ear to ear.

      She gagged when his fingers began to pulse.

      Katie’s hand slapped down on the table next to the bed as she rasped and choked and made a noise that was barely a squeak from a throat that was raw and tight. The specter laughed at her again, twisting its hand at an impossible angle.

      Under her injured fingers, she felt something familiar.

      Blindly she picked up the little thing she’d found on the table and held it tight against her palm. She held onto it for dear life as the most private part of her body was invaded. It felt like liquid fire was being poured into her, like she was being scoured inch by inch with sandpaper.

      Like she was being turned inside out.

      His ghost held her gaze, trapping her in its eyes. More of its body uncoiled from itself and spread around the room and Katie knew that before too much longer it would fill the space around her and then she would suffocate while it violated every...single...part of her.

      Keeping her gaze locked with the nausea-inducing glow of its eyes made her sick to her stomach. Sick in her heart. She wanted to die. She wanted to end it right now.

      She couldn’t.

      Die.

      No. Not yet. Not here.

      Die...

      No.

      Give up. Die...

      No.

      Why? What do you have to live for?

      She had a reason to live.

      Riley was her reason. She had to find him. If it ended here, she would never know what happened to him.

      So, she would not die.

      Not if she had anything to say about it.

      Bringing her hand over, she rammed it down the throat of a dead man’s ghost.

      In her hand, she held her little metal cross.

      It was like plunging her arm into murky, icky water. The thing rippled around her. It clung to her skin. She had a panicked moment when she was sure that the specter was oozing into the pores in her skin.

      The hand around her skull spasmed, and there were stars blossoming in front of her vision, there in the dark.

      The eyes stared at her in shock, with a fury that had no words.

      Then the mouth closed around her, and the teeth sank into her flesh. Katie felt her blood flowing down the ghost’s throat.

      She threw her head back and tried to scream but all that came out was a whispery sort of hiss that tore at her throat. She was being devoured by Mark Keats’ wraith. He was sucking down her blood and filling her up inside in places that were never meant to be touched and Katie was helpless to do anything.

      Helpless.

      She was going to die after all.

      Right here, right now, she was going to die.

      Then, a warmth spread through her hand. The one the wraith had swallowed.

      It took her frazzled mind a moment to even register the change. When she did, it grew warmer, and then more so, until it was almost painfully hot.

      The wraith’s eyes bulged, the glowing orbs standing out of its distorted face.

      The cross, Katie realized. The cross was reacting to the evil of this thing. It was burning.

      The wraith was unholy ice. The cross was a pure flame.

      Katie was caught between the two extremes.

      She could feel Mark Keats trying to push her arm out of its mouth. Trying to regurgitate her. It gagged and it spit and it shook its distended mouth back and forth until Katie’s arm felt like it would come off at the shoulder.

      It didn’t matter. There was no separating the two of them now. The cross had melted its way into the wraith and there was no dislodging it. Katie was stuck, as surely as the thing that Mark Keats had become was stuck to her.

      Katie was too tired to fight anymore. Whatever the thing was going to do to her, she couldn’t stop it.

      Helpless, she told herself again. Helpless...

      The cross spread its heat and the deep darkness of the thing slowly began to blaze with light.

      Katie lay there, while it tried to crush her skull, and pushed more of itself inside of her, between her legs...

      It gurgled and gagged around her arm and its face ballooned with the pressure building inside of it.

      Katie had a single moment of clarity. Oh...damn...

      One at a time, its eyes popped, spewing gore all over Katie’s chest and face.

      Then the rest of it simply turned to liquid.

      It dropped into a puddle, like a rain of black ooze, arms and legs and humped back dissolving into an oily gooey muck that splashed down hard against the floor and the bed and everywhere. It was all over the sheets. All over Katie’s hospital gown. It was in her hair and in her mouth and...and...

      It was up inside of her. Where the thing’s hand had been, she could feel a gooey residue leaking out, down her thighs, soaking her panties.

      It was gone but it was still all over her. Her stomach began doing somersaults and every part of her cramped, all at once.

      She rolled onto her side before the vomit came.
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      She got out of the bed, trembling and weak and violently sick to her stomach still.

      Everything that had been in her stomach was now mixing into the black residue of the wraith. She couldn’t even remember the last time she ate but there it was, all over the floor.

      When her feet hit the floor, they slipped on the remnants of the ghost thing that had snuck its way into her room. She went down on her ass, and any part of her that had been clean before wasn’t anymore.

      Getting to her hands and knees, she retched again, over and over, even though there was nothing left to come up. She spit, and spit again, and it was black each time.

      She needed a shower. She needed to scrub her skin with a wire brush and maybe gargle with rubbing alcohol to get the taste of him out of her mouth. The part of her mind that could have made sense of what had just happened shut down on her. There was no explaining it. It happened.

      It would be years before she could forget any of this, but for right now, she thought maybe she could push it aside.

      Her hand squished in the mess on the floor.

      No. It was all right here, all right in front of her. The urge to scream was still there. Every little sound made her flinch. No. There was no forgetting this. She would be years getting over this.

      If ever.

      Mark Keats’ ghost--no, his wraith--had come for her after she found what he had done to his son. It had tried to abuse her, and probably would have killed her, if not for the cross that she brought with her everywhere.

      It wanted to silence her so it could keep its secrets.

      She was alive, but would she ever be okay?

      She tried to say a prayer of thanks for the being alive part, but another violent series of dry heaves took her. When it had passed she figured God had gotten the point.

      Off to the side, by the door to this room, was a bathroom with a stand-up shower. That was where she was heading. She was going to stand under that shower for the next week if she had to. However long it took to wash this...slime away.

      Speaking of standing up. She pushed to her knees, and then slowly to her feet. She took stock of herself, all the aches and pains. All the bruises. Every part of her hurt. Her head throbbed. If she wasn’t already in a hospital, she’d say that she needed to go to one.

      The hospital gown was ruined. She untied it from behind and dropped the sopping rag to the floor. It settled with a wet plop and began soaking up more of the muck.

      Her panties were worse. She stood there for a long, long moment with her legs apart, feeling the ick dripping out of her. Then, slowly, she hooked her thumbs into the waistline and peeled them down. They had been cute once, cotton and comfy with little gold stars all over them. Now they were torn, and they were fouled by stains that weren’t natural.

      She dropped them next to the hospital gown. When she did, they sponged up the black liquid from the floor with a slurping sound that set her teeth on edge.

      Her stomach threated to rise up on her again, and she turned away. She was naked, and she was filthy, and she was in pain.

      And, she was alive. She realized her thoughts had wandered in a complete circle and brought her right back to that again. She was going to have to be happy with being alive because that was all she had left.

      A tear streaked a line down the gore on her cheek. She wanted Riley back. That was what she wanted more than anything else.

      Stepping into the bathroom, still trembling and half-dazed from shock, she held her breath, and turned on the light.

      There was nothing there. Just a little room, with a toilet and a closet-sized shower with a faded yellow curtain on a rod. It was closed, and she had to force herself to take ahold of the one side, and pull it across.

      The shower was empty, too.

      Nothing was waiting to jump out at her. There really was nothing here. The nightmare was over.

      Her hand reached for the knob to turn on the water. Her bandages were ruined too, she saw, sopping with the black liquid residue. Tears rolled down her face freely now as she unpinned and then unwrapped each finger, one at a time.

      They were the cleanest part of her now. The fingernails had started to grow back on the two where the doctor had removed them. The cuts were healing. She could flex them without pain. She nearly laughed through her tears. She was tougher than she thought.

      Then she turned the hands over, and looked at the palm of the one.

      The heat from the cross had melted the little thing right into her skin. It was melted, and distorted, and somehow she had the feeling that whatever protection it had ever offered her was used up now. It was just a useless bit of warped metal.

      With her other hand, with the unwrapped fingers, she took hold of the cross by its one edge, and peeled it away.

      Ow, ow ow ow. It stung more than hurt. There was a little blood, too, but not much.

      What was left behind when she was done was the red, puckered impression of a cross, scarred into the skin. Katie wondered if maybe it would be there forever.

      She dropped the ruined cross to the floor. It tinked against the tiles, and lay still.

      Well, that was it then. Nothing left but to clean up.

      “Katie...?”

      She gasped, and turned around so fast her feet slipped and she had to grab the curtain to keep herself up.

      That voice.

      It had come from out there in the room. Her legs started to give out on her. She hadn’t imagined it. The voice was real.

      And it was Riley’s.

      “No,” she heard herself croak. “No, please no please please no no no no no.”

      It couldn’t be Mark Keats’ ghost again. Get a grip, she told herself. The wraith was gone. The proof of that was all over her. He’d imitated Riley before and fooled her and scared her to death and hurt her but it couldn’t be him this time. Not this time. She’d just destroyed his ghost. It was gone.

      Gone, damn it.

      Oh. Which meant...

      She slipped and nearly fell twice on her way out to see for herself. It was impossible, but that word had lost all meaning in the last few days. Maybe, she thought, it had ceased to have any meaning for her the moment she arrived in Twilight Ridge.

      Near the foot of the bed, sitting there covered in the same black ick that she was, Riley was waiting for her.

      He blinked at her, wiping at the gore over his face. “I think I fell asleep.”

      She laughed. It was a raw sound, barely a whisper, but nothing could stop it. She laughed because she had to. It was all she had left.

      She threw herself into his arms, there on the floor. She barely noticed how the floor was clean and bare now, the dirty remnants of her clothing having taken in all that the wraith had left behind. It was just them now, and the muck over their bodies.

      Riley was back.

      “Where...” she tried to ask. She cleared her throat, and spit out more black-tainted saliva. “Where have you been?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. I went into that well, and there was a darkness. A presence. It swallowed me up. It...took me...it...made me do things...” He shivered against her. “It wasn’t me, Katie. It wasn’t me.”

      “Shh,” she said, seeing how upset he was. She thought she understood what he was trying to say. “It’s okay, Riley. It doesn’t matter. I knew it wasn’t you. I know you, Riley Harris. I know every inch of you and that thing...it was a ghost. No, worse than a ghost. It was some kind of wraith.”

      “Wraith?” He tried the sound of it out in his mouth. “Wraith. Yeah. That about sums it up. When it, um, burst like that it left me behind. It dropped me right here. Damn. I can’t get the taste out of my mouth.”

      “Me either,” she admitted. “Come on. I’ve got just the thing.”

      It took them longer to strip off his clothes. They weren’t just soaked with the black gore. They were stiff with it. They peeled away from his skin with a lot of effort, but then they were gone. The two of them were naked together under the shower’s spray.

      It felt so good to be held by him as they got warm, and clean. He found the cross impression burned into her hand, and kissed it gently. It tickled more than it hurt. The pain of all her injuries faded away, actually, with the drum of the water against her skin, and the feel of his skin against hers.

      They filled their mouths with water and slushed it around and spit it out again. They scrubbed each other down with washcloths and their hands, and every single time he touched her, Katie’s heart raced. They were at it for hours, well past the point when their bodies were clean. Katie felt his love for her, and that more than anything else cleaned away the taint of the last few days.

      He was feeling the same way, based on what she was feeling between his legs. She hadn’t been sure, after what the wraith had done, if she would ever be able to feel this way again. Flashes of what Mark Keats had done to her came and went but she didn’t care. Having Riley with her made it okay. She was ready, and wanting. She licked the water off his shoulders, and then his chest, and swallowed.

      Then she went lower down his body.

      The bathroom door opened.

      The shower curtain was thrown back, and a nurse stood there.

      Katie tried to cover herself up behind Riley but the woman had already gotten an eyeful. She stared at the two of them, holding each other tight in the cramped shower. Her face went through a whole range of emotions before finally settling into an angry glare.

      “We,” she told them, “are not that kind of hospital.”
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      The end of the week couldn’t come soon enough.

      Katie breathed a sigh of relief when Saturday morning rolled around and she woke up in bed next to Riley. She pulled his arm around her tighter, and refused to move.

      The guests who had been scheduled this week came and left again, without a single problem. Gary Wargo extended his stay through Friday so that he could spend more time with Mel. The two of them had hardly come out of her room the whole time.

      In a way, Katie was glad to see it. She was worried Gary would be angry when he regained consciousness and heard that she and Mel had put the blame for the car accident on him. Instead he took it in stride, with a little shrug and a wink.

      From what Katie gathered later, Mel had more than made it up to him.

      She rolled over onto her side now, still in the circle of Riley’s arms, looking at the sunlight streaming through the window. No guests today. Just chores. They had to put the rooms and the Inn back in order for the three people coming in tomorrow to check in.

      That left her with a lot of time. Maybe today she would go over to Vera Keats’ today, and try to make some amends.

      Vera had been released from jail. There wasn’t any evidence that she had actually killed her son. Nothing that said she knew he was there, either. Now the official police theory was that Mark Keats had killed the boy, and disappeared soon after to hide from the law.

      It was close enough to the truth. Katie didn’t feel the need to fill in any of the details.

      Riley shifted, and stretched in his sleep. She put her leg through his and made sure wherever he moved, she was right there with him. This was all she really wanted. She could have all the money in the world, and none of it would be worth this moment, right here. All the ghosts in the world couldn’t spoil this.

      Although, Mark Keats had come close.

      She closed her eyes again and tried to forget. The nightmares had been bad the last few days, but she kept them to herself. There was no sense to stressing Riley about them.

      Because she was pretty sure that he was having nightmares of his own.

      Right now he was breathing evenly, and she felt the rise and fall of his chest against her back. Yes. This was perfect.

      From the corner of her room she heard a thumping noise.

      She lifted her head against the pillow, just enough to look that way, but she already knew what she was going to see. She knew that sound.

      From nowhere, Martin Keats’ soccer ball had dropped into their room.

      It stared her down, and Katie was too afraid to move.

      Slowly, it began rolling. It went across the floor, an inch at a time, in more or less of a straight line.

      When it got to her open closet, it rolled itself inside.

      Of course, Katie thought to herself. That was where she had her keepsakes from all of the ghosts they had seen here in Twilight Ridge. A man’s wristwatch. A necklace with a spiral design on it.

      Now, a child’s soccer ball.

      She closed her eyes. The ball was harmless now. Just another memento.

      Now, it was over.

      At least, until the next thing that Twilight Ridge sent them.
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        * * *

      

      Putting the key in the lock of his front door, Officer Timothy Norstrom went inside his apartment, and shut the door behind him.

      “Mom,” he called out. “I’m home.”

      A man his age, living with his mother, would have seemed strange to his buddies on the force. State Troopers didn’t typically live with their moms. This was a special circumstance, though. Not one he talked about at work, to be sure.

      It was kind of a secret.

      “Mom? Are you here?”

      He kicked his shoes off at the door and dropped his gun belt on the kitchen table. In the fridge he found he was down to just four longneck beer bottles. That was enough to get him through the night. He’d have to get more tomorrow.

      He popped the top off one and headed for the couch in the living room. His apartment wasn’t big, but everything was set up just the way he liked it. The flat screen television was waiting for him to turn it on. Tipping up the beer to drink a long swallow, he picked up the remote and aimed it at the screen.

      It was yanked out of his hand. It went sailing across the room, and bounced off the wall to land on the floor. The back panel popped off when it did and the batteries went flying.

      “Great,” he muttered to himself. For a moment he dropped his head against the back of the couch, and stared at the ceiling.

      It was going to be one of those nights.

      He stood up, and started to retrieve the remote.

      A book flew off the shelf and sailed past his face, missing him by bare centimeters.

      “Mother, that’s enough!” he snapped.

      Ten years ago, someone had murdered his mother. He and several other Troopers had investigated, and still he had no idea who was responsible. He had almost gotten past the pain of that. Almost.

      Then things had started to happen.

      He would feel cold in the dead of summer. Things would move around his apartment. There would be whispered words, deep in the night.

      His mother’s ghost was here, and she was angry.

      The beer helped him sleep but it didn’t take care of the problem. Things were getting worse. He didn’t know how much longer he could take this.

      Once, a few weeks ago, he’d gone to work with a split lip from a frying pan that had jumped off the counter without warning. That had been hard enough to explain. If he started showing up every day with bruises people were going to start talking.

      He needed help, because he didn’t know what to do.

      There must be someone out there who knew about these things.

      Someone, maybe, who could see ghosts. Someone who lived in Twilight Ridge.

      He drank from his beer again, and watched the wall bulge out and shape itself into his mother’s face.

      She screamed, and he braced himself for another night of hell.
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      Ghosts. Everywhere Katie Pearson looked, she saw ghosts.

      Halloween had arrived in the sleepy New Hampshire town of Twilight Ridge. Or nearly so. The stores on the main street were decorated with orange and black streamers, hoping to attract business from tourists and locals alike. People dressed like witches and vampires smiled and waved to her, even though it was actually still five nights from All Hallows Eve.

      People went crazy for the holidays. Stripped of their religious significance and any real meaning, they were just excuses to sell cheap junk and make money.

      The local restaurant, The Good Eats Diner, was offering something called the “Devil’s Revenge,” a hamburger layered with ghost peppers and garlic sauce. The thought of it turned Katie’s stomach.

      Her own business didn’t need to attract people with gimmicks. That didn’t mean she was above a little glitz, though. She loved Halloween. There was going to be a party and decorations, and punch that smoked thanks to some dry ice. They were going to invite their neighbors, and it was going to be a lot of fun.

      All around town, from lamp posts, and from wires strung carefully across the street between buildings, and from decorative poles erected in the town square, dozens and dozens of ghosts flew in the late Autumn breeze. They were everywhere. All around town.

      The mayor of Twilight Ridge had decided that dressing the town up with life-sized “ghosts” was going to get everyone into the spirit of the holiday. They were basically white sheets draped over plastic mannequin skeletons. They billowed in the wind. They rattled when they moved. More than once, Katie was sure that she saw some of them watching her through blank eyeholes.

      Creepy, and a little ridiculous.

      In Katie’s life, ghosts weren’t just things that came out of the storage closet once a year to dance on the end of wires. She’d been able to see ghosts--real ghosts--her entire adult life. It was a gift, of sorts, and sometimes it came in handy.

      Sometimes, it scared the hell out of her.

      For the longest time, Katie had made a living by flipping houses. She would buy them, sight unseen, pour a few thousand dollars into renovating them, and then sell the finished property for three or four or sometimes five times what she had paid out. It had been a good living, one that suited her carefree life. One that she had always enjoyed.

      That is until she found herself falling deeper and deeper into the world of the paranormal, one haunted house at a time. More than once, those adventures had nearly cost Katie her life. It had been time for a change, so a change was what she made.

      She didn’t like to use the term “adventures” to describe the things she had been through. “Adventure” implied having fun, and doing amazing things that made for great stories to tell your friends. Katie’s ghost stories had been full of excitement, and death, and horror...not the sort of thing you talked about over a few bottles of beer.

      A new life had been waiting for her here in Twilight Ridge. A fresh start that would not involve things that gave her nightmares and a desperate need for therapy.

      At least, it should have been that way. The town of Twilight Ridge was not what it had appeared to be at first. When she had accidentally stumbled onto this place during a carefree vacation drive, it had looked quaint. Tranquil. Picturesque. It was like walking into a Thomas Kinkade painting.

      In reality, it was exactly the opposite. Little had she known about all of the evil laying just below the surface. The secrets that seemed to lurk in every home. Murders. Accidental deaths. Untimely passings of every kind imaginable.

      The ghosts associated with those events were still here, and one by one, Katie was finding them. Whether she wanted to, or not.

      Katie had purchased the town’s one and only Inn. That was her business now, and she thought it would make a good investment. If she could get it fixed up and thriving, then she could sell it at a profit. Or, she could make a life out of it. Recently, she’d even given some thought to settling down.

      That was before she and her boyfriend had discovered the problems with the Inn’s foundation. And by problems, she meant the bodies buried in the walls down cellar. The previous owner had killed most of her guests, and kept their bodies down there, talking to them as if they were living friends.

      There had been other deaths in the Heritage Inn, as well. Old deaths. Other ghosts. Every single one of them had been angry, and dangerous to remove. She could see them. Riley could see them. Sometimes she wished that she couldn’t.

      As she walked down the street, the ghosts in their white sheets watched her. With every one of her five senses, and with her extra sixth sense too, she could tell there were more spirits to be found in Twilight Ridge. They were lurking in the shadows, waiting to pounce.

      She might not be able to avoid all of them. But as much as she could, Katie avoided the basement of the Heritage Inn. That was where the paranormal activity in her new home was centered. It was also where they kept the extra supplies, but unless she needed to go down those stairs for more paper towels or another ten pound can of green beans to make lunch for the guests, she let her boyfriend take care of anything to do with the basement.

      She smiled as she walked past another decorative ghost hanging down from the awning of the bakery. It wasn’t the ghost she was smiling at, that was for sure. It was the thought of her boyfriend. That happened sometimes when she thought of Riley Harris. He was an amazing man and had done so much for her. As men went, she’d more than lucked out. With Riley, it was like she’d won the lottery.

      His face came into view in her mind’s eye, swimming into sharp focus. Then his body, naked and strong like he’d been with her last night. More of last night came to mind as well, but she quickly pushed that back and concentrated on just his face. If she got to fantasizing about the way he looked--and felt--between the sheets, then she’d end up heading right back to the Inn, and pulling him up to their bedroom at the end of the second-floor hallway.

      Hmm. She might just do that anyway, even though they had guests in-house, and she’d never been exactly able to stay quiet when he got going on her.

      In short, she wouldn’t get anything done today unless she kept her fantasies on his bright green eyes and his unruly shock of brown hair and his quirky little smile. She knew every line on that face, etched forever in the memory of her heart.

      Right. So, back to her day.

      She was doing a few errands before heading back to the Inn. It hadn’t exactly been a packed house recently at the Heritage Inn, now that the stories of the troubles in Twilight Ridge had faded into old news. There hadn’t been any death and mayhem here for months. It had been a pleasant little respite for everyone, especially for Katie and Riley, but it had been bad for the tourism business. People began to lose interest when there wasn’t anyone dying, or churches burning down.

      Thus the mayor’s grand idea of dressing their town up like a Muppet Halloween special.

      Katie gave one of the swinging ghosts another glance, and she shivered. The eyes, empty holes with nothing behind them, turned in her direction. It was looking into her soul. Her vision narrowed down until all she could see was the ghost. The ghost.

      The ghost.

      An image came to mind, rising up to replace the pleasant thoughts of her boyfriend and his naked flesh. It was a premonition. She didn’t know how she knew that, but she did. A foreboding sense of pain, in her hands and her fingers, so bad that they cramped into fists and her fingernails dug into her palms...

      “Katie?”

      She turned quickly, startled out of her thoughts and whatever menacing swirl of dark clouds had come over her. The street and the town and the world around her came back into sharp focus. It had taken a moment to recognize the man who had tapped her on the shoulder. Did she know him?

      Yes. Of course, she did.

      With a sigh of relief that she couldn’t quite suppress, she said a proper hello to Marlin McCandry. He was the biggest seller of antiques in Twilight Ridge, and a good friend of hers as well. When Katie said he was the biggest, she meant it both regarding sales and in terms of his waist size. His belly strained the elastic of his sweatpants and filled out the gray and black sweater underneath his windbreaker. His pudgy face sported a frizzy brown beard that was the same color as his hair.

      “You looked kind of deep in thought there,” he said, a tentative smile curling up the corners of his mouth.

      With his very thick New England accent, his vowels were tonal, and his r’s were soft, making that last word sound like ‘theih.’ Katie had learned to translate the English they spoke up here back to the English she was used to from out West. It wasn’t that hard, once you got used to it.

      “Oh,” she said, realizing she hadn’t answered him yet. “Um, yes. Sorry. I guess I was thinking about Halloween and all that.”

      “Ayup,” Marlin said, pointing up at the ghost fluttering in its sheet. “Kind of hard not to, I suppose. Not the way our illustrious mayor has bedecked the town.”

      “That’s true, but it’s not just that. There’s a Halloween party that we’re putting together for the Inn. You’ll be there, right? I mean, sure our guests are trying to record a live special for their blog at the Heritage Inn.” Katie shrugged. “They think they’re going to have the chance to record ghosts, seeing as how it’s All Hallow’s Eve and all. But the party will be fun, I promise.”

      “Mmm. That Inn of yours does have a reputation, that’s for sure. Never, um...never much believed in ghosts, myself.”

      Katie studied his expression and the way his prominent Adam’s apple bobbed in a hard swallow. He was lying. Or at least, he was lying to himself. “Come on now, Marlin. Everyone believes in ghosts. Even if it’s just a little bit.”

      It was not a warm day. It was comfortable for the end of October, but the skies were gray, and the wind held a chill to it that promised the snow might be right around the corner. Not cold. Just seasonal. Considering that was the case, the sweat that popped up on Marlin’s forehead was very out of place.

      He was nervous, and Katie had to wonder why.

      Marlin must have seen the question in her eyes. He nodded his head hard enough to make his jowls jiggle under his beard. “Meet me over at my shop, if you would? I believe I have something I’d like to show you.”

      “Sure Marlin. Anything for a friend.”

      “Glad to know I have friends in this town, sure enough,” he told her. “Sometimes you have to wonder in a small place like this if everyone is more interested in their own troubles than in everyone else’s.”

      “Trouble?” Katie asked, confused. “What kind of trouble are you having, Marlin?”

      He answered with a smile, but his eyes shifted like he was looking for something that was lurking in the shadows. “Not here,” he said. “At my shop. Might be easier to talk about it then. Tell you what, I can have some maple sundaes waiting for us, how’s that sound?”

      Katie thought that sounded perfect. “I’ve always got time for ice cream, Marlin. I’ll see you there.”

      Marlin nodded and made his way up the street. All around them, the ghosts watched them go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      There were a few other small errands that Katie had to attend to. The post office had been holding her mail for two days now because Twilight Ridge didn’t have a mailman to make deliveries, and Mable the clerk was getting really testy about it. The woman she got her locally made jam from needed to be paid. There were a few other stops as well, just little things here and there, and then she was able to make her way to Marlin’s.

      His antique shop was built as an addition at the back of Marlin’s house. He didn’t advertise because he didn’t appreciate foot traffic from tourists antiquing up and down the New England coast. He sold high-end antiques, not junk, and he sold almost exclusively by appointment. On his shelves, and tastefully arrayed on the sales floor, were items that used to belong to historical figures, as well as hard to find pieces of Americana. Most of it was interesting and obviously expensive.

      From the front, Marlin’s house was a two-story ranch style with green siding and white trim. The shop addition on the back did not match the front at all. The vinyl siding was a plain gray, with a garage-style overhead door that had a regular man door section when it was closed like it was now. She used to knock before entering, but Marlin had convinced her that friends didn’t need to knock. So instead, she just walked right in.

      The items inside changed on a regular basis, but the overall layout stayed the same. Furniture was everywhere, stacked tightly together but in such a way to display each in the best light possible. Big, small, and every shape and size in between. Everything a diehard antiquer could ever hope for. The overhead LED lights were bright. He’d explained to her once that fluorescent light could break down old paper and destroy oil paintings. He stopped the aging process of his inventory by using the latest LED technology.

      He also had insurance on everything in the neighborhood of a million dollars in case of theft or fire.

      Toward the back of the store was a glass counter that locked from behind, where Marlin displayed jewelry and really expensive pieces like coins and paper documents. That was where he was sitting now, staring blankly at some middle point in front of his face. She was almost standing in front of him before he blinked and put on a smile for her.

      “Well, there ya are.”

      He faltered as if he’d meant to say more but just couldn’t remember what. Then he blinked and looked down at the countertop where he had two maple sundaes waiting, whipped cream and chopped nuts and a cherry on top. He pushed one of them across the glass counter to her. “There ya go.”

      She’d never seen him so upset. He was always a happy-go-lucky sort, quick with a joke and happy to see a potential customer. Now there was obviously something weighing on his mind. She took the sundae he offered and scooped up a spoonful to put in her mouth. “Mmm, this is good,” she said, just to get the conversation started. “Did you make this yourself?”

      “Sure did,” he nodded. “Make the maple sauce all by myself. Not the ice cream, of course. Have to get that from our little store on Main Street. Not the best stuff, I suppose, but can’t exactly be choosy. Not when you’re in a town so far off the beaten track.”

      He took his own sundae and ate some, but it was just to give himself something to do like he was avoiding some subject he just couldn’t bring himself to say aloud.

      “Marlin, is everything all right? You said you had something you wanted to show me?”

      Regarding his sundae with a frown now, he put it down and pushed it away. “I did, sure enough. See, I take in all sorts of things to sell here in my shop. Well, I suppose you know that, of course, seeing as how you’ve been a good customer of mine, as well as a friend.”

      Katie set her sundae aside now, too. “I am your friend, Marlin. You can count on me for anything. Did something happen to you? Are you in some kind of trouble?”

      “Uh, it’s a little hard to explain, I’m sure.” With one finger, he scratched at the side of his neck. “Maybe it’s better if I just show you.”

      Marlin took a key off its hook behind the counter and opened the glass case. Then he replaced the key and picked up a red handkerchief. Reaching inside the case with it, he found a single item from among the pocket watches, tarnished lapel pins, pearl earrings, and 1700s era bank notes in plastic sleeves.

      When he brought his hand up again, it was holding a brooch nestled in the red cloth. One of those old style ones with an ivory carving of a woman pictured from the waist up, wearing a flowing dress, one hand folded demurely at her breast. It looked old. Very, very old, in fact. Maybe that was why he handled it with the handkerchief instead of with his bare hands. He must want to keep it free from smudges and fingerprints so it would maintain its highest value.

      It was beautiful.

      “What do ya think of that one there?” he asked her.

      Katie was no judge of antiques. She knew what she liked and back when she bought and flipped houses for a very lucrative income, she’d picked up quite a few interior decorating tips, but jewelry? She hardly ever wore any herself, let alone give her opinion on someone else’s.

      “It’s nice, I guess,” she said, reaching for the brooch. It was at least two inches tall, and half as wide, with a scalloped edge all around. The shell caught the lights from above. The ivory had yellowed with age. “I mean, it’s pretty. I’m sure there are women who could make this work, but it’s not really my style...”

      She stopped talking as she picked the brooch up, and was transported from Marlin’s antique shop to another place.

      It was an odd thing, to have your consciousness so completely taken over. Katie was--well, not used to this sort of thing, but somewhat less unhinged by it than she used to be. She didn’t consider herself a psychic. She didn’t want to be any sort of medium or ghost whisperer. In Katie’s mind, she was just a normal girl who had very un-normal things happen to her.

      Like being sucked into moments of time that she had never been a part of.

      Around her, out of the darkness, lights faded into being. Rows of them, trapped behind glass bulbs suspended from the walls on either side of a hallway. Dark paneling did its best to soak up the illumination. A heavy plush carpet soaked up the sound of her footsteps. In fact, it absorbed every single sound. Wherever she was, no one would hear her scream if it came to that.

      She really wished she hadn’t just thought that. When visions like this one came to her, it was very rarely to show her a happy moment.

      She moved without really having a destination in mind. For a moment she wasn’t sure if she was actually walking or if the vision itself was moving around her. This felt like someone else’s memory, and not hers. She could see it all, but it was like she was detached from it at the same time.

      Halfway down the hallway on the left, there was a full-length mirror suspended on the wall between two of the lamps. She moved toward it, helpless to do anything else.

      When she looked into it, she expected to see herself, in her brown khaki pants and her favorite purple sweater, her long raven-black hair, and her hazel eyes. She was a very attractive woman, or so her boyfriend--and others--had told her.

      The woman looking back at her from the other side of the mirror was pretty in her own right, but it wasn’t her.

      She had red hair cut at the level of her chin with a flirtatious purple streak chalked straight down the right side. Her skin was much darker than Katie’s fair complexion. Her jaw was more angular. Her ears were lower.

      Her eyes were wide with terror.

      “Help me,” the woman in the mirror begged, plain and clear. “Help me, please.”

      The words came from Katie’s own lips. In the vision, it wasn’t her that she heard speaking, it was this other woman.

      Pleading to be saved.

      The brooch slipped from her numb fingers and clattered against the display case. A momentary disorientation swept through her and then faded away as quickly as it had started. She was back in Marlin’s shop, with Marlin sitting in his chair and watching her with obvious concern.

      “It happened to you, too?” he asked, his expression torn between relief and surprise. “So, it’s not just me. I was worried that maybe I’d done gone and lost my mind.”

      “You haven’t lost it,” Katie promised him. “I saw it, too.”
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      “All that?” Marlin asked her, his accent thickening deeper as he listened to her telling her story. “You got all that from just holding that thing? I’d say it’s almost like you’ve done this before,” he mused.

      Befoh, is how he said it, scratching at his neck again, eying her as if he’d never seen her before in his life.

      Katie understood where that came from. She’d unloaded a lot on him, talking about herself. She didn’t like telling people about what she could do. Not at all. She didn’t like them to know that she could see ghosts or get these whacked out visions. Riley knew all about her, of course, but he could see ghosts the same as her. It had been easy to tell him about it.

      Telling Marlin had been an exercise in bravery for her.

      Typically when other people got even the faintest sense of this secret part of her life, they began treating her different. They found sudden excuses not to be around her, losing her phone number, that sort of thing. She had the feeling that Marlin was going to be different. After all, he’d asked to show her this brooch after something had happened to him.

      “What did you see?” she asked him. “When you touch this, what do you see?”

      “Well, I don’t exactly see a thing,” he shrugged. “I just get the sense of something crawling over my grave, if you know what I mean. Just the sense that someone was watching me over my shoulder. Like a...well, I kind of hate to say the word out loud.”

      “Like a ghost,” Katie said for him. She had no problem saying it, no matter how much it gave her the creeps. It was a fact of life that ghosts did indeed exist.

      “Ayup,” Marlin said quietly. He gestured at the brooch helplessly. “Katie, this is all insane. Just don’t know what to do. I heard you talking about the ghost hunters in your Inn, and I know you believe in all that guff. Thought maybe you could help me with this. Didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “I’m not upset, Marlin,” she assured him. She didn’t go so far as to tell him that she’d had similar experiences in the past. The things she’d done could fill novels with ghost stories to keep anyone up at night. She still wanted to keep that to herself, even if she was pretty sure now that ship had sailed.

      Maybe it was just time for her to accept that she was, at the very least, always going to be around ghosts. She was always going to be this way. Sensitive to the other side. To death, and to ghosts...

      The brooch was haunted. Someone’s spirit had attached to this little piece of jewelry.

      “Where did you get this?” she asked, looking down at the brooch where it lay, but not daring to pick it up again.

      “From an estate sale,” he explained. “I go to auctions regularly to bid on lots of jewelry and other things, hoping to find a gem there among the junk. Throw most of it away, in the end. The good pieces find their way here. This brooch was in a box of things I bought at a blind sale in New Hartford a week back. Kind of bought into it without looking it over first.”

      “You mean,” she said with a knowing smile, “you bought it sight unseen.”

      “Yes. Exactly so. That’s about as good a way as any to explain it, I think.”

      A piece of jewelry, one among many, in a random box at an estate auction. “So...you have no idea who it used to belong to? Where it came from or what its history is?”

      He looked at her strangely for a moment, before taking a deep breath. Then he reached over to a shelf beside him to come back with a folded envelope. He set it down flat on the counter, sliding it across to her with one pudgy finger. “This was in the same box. Felt it was important, so I kept it. Got kind of the same feeling as when I touched the brooch. Didn’t have a vision like you did. Just a feeling. A bad one.”

      Katie looked down at it now, at this expertly crafted specimen of brass and ivory. It was heirloom worthy. Someone had put a lot of time into creating it, back in an age when pieces like this were made by hand. Marlin probably could have gotten quite a bit of money for this. If it wasn’t haunted, that is. Although she supposed there would be some people who would pay extra for that feature.

      “So the paperwork tells us who this used to belong to?”

      “The family name,” he said. “Not much more than that.”

      “Who was the family it belonged to?” she asked, even as she accepted the folded envelope from him and opened it up to find the answer to her question was staring her in the face.

      In very neat handwriting, the two sheets inside gave a brief family history of the Norstroms, starting in the 1700s when the first patriarch had settled in the wilderness of the Americas, after sailing here from England. It was a little scant on details, basically just names and dates of birth or death, but whoever had done this had been thorough. There wasn’t a single gap in the dates, right up until 1977, when the list stopped halfway down the front of the second page.

      On the back, in different handwriting, was a note scrawled in looping cursive.

      I am leaving you my mother’s brooch. I don’t want it any longer. Not after what happened. Sell it, bury it, I don’t care. My heart is gone, and I have nothing left to give.

      Katie puzzled over that last bit for a moment and then decided it wasn’t going to do her any good to try and make sense of it. She had too little information to go on.  My heart is gone, and I have nothing left to give. Just someone’s declaration of lost love, she supposed. Not all family history was happy.

      The unhappy stuff was what caused things like hauntings, and curses.

      “Marlin, I don’t know how to say this, but I think your piece of jewelry here needs to go back to its rightful owner. The Norstrom family. It um, might be...”

      Haunted, she almost said. It might be haunted. Most people would fit her for a straightjacket and a padded cell if she ever dared to speak that truth.

      So instead, she told him, “It might belong to someone who is missing it.”

      He nodded, slowly, and Katie could tell that he knew what she wasn’t saying. “Why don’t you take it, Katie. I, um, don’t have the time to track down an owner, you see.”

      “Ownah,” was how it came out with his accent. His voice had a tremor in it, too, when he spoke of trying to find the owner. What he had felt from the brooch must have really disturbed him. Remembering what she had seen herself, Katie didn’t blame him. Imagine if he could have seen her vision. How would he have taken that?

      “I’d like to help you out, Marlin, really I would, but I have no idea where to even begin looking. Even with this list, how am I supposed to find the Norstrom family now? I mean, this list stopped in 1977.”

      A little bit of a smile came back to his face. “Well, that’s easy enough. There’s a Norstrom right here in Twilight Ridge. Works over to the grist mill. Connor Norstrom’s his name, as I recall. Keeps mostly to himself, not much of a talker, but not many Norstroms in this part of the world. Willing to bet if you show him that list of names, he’ll recognize a distant relative or two.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s the same family. I mean, there must be other Norstroms in New England, right?”

      “Ayup, sure enough. Never heard of any others round these parts, though. I figure it’s a good enough place to start.” His finger found that place on his neck to scratch again. “I’d take it as a personal favor, Katie, if you’d take this with you when you go.”

      “Favah,” was what Katie heard. “Sure, Marlin. I’ll take care of it.”

      “Can you take the letter, too? I really want these things gone from my shop. Er, yes. Really wouldn’t mind never seeing them again.”

      She wanted to help Marlin. He was so upset. Besides, it only made sense, considering that she was going to have to show the brooch to whoever she found at the Norstrom house if she was going to learn anything about it.

      She wanted to know what that vision was all about. A woman begging for help, trapped somehow in that hallway of dark shadows and muted sounds. Asking the Norstrom in Twilight Ridge about the brooch was her only way.

      Was the woman in her vision in danger, or was she perhaps already dead? Katie knew she wasn’t going to get any rest until she found out.

      “Don’t worry, Marlin,” she told him. “I’ll do what I can for you. What are friends for, right?”

      “Sure enough, Katie.” He seemed so relieved that she was going to help him. “It’s good to have friends. I’ll do the same for you someday, um. Well, maybe not the same but I’ve got some wonderful furniture pieces coming in, and I’ll give you first pick. Half off what I’ll charge anyone else, too.”

      Wow. This must really mean a lot to him, Katie thought if he was willing to lose money to make it happen. He was more spooked than she realized.

      Then again, so was she.

      Taking the handkerchief by the corners, she wrapped it around the brooch and picked the bundle up carefully to put it in her pocket. The pages slipped back into their envelope.

      Her maple sundae was just so much mush now. She and Marlin tried to make small talk for a few more minutes, but it was obvious that both of them had their minds on the brooch. Saying goodbye, she left and headed back for the Heritage Inn. Riley would be there, waiting for her.

      He’d be able to help her make sense of all of this. She hoped.
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      The Heritage Inn was in the middle of a side street in Twilight Ridge. It was two stories tall, with that basement underneath, and she’d done so much work to it that it was almost unrecognizable as the place it had been when she bought it. She and Riley had done months of work to it, both inside and out.

      The plan had always been to get the Heritage Inn set up and operating on its own, hire someone to run the place for her, and then go back to her old life while this place continued to make money for her. Money hadn’t been an issue for her for years, but a steady stream of income had been a nice thought.

      It had slowly become obvious to her that she might never go back to that old life of moving from town to town, state to state, finding places to flip for six-digit profits but having no real life of her own. She and Riley fit into this town nicely. He had his handyman business going on the side. He was basically a self-employed contractor who could do everything from fixing a squeaky stair to rebuild your garage from the floor up.

      And Katie had made friends here who depended on her. Like Marlin McCandry, with his possessed jewelry. There were other friends for both of them, too. Ones who didn’t need help with special problems. This town had become a home for the both of them.

      She found Riley in the front room, behind the check-in counter at the back. He smiled at her, standing at the computer, making notes in the register book as he did. “The Carpenters canceled for next month,” he said to her. “That opens up two rooms. Do we want to call National Grid back and tell them we have availability after all?”

      “Well, I suppose we can do that.”

      Katie said it with less than her normal enthusiasm when it came to renting out their rooms. Sure, it was nice to know that there would be more rooms occupied than rooms empty, but at the same time, this was a quaint New England Inn, not a chain motel. Corporations like National Grid were looking for rooms where their people could flop down for a night or two and move on.

      While she appreciated the job that NatGrid did for the state by keeping the powerlines intact and the electricity running, she wanted the Heritage Inn to have a different kind of clientele. The people who stayed here should be coming for the charm of Twilight Ridge, or the thrill of its history and rumors of hauntings, or because her Inn was as welcoming as a Norman Rockwell painting. Not, she told herself, just because there were beds in the room.

      Still, money was money, and if she could snag a regular contract with NatGrid, it might be worth tweaking her business model just a skosh.

      ‘Skosh’ was one of those things they said up here in New England. It meant a little bit, or near enough, and it was just one word among several that Katie had adopted into her vocabulary. New England had its own way of speaking and thinking, and it had definitely been an adjustment from the fast-paced life she used to live.

      “Can you make the calls to arrange all that?” she asked him. “I may have been less than cordial to their representative the last time we spoke.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Riley teased her. “I remember you telling them you weren’t running a flophouse and then hanging up on them.”

      “Uh, sure, maybe I said something like that.”

      “You may possibly have sworn at them, too. Like, a lot.”

      He laughed at the memory of his girlfriend blowing her stack and Katie wanted to be mad at him, but she just couldn’t make herself do it. He looked so damned cute when he smiled. If Ryan Gosling had a younger, cuter brother, it would be Riley Harris. He’d let his hair grow a little longer in the past few months, and his hued chestnut bangs swept rakishly across his forehead. Even without working full time as a contractor he maintained that amazing body that her hands loved to explore at night.

      He was a dream, and he was all hers.

      Riley had gotten her through some very bad times. There had never been anyone like that for her before. He was the sort of man she could picture herself being with for the rest of her life.

      “Did you finish the errands?” he asked, breaking into her thoughts.

      “Yes, I did. Plus I also stopped to see Marlin McCandry.”

      “Oh yeah?” He tapped out a few more keystrokes on the computer, no doubt pulling up the contact information for NatGrid. “How’s Marlin?”

      “Well, not so good actually.” She wondered if there was a way to ease into this conversation but then decided that there was nothing for it but to jump right in. “He has a problem.”

      “Oh?” Riley said as he reached for the desk phone next to the computer, one finger pointing at the screen where he’d found the number he wanted. “What sort of problem is that?”

      From her pocket, Katie carefully removed the bundle of cloth wrapped around the brooch, making sure to touch nothing but the handkerchief. She really hoped that Marlin had washed this before he used it.

      She set it on the counter in front of Riley. He eyed it suspiciously, and then glanced back up at her.

      “Go on,” she said. “Open it.”

      One of his eyebrows rose in response to that, but he did what she asked. He peeled the handkerchief back, holding it by the corners, to reveal the brooch. The woman in ivory looked like she was staring directly at him when she was revealed.

      “Hey, cool,” was Riley’s reaction to seeing the piece of jewelry. “My mother used to have one just like this--"

      He stopped as his fingers touched the image, his eyes narrowing and his lips peeling back from his teeth, and the color draining from his face. Then he pulled his hand back like the brooch was a hot burner instead of a cool piece of metal jewelry.

      Katie quickly took his hand in hers, touching each finger, making sure the thing hadn’t actually hurt him somehow. “Oh wait, you felt it too, didn’t you? What did you feel, Riley? What did you see?”

      His eyes were wide as he shook his head. “It was just a little shock. Like when you touch a loose wire in an outlet. That was all. I didn’t...I didn’t see anything. Did you? Is that why you asked me that?”

      Katie kissed his fingertips and gave him back his hand, her thoughts tangling on themselves once more. How come she was the only one to see something when she touched the brooch? She understood why Marlin didn’t. He wasn’t sensitive to seeing the dead like she was.

      But Riley did have the same gift--for lack of a better word. He did see ghosts. He did hear the things that went bump in the night. He carried a cross in his pocket just like she did to ward off evil spirits. His was wood, hers was metal, but they were both expressions of their deeply held belief that the spirit world could reach up and screw with them at any moment if they weren’t prepared.

      She’d had a vision when she touched the brooch. A red-haired woman in trouble. That woman hadn’t shown herself to Riley. Was she calling for help specifically from Katie?

      Thinking about stuff like this could make her head hurt.

      “I take it,” Riley asked, “that this is what Marlin wanted to talk to you about? This brooch, and whatever it is that you saw?”

      “Yes. He said he bought this brooch at an estate sale, and he got the same sort of bad vibe from it that you did. Although, Marlin didn’t say anything about feeling an electric shock when he touched it.”

      “He’s not a contractor,” Riley guessed. “He doesn’t have any reason to know what an electric shock feels like, because he doesn’t have the experience with electricity that I do.”

      “That’s true.” Katie studied the brooch again. This time, she eyed it with suspicion.

      “I have to tell you, Katie,” Riley said, shaking his head slowly from side to side. “I have to wonder if it wouldn’t just be sensible to drop it into the nearest deep body of water and forget we ever saw it.”

      “Riley we can’t. I told you what I saw. We can’t just turn our back on that. You can’t be serious!”

      “Yes, I can. I’m very serious. Why should we be responsible for this?”

      “Because,” she said, “if not us, then who?”

      “Someone else. That’s who.”

      Katie was just about to say...something to that when the front door opened.

      “Greetings, one and all!” a booming voice rang out through the Inn. “Such a glorious day in our sleepy little town, wouldn’t you say?”

      Katie recognized the voice right away, even before she turned around to face their visitor. It was hard not to remember this man, with his larger-than-life presence and his larger-than-life body and his larger-than-the-whole-wide-world view of life itself.

      Pastor Jim Sutter had come to Twilight Ridge just two months ago. He oversaw the rebuilding of the church, and he’d made friends with everyone he met.

      Katie and Riley had been avoiding him, only mostly on purpose. He was a nice guy, and Katie liked him, but whenever she was around him, she still felt guilty about the way the last town pastor had died. He’d been beaten to death right here in this Inn, downstairs, by a ghost. If Katie and Riley hadn’t asked him to perform an exorcism, he might still be alive today, and there would have been no reason for Jim Sutter to ever come here to Twilight Ridge.

      They didn’t talk about that. To anyone. They’d even stopped talking about it to each other, although Katie could tell that sometimes the memory of it hit Riley. Her too, sometimes.

      But if they couldn’t bring it up with each other, they certainly weren’t going to talk about it with Pastor Sutter.

      Not that she had anything against the man. Katie had never been much of a churchgoer, or Riley either for that matter, but she thought it was nice to see such a spiritual man living in a town that had such deep, dark secrets. Lots of people needed to turn to God, or some other form of belief, to find answers. The more “good guys” there were in town, the better, as far as she was concerned.

      Besides, it was hard not to like Pastor Sutter.

      He was a large man, tall and broad and muscled like Michael Clark Duncan had been in the prime of his life. In fact, he looked a little like Duncan, with the same rich skin color and the same wide face. His hair was thick and curly though, and his teeth were just a little bit crooked when he smiled. Sutter never would have made it in the movies.

      Lifting a hand, palm out as if he meant to give God a high five, Pastor Sutter said musically, “May the Lord shine His light down upon this place, and keep it safe and prosperous for my friends, Katie and Riley.”

      Katie had a feeling there was supposed to be more to that blessing, but under their feet, the building shook.

      The pastor’s eyes narrowed with an unspoken question.

      Riley cleared his throat. “The furnace has been acting up. I need to have it looked at before the snow settles in.” He laughed like it was nothing more sinister than that. “I’m a very good general contractor, but even I’ve got my limitations.”

      Sutter laughed at that. “A man’s got to know his limitations, that’s for sure.”

      Riley sighed, relieved that he wasn’t going to have to explain any further. “Oh, I totally agree. Where’s that from, anyway? The Bible?”

      “Nope,” Sutter chuckled. “That’s a quote from Dirty Harry. One of Clint Eastwood’s best films, in my opinion.”

      Katie relaxed. That tremor had definitely not been the furnace, which was in perfect working order. This building still held secrets. Secrets and ghosts hiding in the walls, and she had no doubt that Sutter’s well-intentioned prayer had agitated some old wound.

      The ghosts had been mostly quiet for a while now. She didn’t want them stirred up. Not with guests upstairs, and certainly not with Halloween just around the corner.

      “So what brings you here?” she asked, trying to keep from sounding like she was showing him the door already. She thought that she probably succeeded.

      “Well,” Sutter said, clearing his throat, “I just stopped by to see how everyone was this morning. Halloween is coming up, and as you know, that means we have a special All Hallow’s Eve service. It’ll be in the afternoon so all the kids can still have plenty of time for trick or treating. Just wanted to stop at all the businesses in town and invite everyone to...oh, Lord.”

      He stopped his practiced speech midsentence with that mild blasphemy. Katie wasn’t sure what was wrong at first, but she followed his gaze past her shoulder and then she knew.

      The brooch lying on the counter. His gaze was riveted to the brooch.

      At first, she thought that maybe he could feel some sort of evil emanating from it, the same way that Marlin McCandry and Riley had gotten a little jolt from touching it, or how she had fallen into that vision--or whatever it had been. He was a pastor, and men dedicated to God were supposed to be able to feel things like that more deeply.

      That wasn’t it though. This was something else for him. She saw it when the look in his eyes changes from surprise to recognition.

      “I haven’t seen that necklace in forever and a day,” he breathed. “Where on Earth did you find that?”

      He reached out for it, almost like he thought it would evaporate like a mirage if he got too close. He licked his lips. With a look at Katie, he silently asked permission to pick it up.

      Curious about what would happen, remembering her own experience, Katie stepped aside to let him pass.

      Sutter put one finger on the edge of the brooch.

      A green spark crackled between the metal and his skin with a loud snap, and he took a quick step back.

      And the lights went out.
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      “More coffee?” Pastor Sutter asked Katie. His hands barely shook as he held the coffee pot out to pour more of the aromatic black drink into her cup. He liked his coffee strong, apparently.

      Or maybe, Katie thought, he just needed a jolt of caffeine to steady himself.

      After the fuse had blown at the Inn, plunging them into darkness, Riley had produced a flashlight from behind the check-in counter and quickly licked it to life. At the same time, he’d taken his little wooden cross out of his pocket. He held that up in his other hand like it was just as much protection from the dark as the flashlight.

      Katie had hers in her hand as well. When nothing attacked them, when nothing screamed “BOO” from the shadows, they snuck them back into their pockets before Pastor Sutter could see them.

      Sutter had invited Katie to come down to his little house situated behind the church. He didn’t say so, but Katie could tell he wasn’t comfortable standing in the Inn. The tremor in the floor, the lights...even the most spiritual mind would start to get ideas after that. Katie took Riley at his word that the lights going out was only the breaker, but she knew the timing was too much to be a coincidence.

      It was a short walk down to Sutter’s home, but neither of them said anything on the way. Once inside, the Pastor had gone right to the counter beside the sink and started the coffee. He had one cup drained before he could clear his throat and utter just one word.

      “Strange.”

      Riley had stayed behind to fix the power and manage the Inn. With their guests already coming out of their rooms and rushing downstairs to ask what in the world was going on, someone had to be there. She and Riley had promised everyone that everything was all right, just remain calm, nothing to see here.

      Of course, they immediately thought it was ghosts. Her Inn had a reputation. A very well deserved one.

      The guests had already taken their cellphones out as she was leaving, and Katie could already guess that it would be up on YouTube within the hour, labeled as “blackout at the haunted Inn” or some such thing. She couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

      Thankfully, Riley had texted her to say the guests had given up on ghost hunting for the moment, and he was rebooting their computer system. Back to business as usual.

      He didn’t ask about the brooch, or about Pastor Sutter. He either knew she hadn’t had time to learn anything, or he didn’t want to know. At least, not yet. He’d given her a look when she wrapped the brooch up to come with her, but that was all. Sutter recognized the piece of jewelry. That meant he had answers.

      Now, sitting at the little round table in Sutter’s kitchen, Katie sipped her coffee and tried to convince herself that she wanted to know what the answers were.

      Even as a shiver crawled its way up her spine.

      “Pastor,” she prompted, “you seemed to recognize this brooch. I’m guessing that’s why you asked me over here, and not just because we both like coffee so much.”

      “No, no I can’t say as it was that.” He chuckled in a low bass rumble, but there was very little humor in it. “It surprised me, seeing that piece there at your Inn. I haven’t seen that particular necklace in, oh, many a year now. I don’t suppose...could I look at it again? Don’t need to take it. Just want to look at it and, you know, remember.”

      “I’m not sure that you’d want to take it, actually” she warned him. “It’s given a friend of mine a bit of trouble.”

      She reached into her pocket for the carefully wrapped, and maybe possessed item. Saying that it was giving Marlin “a bit of trouble” was like saying a bee sting only hurt a skosh.

      “One of your friends, you say?” Sutter asked her. “What friend is that?”

      “Marlin McCandry.”

      Pastor Sutter made a sour face as he accepted the bundle of handkerchief and jewelry from her open palm. Katie could tell that his reaction was less about the brooch and more about the man she had just mentioned.

      What could he possibly have against Marlin?

      After a moment, when he didn’t say anything more, Katie cleared her throat. “You know Marlin, right? He’s one of the more successful antique dealers here in town.”

      “We’ve met,” was all he said, in a tone so flat that it was easy to tell he was hiding something.

      Katie hadn’t heard anything about Marlin and Jim Sutter having problems. Pastor Sutter was friendly with everyone, liked by everyone, and Marlin...well, he was kind of the opposite, she supposed. Not that he was hated by everyone. No one had a bad word to say about him, but at the same time, no one had a good word to say about him, either. He was a neighbor, and nearly everyone in Twilight Ridge knew him, but come to think of it Katie didn’t believe he had many actual friends.

      Apparently, based on Sutter’s reaction just now, Marlin had at least one enemy.

      “Well,” he said suddenly, dismissing the matter of him and Sutter with a shrug. “Let’s have a look at this, I suppose.”

      He set it down on the table in front of him, pushing his coffee cup aside to make room as he undid the folded corners of the handkerchief. His smile returned as he saw the ivory carving of the woman again.

      Katie looked down at it too. As she did, she felt her forehead scrunch up. Something didn’t seem right about the brooch. It was the same brooch, obviously. It had to be. It had gone from Marlin’s hand to the Inn, and back to her hand to come here. Only...it looked different. Had the woman’s hands been higher before, closer to her neck? Had her smile been that mocking?

      She shook her head and set that silly thought aside. Of course, it had. It was carved in ivory. She was just letting herself get weirded out because here, again, was proof of the unnatural world all around them. It scared her, sometimes, to think that there were ghosts all around them, all the time, everywhere. Echoes of past lives, and of things gone wrong, and of dreams left unfulfilled.

      Sometimes she wondered if, when she died, her story would end there. Would she find herself pining away for eternity, her soul trapped in this world with no way out, or would she pass away peacefully and never be heard from again?

      Time would tell, she supposed. Hopefully not any time soon.

      Sutter’s deep brown eyes slowly tore themselves away from the brooch, and his gaze came up to find Katie’s gaze. “Heh. I suppose you’re wondering what makes this necklace so special to me.”

      “I was, to be sure. Um. I was also wondering why you keep calling it a necklace. It doesn’t have a chain. I thought it was a brooch? You know, like women used to wear on their blouses.”

      “Mmm. See why you might think that. Here. Look at this.”

      One big finger carefully tipped the brooch up from the top, showing off where a small hole had been worked into the edging around the oval metal backing.

      Katie held her breath as his finger came in contact with it, but this time there was no snap of electricity.

      “Used to have a nice gold chain on it,” he explained, “back when it belonged to my aunt Emmaline, that is. I suppose without the chain it could be used as a brooch. I suppose, anyway.”

      Katie blinked up at him. “What? Your aunt owned this?”

      “Of course! How else do you think I could recognize it, hmm? Back when this piece was made, jewelry was all made by hand. Every ivory carving came out unique. See here, the way the hair loops around the lady’s ear? Or the flow of her dress here? Oh yes. I remember this.”

      Katie was confused. “Marlin said this was part of an estate sale from New Hartford, and that it belonged to a family by the name of Norstrom. Supposedly there’s still a Norstrom here in Twilight Ridge who might be a relative. A Connor Norstrom.”

      “Sure enough,” Sutter agreed, nodding his large head. “That’s my aunt’s family.”

      “But your name is Sutter.”

      For some reason, that made him chuckle. “True. That’s true, but you know that families don’t all have the same name. People get married, start other branches, and soon your tree is going every which way.”

      “Okay, but does that mean you’re from Twilight Ridge? You’re related to Connor Norstrom?”

      “That’d be my cousin. I’m not from here, myself. Originally I’m from Connecticut, but having family here’s one of the reasons why I chose to move to this nice little town in the middle of nowhere. Oh, rebuilding the church and continuing God’s work was a part of it, to be sure, but really this was a return to my roots. Even though, technically, I’ve never set foot here before. Still feels like coming home to me.”

      Katie had an obvious question to ask, as she sat there looking at him and his dark, dark complexion. The woman in her vision had been pale skinned, with red hair, and if there was a resemblance to Jim Sutter there somewhere, she couldn’t see it. She just wasn’t sure how to put what she was thinking into words in a way that wouldn’t be insulting. “Um, Pastor Sutter...”

      “Jim,” he corrected her. “Call me Jim.”

      He’d asked her to do that before, but until now it had seemed inappropriate to call someone she barely knew by their first name. Especially a pastor. Now, considering the subject of their conversation, it definitely felt like a good time for first names.

      So. “Jim, I’ve lived here in Twilight Ridge for months and months now. I know just about everyone who lives here, even if it’s just to recognize their face in the corner store. I’ve never known any, er, you know. I’ve never known there to be any...”

      This time he broke out into thunderous laughter. “Oh, Katie, you can just go ahead and say it. Nothing racist about pointing out the obvious. There are no Black families living in Twilight Ridge. Not before me, anyways. That what you were going to say?”

      “Yes,” she said, still a little sheepishly. “I just thought the Norstroms would be a White family.”

      “They were,” Jim told her. “Still are. They’re good people even if they don’t have my ebony skin and rakish good looks. See, my aunt Emmaline fell in love with one of the Norstrom boys, and they got married, had a life together, the whole thing that men and women are supposed to do. She was happy in that life. Then, also like happens with all of God’s children, she died.”

      “Oh? How?”

      “Cancer.”

      “I’m sorry.” It seemed like the thing to say.

      “Mmm. We all were. I figure they’ll beat cancer one of these days, but for now, I still take the good people with the bad. Yes.” He seemed to consider that for a moment, pulling up old memories. “Everybody loved Aunt Emmaline. My side of the family, and the Norstroms too, and just everyone who knew her.” He shook his head, and turned the brooch over, touching it with a lot more confidence this time. “She always wore this. Always. Never took it off.”

      That piqued Katie’s curiosity to be sure. “Would she have been wearing it when she died?”

      Jim nodded sadly. “I’m sure she would have. My Momma gave that to her when they were both little girls. It had some special meaning for them that I never did figure out. Came from their grandmother, or something.”

      At her age, Katie had been to more funerals than she liked to think about. That was how she knew that people would often be buried with personal items of great sentimental value. Rings, a favorite shirt or baseball cap perhaps, even family photos. It surprised her, a little, to think that Emmaline wasn’t buried with this necklace considering how much it meant to her.

      Then again, here it was right in front of them, so obviously it hadn’t gone to the grave with her. Was that why it was haunted? Did it need to be buried with the owner of the spirit to find rest?

      Standing up from the table, Jim went over to a drawer in the cabinet next to the oven. From inside he took out several framed photos, shuffling them awkwardly until he came up with the one he wanted. It was an eight by ten, in a nice wooden frame.

      “This is her,” he said, bringing the picture over to Katie. “This is Emmaline Norstrom, born Emmaline Sutter until she married the love of her life. I haven’t had the chance to hang these yet. Just got back into town a few months back and I’ve been so busy rebuilding the congregation and all, but they’re all special to me, in one way or another. Emmaline was my favorite aunt. Miss her to pieces.”

      Katie looked down at the photo in its frame. She was struck by how beautiful Emmaline had been, and how happy she seemed. The picture had been taken outdoors, with the sun shining and the leaves on the trees a deep green color that spoke of the height of summer. It was a happy time. A time that was gone passed away just as surely as Emmaline Norstrom had passed away.

      The scenery wasn’t what she was most interested in, however. She looked at Emmaline’s face, and now she was sure. This was not the woman from her vision.

      She thought about what Jim had told her so far. The necklace, and his aunt, and how she had married as a Black woman into a White family in rural New England. He’d already said his family was from Connecticut originally and that explained how Marlin McCandry had found the brooch in an estate sale in New Hartford.

      But how did it end up in that sale in the first place?

      “Can I tell you something, Pastor Sutter?” she asked him. “I mean, without you thinking I’m crazy?”

      “Of course. Sure you can. Not thinking people are crazy is actually part of our training to become a pastor. Got a whole thing on it in Bible college and everything. But I told you, call me Jim.”

      “In this case, I think calling you Pastor is more appropriate.”

      With a deep breath, she told him her secret.

      He looked confused, at first, as she started telling him about what she had seen when she handled the brooch. The look went from confused to surprise, from surprise to silent disbelief, and then to something that was all of those, and something more.

      “I promise you,” she said defensively, “I’m not crazy. I have this ability to see things that other people can’t. Sometimes it’s like I’m watching a movie of someone else’s life. Sometimes it’s a horror flick. I didn’t ask for this. I don’t even really want it. This is just the way I am.”

      He held up a hand as she started to ramble. “Katie, you don’t have to explain yourself to me. No worries there. God makes each of us in His image, but that image takes lots of different forms. You look like you, I look like me, and we all reflect the one true God.”

      “So...you believe me?”

      He hesitated, but just for a minute. “I don’t have any reason to doubt that what you’re saying is true. You have to admit it’s a lot to take in. I’m sure you believe what you’re saying, but I’ve never had anyone tell me anything like this. Sitting where I’m sitting...I don’t see how it’s possible.”

      Katie sighed. This was pretty much the response she had been expecting, but she had needed to tell him this deepest secret that she held if she was going to explain the vision. Jim just felt like someone she could trust. Besides, she needed his help. Unless they were going to do what Riley suggested and drop the brooch down a deep, dark hole, they needed information to find out what was going on.

      She was tired of being afraid, and of ghosts everywhere she turned, but she wasn’t the kind of person who ran from a problem. She hadn’t been like that since she was a young girl. She’d grown up quick, for lots of different reasons, but she couldn’t help being who she was. Like Jim had said, she could only look like herself.

      The piece of jewelry with its carved ivory woman had belonged to someone in Jim’s family. What she had seen--the woman with the red hair begging for help in that dimly lit hallway--somehow that directly linked to him. She needed him, and she needed to be honest with him in turn.

      “I need you to believe me,” she said, her voice steady even as her heart thumped in her chest. “I know you said you can’t see how it’s possible but I’m telling you, it’s true. I really do have these visions.”

      “No, no,” he said quietly. “Katie, I didn’t mean that. I meant I don’t see how it’s possible that you saw that woman in a vision.”

      “What?” Now it was her turn to be confused. “What about her?”

      “See, the way you describe her there’s no doubt in my mind. That’s my Aunt Emmaline’s daughter. That’s Amber Norstrom. Connor Norstrom’s sister.”

      Katie waited for him to say the rest of it, the part that she could see hiding behind his eyes.

      “She’s dead, Katie. She died nearly four months ago.”
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      Katie had always liked going to bed at the end of a long day. Sleep was a way of unwinding and letting her mind sort through everything that life had thrown at her. Dreams helped ease her worries. She would wake up rested and ready to take on the world again.

      Tonight, it just wasn’t going to happen that way.

      Hours after Riley had closed his eyes and started gently snoring, she was still awake and staring at the ceiling of their bedroom. Her brain just wouldn’t shut off.

      The room was dark, and warm with the radiator turned up, and the comforter tucked up to her chest. Riley’s arm thrown over her chest was so comfortable. For a moment the touch of his bare skin against hers began to excite her, and she thought about waking him up by exploring his more sensitive spots with her fingertips. Maybe with her mouth...

      In the end, she gave up her fantasies of using Riley and letting him use her and just got out of bed, carefully extracting herself from under his amazing body. She padded to their en-suite bathroom in her bare feet and pajama top. She wanted a glass of water. What she really wanted was sleep, but since she couldn’t have that, she was going to settle for some water.

      Opening the door to the bathroom she reached in, first, to flick the light on. She hated dark bathrooms. Almost as much as she hated dark basements. She flicked the switch up. Then down and up again. And again.

      The light stayed off.

      With bleary, tired eyes, Katie peered into the bathroom. The faint light from the bedroom, from the digital clock and the teddy bear nightlight that she made Riley keep in the far outlet, gave everything around her a faint silvery outline. It was enough for her to see the sink and the faucet and her plastic drinking cup. She would replace the bulb tomorrow. She wasn’t going to worry about it now.

      She stepped into the bathroom, reaching for the cup on the sink. The linoleum was cold against her bare feet.

      The lights turned on.

      Katie stopped where she was, her eyes snapping up reflexively to look at herself in the mirror. What was it that made people turn to their own reflection when they were scared? This was her bathroom, in her own room in her own Inn. There was no reason to be scared.

      Only, this wasn’t her bathroom.

      That wasn’t her mirror.

      And it wasn’t her reflection.

      The dark paneling all around her soaked up most of the dim lighting and refused to give it back. The mirror went nearly floor to ceiling, narrow and tall, beveled on all four sides. Under her feet, the thin carpet was small comfort.

      In the reflection, her face was angular and scared and pale. Her curly red hair was a mess, coils snaking down her forehead and over her one ear. She was definitely scared. No. More than that.

      She was terrified.

      The reflection leaned forward abruptly and dragged Katie along with it. She slammed the palm of one hand against the glass and put her face right up to it as if it was a window instead of a mirror. It was like she was reaching out to...herself. Desperately, hopelessly, she screamed out just two words.

      “Help me!”

      The sound of it was loud in her ears. She blinked, and stared at herself, her reflection, her face.

      In the bathroom mirror.

      Gulping in shallow, hot breaths, Katie found herself in her own bathroom again, leaning against the mirror with one hand on the glass. The lights were on, and the reflection that met her gaze was her own again.

      But...it had been her saying those words. That shout of help me had come from her lips. She’d spoken them out loud.

      Help me.

      Help me...

      A hand on her shoulder made her scream again and whirl around to face the person who had snuck up behind her. Riley. It was only Riley, and he hadn’t snuck up on her. He was barely awake, his eyes narrowed from interrupted sleep, and a yawn barely held back behind his fist.

      “What is it?” he said to her. “I heard you yelling. What happened? Are you okay?”

      Help me...

      No one else would have heard her scream. The walls in the Heritage Inn weren’t exactly soundproof, but they were thick enough that at most the nearest rooms would have heard a muffled something. She was glad of that.

      “Um. I’m fine,” she stuttered, knowing the words were anything but true and knowing, too, that she couldn’t keep this hidden from him. Not from Riley. He was the only one who truly understood her, and everything about her. From the beautiful to the ugly, he was always there for her.

      Folding herself into his bare arms, leaning against his naked chest, she sighed out a long breath into his shoulder, and told him the truth. “No. I want to be okay, but I’m not. I’m not okay, Riley.”

      He helped her back to bed, and they sat on the edge of the mattress while she talked, and he listened. She began with the vision from the brooch again, and as she told the story, she started swinging her feet back and forth, left then right, left then right. If it was a little childish, then she figured she had a right to feel a little childish tonight. They talked about Pastor Sutter’s family too, and the connection to the Norstroms that he’d revealed.

      “I don’t think I understand,” Riley said, just like he had earlier when they talked about this same thing. “How is it that Amber Norstrom, this girl you see in your visions, has White skin if her mother was Emmaline Sutter, a Black woman?”

      She gave him a look because that was in no way the point. “When parents of mixed race have children, they can be one race, or the other, or a mix of the two. They used to use the term ‘mulatto’ to describe kids of White and Black parents, but I think that term’s fallen out of favor.”

      “So, like Barak Obama.”

      “Riley!”

      “Right. Sure, I guess I knew that. So what did Jim Sutter have to say about all of that?”

      “Just, like I told you before.”

      His aunt had died peacefully years ago. The kids inherited the house. Connor moved back after being away for a long time, and they shared the place, and then a few months ago Amber died. Now Connor Norstrom was the last of the Norstrom clan living here in Twilight Ridge.

      Amber Norstrom was dead, and she was the person pleading for help in the vision. The same vision Katie had seen again, just now, in the bathroom.

      “That was what happened when I heard you screaming?” Riley asked her. “You saw that girl again?”

      “She’s not exactly a girl,” Katie said. “She’s maybe a few years younger than me.”

      “You’re still young,” he smiled at her, leaning over to kiss the slope of her shoulder.

      “Flattery...” She hummed pleasantly from his touch. “Flattery will get you everywhere. Later. Right now I just want this to be over. I think we should bring the brooch to Connor Norstrom and let him have it.”

      “What? Why?”

      “He’s Emmaline’s family. Her son. If we return the brooch to his family then won’t that make everything all right?”

      “I think you’ve seen too many movies.”

      Katie glared at him. “I’m serious. This was Emmaline’s favorite piece of jewelry, apparently. Her ghost might just want it back in the family.”

      “Does that fit with your vision?” he asked.

      Not really, she had to admit. Not at all, actually, but she could hope for it to be that simple.

      Riley didn’t make her say any of that out loud. Instead, he asked, “Why not just give it to Jim Sutter, then? He’s the one who went all gaga over it when he saw the thing.”

      “Because Connor is Emmaline’s son, that’s why. It’s a much closer connection. I would have said give it to her daughter, but since Amber is dead now, that leaves Connor as Emmaline’s only living child.” There. Now that she’d said it out loud, she was kind of sure that she was right. “It makes sense, doesn’t it?”

      Riley pursed his lips, but not in the cute way he sometimes did when he was trying to turn her on. She watched the muscles in his chest and arms cord and relax rhythmically as he considered everything she had said. Then he shook his head.

      “I’ve got a better idea.”

      Getting up from the bed he went around to the dresser on her side of the room. That was where she had deposited the handkerchief bundle with its unassuming piece of jewelry tucked inside. Now he scooped it up in his hand, not daring to unwrap it.

      “What are you doing?” Katie asked him.

      “Getting rid of this. That’s what I’m doing. There’s no reason for it to haunt you, or mess with our lives. There’s no reason for us to even get involved. Haven’t we had enough of that already?”

      “Yes,” she said immediately because after all, it was true. “Yes, we have, but I don’t understand what you’re going to do.”

      “Then follow me, and I’ll show you.”

      He put slippers on but didn’t bother with a shirt. The guests very rarely went walking around the Inn at this hour, but for guys, it wasn’t as big a deal to be half naked, especially inside.

      Things were different for women, of course, and since she was only in a pajama top, she had to quickly throw her jeans on over her bare ass and a pair of short socks for her feet. Then she rushed out after him.

      Their room was at the end of the hall on the second floor. Riley was already downstairs by the time she got the door closed behind her. What was he doing? She slipped down step by step as quick as she could. Most of the lights were off to save on their power bill, so she made sure to hold onto the handrail as she went.

      She found him at the check-in counter. The red handkerchief was in front of him, still wrapped around the brooch.

      In his hand, he held a hammer.

      “Riley wait...!”

      She didn’t have time to stop him. With as much force as he could he swung the hammer up, and then down again. He was a professional contractor who had worked with his hands for years, long enough that he could wield his tools with a precision that would be the envy of any marksman on a rifle range. He didn’t miss.

      The hammer struck against the shroud of cloth with the sound of a thunderclap.

      Katie covered her ears with her hands.

      The second attack was just as brutal as the first.

      Katie winced and pressed her hands tighter.

      SMACK...SMACK...SMACK!

      “Riley, stop!” she said, unnerved by what he was doing without really understanding why it should affect her as much as it did. “Please, stop. You...you’ll break the counter!”

      That was not her real concern, but at least it got his attention. He’d refurbished that counter himself, and he didn’t want to destroy his own handiwork. He just wanted to obliterate the brooch and get it out of their lives before whatever influence it had over Katie got worse.

      From experience, Katie knew it could always get worse.

      Riley was actually breathing heavily as he dropped the hammer sideways onto the counter, next to the computer monitor. He used a hand to push away the hair that had fallen across his forehead, nearly into his eyes, then he tapped the flattened handkerchief with one index finger.

      “There. Problem solved. We throw it out and...what the hell is this?”

      That exclamation came when he pulled back his finger, staring at it closely. Now that the noise and the intensity of his destructive frenzy were over, Katie stepped closer. What was he looking at? She couldn’t tell. Not until she got closer.

      Then she saw the tip of his finger. It was coated in a thick, red, liquidy substance.

      Blood.

      At the same time, they both looked down at the mangled handkerchief. It was made of red cloth, and that had masked the little pool of blood seeping out. Now that Riley had put his finger in it, literally, blood was oozing from the smashed remains of the brooch.

      Riley picked the hammer back up. Katie thought he was about to resume his attack, but instead, he flipped it around and used the claw end to carefully pull back the edges of the handkerchief.

      Inside, cracked metal and broken bits of white ivory were stained red with blood. Impossibly, the broken woman was bleeding. Blood was seeping from the ivory everywhere that it had been shattered. Katie moved closer, drawn to the sight of it, and when she got close enough, she could make out parts of the carving. A hand. The frill of a dress.

      The woman’s face... That part had remained intact, cracked unevenly at the neck and displaced from its metal backing, but still there.

      Only, it wasn’t the same. Before, when she’d seen the brooch, the woman had been demurely smiling as if she knew a secret that she would never tell a soul. It was a classic image of a woman who would hold onto her virginity until marriage and maybe even after that because she was just so pure. That woman loved life and had her whole future to look forward to.

      Now, her mouth was open in a scream, and her hand-carved eyes somehow projected the terror of a sudden, horrifying death.
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      Katie did finally fall asleep somewhere toward dawn. Once asleep, she stayed asleep much longer than she had meant to. When she woke and cracked one eye open to look at the clock, she saw that it was almost lunchtime.

      Throwing back the top blankets in a panic she dropped her feet to the floor, and then stopped, waiting for her head to stop spinning. She wasn’t dizzy, just still fuzzy and blurry from sleep. Why had Riley let her sleep so long? She yawned and scratched her side where her nightshirt was tickling her. There were things to take care of, and she couldn’t waste the whole day here in her room. This place didn’t run itself.

      Katie rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, and when she did, she could focus on the small sheet of yellow paper on her dresser. It was a note from Riley. It was close enough to reach without her having to get up. Which was good, because the bed was calling her back for a few more hours of rest. Or more. Or a whole day. Dear God, she was tired. Maybe Riley had the right idea by leaving her asleep.

      The note wasn’t long. “I’ll wake you up this afternoon,” it said, in Riley’s handwriting. “I’m taking care of everything. That’s how much I love you.”

      There was a crudely drawn heart at the bottom, uneven at the top, the bottom not quite connecting. It was his signature mark whenever he left her a note. She cherished each one of them. She wondered sometimes what he might think if she took one of them to a tattoo parlor and had the image inked on her hip. Not that he needed any incentive in the lovemaking department, but it never hurt a girl to shake things up from time to time.

      That thought was enough to get her up and going. Now she wanted to find him and entice him back up here with her to wake her up properly. Lunch could wait. Assuming Riley had already fed the guests, of course. The Heritage Inn offered breakfast and lunch to the people renting their rooms as part of the package. Usually, it wasn’t anything special, but it was an important part of her business plan.

      Thankfully Riley was a pretty good cook. She could do more than just open a can of stew herself, but he’d proven to be better at the whole cooking thing than she was.

      She decided to get dressed and check on things downstairs, then use her feminine wiles to draw him back up here. Already unbuttoning her shirt, she reached for the top drawer of her dresser. What to wear, what to wear...

      She stopped.

      The handkerchief was there, on her dresser.

      It was folded just like it had been yesterday before Riley’s violent outburst with the hammer. They had spent a good half hour cleaning and sanitizing the countertop after brushing the remains of everything into the garbage. Bleach and a heavy dose of Formula 409 spray had gotten the stain out. If anything, it had left a super clean area behind.

      After throwing away the mess, Katie could almost convince herself that there never had been any blood there, to begin with. That it was just a trick of the light or her tired brain.

      Except it wasn’t any kind of trick. There had been blood. The brooch had been destroyed, and the broken carving of a woman had bled all over the counter because of it.

      And yet, here was the handkerchief it was sitting right in front of her.

      Was the brooch inside?

      It couldn’t be. It must be just the handkerchief, she told herself. Riley must have saved the handkerchief and thought for some reason that she wanted it. Tentatively, with unsteady fingers, she reached for the red cloth.

      She peeled back one corner.

      Then another

      The handkerchief fell flat across the top of the dresser. In the middle of it sat the brooch, whole and complete, with the carved ivory figure of the woman in its place just like it had been before.

      Only...not like before. The yellowed lady was staring straight at her now, where it had been looking off to the side before. Those blank eyes were hateful.

      Katie threw the cloth back over the whole thing and grabbed it up in her fist. She stuffed it into the pocket of her jeans before throwing them back on and exchanging her sleepshirt for a loose fitting sweater. She ran her fingers through her hair to comb it reasonably into place. A shower would have to wait.

      Any thought of screwing Riley’s brains out vanished. That mood was gone.

      Down in the dining area on the main floor, she found Riley cleaning up, picking up plates and silverware as he exchanged chitchat with the guests. They were already on their way out, and they nodded to Katie as they departed, leaving her and Riley alone.

      “There’s my sleepy girl,” he said, a bright smile on his face as he balanced the dishes all the way to the sink in the kitchen. “The guests really liked the corned beef sandwiches today. I think we should add that to our regular menu. Did you sleep better? I’m betting you did, with that thing gone.”

      Almost angrily, she tugged the little bundle out of her pocket and smacked it down on the top of the stove. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      Plates and cups and silverware clattered into the sink as Riley all but dropped them there. He was staring at the handkerchief, one hand gripping the edge of the counter as he took an involuntary step backward. “Katie,” he asked slowly. “Where did you get that?”

      “It was upstairs, Riley. Right next to my bed, Riley. That’s where I got it from, Riley. Right where you...” She blinked at him. “You did put it there, didn’t you?”

      “Did I put it there? Katie, you watched me smash the thing last night!” He looked around them, checking to make sure the guests weren’t still hanging around, and then lowered his voice anyway. “We threw it out. Why would I pick it back out of the garbage? I mean, I have a strange sense of humor, I’ll grant you, but I wouldn’t ever pull a prank like that. There’s nothing funny in that.”

      “I’ll say.” She looked him up and down. He was serious. “You really didn’t put it there for me to find?”

      “Katie,” he said, the meaning, of course, he wouldn’t do that.

      “All right, all right, I’m sorry. I should have known you wouldn’t. Damn. This is so messed up. How did it get back up there?”

      “I don’t know, Katie. Let me smash it again.”

      “No.”

      “I can use the sledge hammer this time.”

      “No, Riley, it won’t work. Plus, there’s something else.”

      Just as carefully as ever, Katie unfolded the handkerchief and showed him the brooch, pointing to the woman’s face.

      The ivory lady wasn’t glaring at her anymore. It was set just like she had always been, staring off to the side, one hand up to her chest.

      Katie stared at it. Did she imagine it? No, she was sure. The face had changed, and now it had changed back. Only, that was impossible. She rubbed her eyes and looked again, but the little face didn’t move. Either it was toying with her--which sounded crazy--or she was seeing things. Just like she had last night, in the mirror of her bathroom.

      Was she going crazy? Sane people wondered that, didn’t they? Only sane people are worried about their sanity. When they were faced with something completely impossible, didn’t they wonder if they were going crazy?

      Of course, they did. She’d read that in a book once. She just couldn’t remember what book it was in. Maybe it was a psychology textbook. Maybe it was Doctor Seuss.

      “So what should we do now?” Riley asked her. “If smashing it to pieces isn’t going to end things, I’m kind of out of ideas.”

      His words from last night came back to her. Drop it into the nearest deep body of water and forget we ever saw it. Was he right? Last night they’d tried to destroy the thing only to have it somehow return again this morning. Dropping it down the deepest, darkest hole, they could find most likely wouldn’t do anything either. Certainly, not more than smashing it with a hammer had done.

      No. They needed to do something else if they were ever going to be rid of this.

      “We need to go talk to Connor Norstrom,” she decided. “We’ll bring him the brooch. It belongs to his family. Maybe giving it to him will be enough to break the curse.”

      “Curse?” he said, adding a thin laugh even though his eyes darted nervously to the stovetop and the ivory lady, stonily ignoring them. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

      “It’s as good a word as any, don’t you think? This damned thing is haunted, Riley, and it won’t leave us alone.” She swallowed, and for a moment she almost couldn’t breathe. “It’s going to hurt someone if we don’t break the curse. I just know it.”

      “Isn’t that a good enough reason to get rid of it?”

      “Haven’t you been listening?” she demanded, not remembering to keep her voice down for the sake of the guests who might be somewhere close enough to hear them. “We can’t get rid of it, and even if we could, I don’t think we should. We need to see this through, Riley.”

      “Hey, hey,” he soothed, taking her into his arms. They both carefully stayed away from the stove, and the impossible contents of that cloth. “I don’t think it’s as bad as all that. It can’t hurt us. It’s just a piece of jewelry.”

      How could he say that? “You don’t understand,” she lamented, keeping her voice pitched just for him. “It’s watching me. Every time I look at it, the carving has moved, and her face is watching me. Her eyes find me, or her hand moves, and I just think if it stays with us, that it’s going to do something. I don’t know what...just something. It wants something from us, and it won’t be happy until it has it.”

      “You don’t think that sounds just a little crazy?”

      Now she glared into his eyes. “Have you been living the same life that I have for the past few years?”

      “Yeah, you got me there.” He bit his lip, no doubt remembering all of the things they had seen together, in one house or another. “It’s all right, Katie.  I mean, I promise you that it will be all right. We’ll figure it out, okay? If you think we should bring it to Connor Norstrom, then that’s what we’ll do. I just want it out of our home.”

      “What if that’s not enough for the ghost?”

      “Then I’ll protect you.”

      She was reminded again just how much she loved this man. In the face of the impossible, his first reaction was still to hold her and tell her that they could fix it, together. It gave her the strength to believe that maybe they would.

      Looking over his shoulder, she saw the brooch lying there.

      The ivory lady was watching her again, waiting to see what they would do next.

      Angrily, she stomped over to the stove and wrapped the handkerchief uptight.

      “Come on,” she said, stuffing the thing into her pocket before she could lose her nerve. “Let’s go, before I decide to let you get your hammer out again.”

      “Uh, hold on,” he said, glancing over at the dirty dishes in the sink. “As much as I love to put my chores off until later, we can’t just leave the Inn unattended.”

      Katie drew out a long breath. He was right, of course. The biggest drawback to owning their own business was that one of them had to be here, taking care of the guests and the phones and whatever, pretty much all the time. There were times when they could sneak out together, if they locked up their room and the kitchen and the basement door, but never for very long. This was their investment. They needed to make sure they protected it.

      “Well...” She did not like the idea of going to Connor Norstrom by herself, just out of the blue, with a story of a cursed piece of jewelry that belonged to his family. Not to mention all the questions she had about a red-headed woman who was dead and calling out for help.

      At the same time, she couldn’t ask Riley to do it for her. The vision had come to her. The brooch was watching her. Riley wouldn’t know all the things to say, and he hadn’t experienced the terror in the eyes of that woman in the mirror, begging for Katie’s help.

      But, she had an idea.

      “I know who can come with me,” she told Riley. “Someone who can explain the whole thing to Connor. Maybe a lot better than I can.”

      “Is that so?” He looked skeptical. “Who?”
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      Pastor Jim Sutter drove them across town. It really wasn’t far, but the car ride was appreciated. Along the streets and sidewalks, ghosts in white sheets stirred in the breeze, their plastic skeletons rattling underneath. Katie was just as happy not to be walking among them right now.

      Nothing was very far away from anything here in Twilight Ridge. The historic cemetery full of dead witches and their founding fathers were within walking distance of the Good Eats Diner, and the church was within walking distance of the grist mill, and nobody’s house was more than twenty minutes away from anybody else’s house and that was in a snowstorm with blustering winds trying to push you off your feet at every step.

      This was New Hampshire. Things like that happened here. It was a big, big difference from the weather she was used to from her old life out west.

      It wasn’t snowing today, but the clouds had rolled up thick and black, and when the sky turned that quickly on you in New Hampshire, you knew better than to be caught out in the open. So when Jim had offered to take them to Connor’s in his beat-up Chevy HHR, Katie hadn’t hesitated to accept the ride.

      “Now, mind you,” he said when they were almost there. “I haven’t been to Connor’s house since my aunt--his mother--died. Like I said, I was there when she died. Eased her passing into the next life as best I could with well wishes and prayers. It was more for the family she left behind, to make them feel better, of course. Funeral services usually are. Didn’t do much to comfort Connor, though. No sir. He was angry at the world back then. Angry at me, too. Angry at his sister Amber, God rest her soul, and the rest of the world, too. So I don’t know how happy he’s going to be to see me. Especially when he sees his mother’s necklace.”

      Fantastic, Katie thought to herself. Not that she had a lot of choices. There was no one else who knew the situation. If there were hard feelings between Jim and Connor, well, every family had issues.

      She steeled herself as they parked in the driveway of a small one-story house. It showed all the signs of having been loved, once upon a time. The purple paint was faded, and even now, in October, she could tell that the rosebushes out front had been dead for over a year. The front steps squeaked underfoot as they went to the door and tried the doorbell.

      When it didn’t work, Jim knocked.

      It was a long half minute or more before someone came to open up for them. A man looked out at them, dressed in gray sweatpants and a matching sweater. Unlike Marlin McCandry, this guy filled out his sweats nicely. He had light brown skin that pointed to his parents being different races, his father White, his mother--Emmaline Norstrom--a strong-willed Black woman just like her nephew, Jim. His curly hair was brown with blonde highlights. There was even a passing resemblance to Jim that she could see around Connor’s cheeks and eyes. Must take after his mother’s side of the family, she guessed.

      Those eyes stared hard at them now. “Well. I didn’t expect to see you anytime soon, Jim. Especially since you haven’t been here at all since you came back to town.”

      Those words were full of stinging barbs, but Jim let them pass him by, and smiled instead. “Just figured you wanted to have some space. I wouldn’t bother you without invitation. Your mom meant the world to me, and I figure I owed her that much. Her, and you too.”

      “I never heard from you after Amber died, either,” Connor grumped. “You think you can just walk back in and be part of my family again, Cousin Jim?”

      Again, Jim ignored the obvious taunt. “I felt real bad about missing Amber’s funeral. I was caught up in some things and just couldn’t get away. But I’m here now, and I sent you several emails when Amber passed. You never replied to any of them. If you had needed anything, I would’ve been here for you.”

      “I never got those emails.”

      “Well, I sent them. Maybe if you hadn’t blocked me across all your internet platforms...”

      That was met with stony silence. Then, in the next instant, it was like Connor had forgotten he even brought it up. “What do you two want? I’m busy today.”

      Jim’s smile never slipped. “Can we come in for just a few minutes, Connor? It’s a bit of a story.”

      “I told you,” Connor insisted, “I’m busy.”

      “Can’t you spare just a few minutes for the family? We’re cousins, after all. My mom and your mom were sisters, related by blood.”

      “Don’t remind me,” was the acidic response. “Fine. I guess you aren’t going to go away until I do this, so come in and tell me whatever this long story is. Then you can leave.”

      He turned around and stepped back into the house, leaving them alone on the front step to either follow him or not. Katie frowned. “Friendly sort, isn’t he?”

      “He never really got over the loss of his mother,” Jim said by way of explanation. “Then when his sister died, well, he kind of went further into his anger. Hard to be human, sometimes.”

      They followed Connor down a hallway to a kitchen that showed the same sort of inattentiveness as the rest of the house. It was a small space, rectangular and lined with cabinets and shelves that needed a good dusting and maybe some varnish, but somehow it managed to seem open and inviting at the same time. The table was draped in a white cloth that was frayed at the edges. Connor was already sitting in one of the four chairs. He motioned impatiently for them to use the two on the other side.

      “Say your peace, Jim, then get out.”

      Jim cleared his throat as he eased himself into a wobbly chair, but then he leaned back and motioned for Katie to speak instead.

      From her pocket, she took out the bundled handkerchief and set it in the middle of the table between them.

      Connor stared at it contemptuously. “What’s this?”

      “Well,” Jim said, “do you remember that necklace that your mother wore all the time? The one with the woman carved in ivory?”

      “Of course I remember that thing,” he sneered. “She had it on everywhere we went. She couldn’t see the irony of a Black woman wearing a White woman around her neck.”

      Katie was appalled at what he had just said. In this day and age racism was dead. Or at least, it should be. “You know, just because the carving is ivory, it’s not meant to be White or Black or anything else--"

      “Is that it?” Connor asked, talking over her. “That the necklace? I thought I’d seen the last of it after Mom died. I thought it got sent off with the rest of her junk to be sold at the estate sale.”

      “It was, actually.” Katie took a lot of pleasure in telling him that news. Possibly more than she should have. But if his mother wanted the ivory lady to go with her into the grave, and Connor had taken it to sell, then Katie was beginning to understand the trouble here.

      Amber wanted help for her mother, to return this family heirloom to the family.

      She thought about the vision she’d had, and the fear in Amber’s eyes, and wondered if she had the answer or just another question.

      “Whatever,” Connor said, shifting in his seat. “If that’s my mother’s necklace, then why do you have it?”

      Katie folded her arms. “It was bought as part of a bunch of things by an antique dealer who lives right here in Twilight Ridge. He brought it back here without realizing what he had. It’s almost like the brooch wanted to find its way back here.”

      “That’s stupid,” he snapped. “What do you know about it? You can’t have the right piece of jewelry. My mother’s stuff all got sold. It’s gone. I don’t know what kind of scam you’re running, but I know that can’t be my mother’s necklace.”

      “What?” Katie looked over at Jim for confirmation, and he nodded to reassure her. “Yes, it is the same brooch. I showed it to Jim. He recognized it.”

      “Then he’s as big a fool as he ever was,” Connor said. “Because my mother wore a necklace, not a brooch.”

      Jim pointed at the bundle on the table, where it still sat. “It is the necklace,” he told Connor. “That right there belonged to your mother.”

      “Then why does she keep calling it a brooch?”

      “Open it,” Jim said gently, “and you’ll see.”

      Rolling his eyes to the ceiling, Connor gave in and opened the folds of the cloth to reveal the oval of metal with the carved ivory lady, smiling her demure smile, her hand lightly at her breast.

      Katie thought maybe one eyebrow was higher like she was amused to be sitting here on this table.

      Connor’s face paled. He stared, and stared some more until his eyes lost their focus. He could deny it all he wanted to, but there was no doubting that he recognized this for what it was.

      “Are you okay?” Jim asked him. “I know it can be hard to be reminded of things like this.”

      “Shut up,” Connor grumbled, but there was no heat behind his words. “I see what you mean. The chain is gone, so it looks like a brooch. No chain. Well. Not like anyone’s going to wear it ever again.”

      He reached down to scoop it up.

      Katie sucked in a breath, tensing, waiting for him to have the same reaction that she and Jim and Marlin and Riley had. A spark, or a sense of foreboding, or something worse.

      Connor’s fingers closed around the brooch, and he held it tight. Not like he wanted to keep it as something precious to his family and his memories, but like he wanted to pitch it just as hard as he could and watch it disappear into the distance.

      Then he looked up at them.

      “What?” he demanded. “What’s with you two? It’s just a stupid piece of jewelry. It doesn’t mean anything to me.”

      “Connor,” Jim said gently, “we both know that’s not true. You were devastated when your mother died.”

      “Yeah, well, this isn’t my mother, now is it? Remember, Cousin Jim? My mother was Black, this lady here is White, now isn’t she? Ebony and ivory, and all that?”

      Jim winced at the racist overtones seeping into Connor’s words again. “You know your mother loved that necklace. It was given to her by my mother. Color doesn’t matter. A person’s heart is what matters.”

      “Oh, give it a rest! Were you waiting for me to break down into tears when I saw it? Was that what you thought was going to happen? Sorry to disappoint you.”

      “Now, Connor,” Jim started to say, “listen. We didn’t mean anything by it. We just thought maybe...well, that maybe it would be better if it was with you.”

      “What does that even mean?” The color was rising in Connor’s cheeks, his face darkening as he got angrier. “Look, Pastor. You’ve done your good deed for the day, or whatever. You can put down another checkmark in Heaven for yourself. Now. I’d like you both to leave.”

      Katie’s gaze was drawn to the brooch again as Connor tossed it back into the handkerchief. She couldn’t peel her eyes away. She could feel Connor’s impatience in wanting them to go. It was like a physical force trying to push them out the door. Still, she couldn’t move. The ivory lady was staring at her, the edges of her mouth turned down in a frown.

      She started to reach for it--

      “Let me rephrase this,” Connor said to them. “I’m not asking you to leave, I’m telling you to go.”

      The ivory lady’s hand moved, reaching out to touch Katie’s.

      Her stomach twisted around itself. Sour, thick bile rose in the back of her throat, and she knew she was going to be sick. All over. Right here in Connor’s kitchen.

      She pulled her hand back, and when she did the ivory lady laid her hand back down across her chest.

      In a voice that was shaky and tight, Katie said, “Connor, can I use your bathroom?”

      “Are you serious?” he asked her. “No, you may not use my bathroom. Get out!”

      “Connor, for the love of God,” Jim boomed. “Can’t you see she’s in distress? What happened to your sense of human decency man? If you want to be mad at someone, be mad at me, but don’t take your anger at your mother’s passing out on everyone around you! You can see that Katie doesn’t feel well.”

      As her stomach roiled and threatened to vomit out everything she had eaten over the last week all over the table, Connor glared at her. Finally, he threw his hands. “Fine. It’s the second door on the left. You go in there, do your thing or whatever, and then both of you get out of my house.”

      Katie didn’t wait for him to say anything else. She jumped up out of the chair and raced down the hall to the open bathroom door while Connor and Jim kept trading verbal jabs with each other.

      She closed the door with a soft slam and then hunched down on her knees over the toilet as she started to gag. She dry heaved several times while her insides tried to push themselves out.

      Oh, God, she prayed. Please don’t let me barf. Please don’t let me puke all over and have to clean it up in this man’s house!

      After what felt like an eternity the whole episode passed. She started breathing easy again, and the sweat stopped running down the back of her neck. It was like she’d been dropped into a vat of cool water. Everything was fine again just like that. All that she was left with was the memory of pain and discomfort.

      Closing the lid on the toilet, she stood up, and went to the sink, and splashed her face with water. Oh, hell, she hoped that was the end of that!

      The ivory lady had been trying to tell her something, she just didn’t know what it was. Maybe just a simple thanks for returning her to her family. Somehow she doubted it because her life was never that easy, but she could hope.

      After all, it wasn’t her problem any longer. The brooch was back with Connor Norstrom, and the whole mess was his to deal with now. For Katie, it was over.

      She took a deep breath and leaned a hand against the mirror.

      Her fingers were cold against the glass.

      She snapped her gaze up, afraid that when she did she would see the face of a redheaded woman there, instead of her own, and go spiraling into the vision all over again.

      It was her own hazel eyes looking back at her, and her own face. Her own reflection.

      The relief that washed over her felt nearly as good as when nausea had passed. She tapped her hand against the glass, and then rapped on it with her knuckle, and waved to herself. “Hello? Anyone in there?”

      She almost laughed. It really was over. Bringing the brooch back to Connor had obviously done the trick. There was no more curse. No more haunting. Whatever had happened to Amber Norstrom, it was over now.

      “Help me...”

      Katie froze, not even breathing as she strained to listen.

      The voice was faint. So faint that at first, Katie thought maybe she had imagined it because she was remembering the terrifying vision of the woman trapped in that dark hallway and pleading for someone’s help.

      After a moment she shook her head, chasing the demons away. The haunting was over now. It was done. She could go back to the Inn and start living a normal life again.

      “Help me...”

      Icy fingers crawled up her spine, stroking her ass up to the nape of her neck.

      As fast as she could, she left her reflection behind in the bathroom and went back to the kitchen. Stopping just long enough to poke her head in she told Jim that she had to leave, she was sorry, but she had to leave.

      She could feel him and Connor both watching her as she ran outside. There, standing on the street, the first drops of rain began to fall.
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      “I’m telling you, I heard her.”

      Riley had made a simple dinner for the two of them, and they had decided to eat it in their room. Cold cuts and cheese slices on home-baked rolls, and potato chips on the side.

      Not that they’d gotten a lot of eating done. He’d been full of questions about what had happened ever since she came back, wet and dripping from the rain, and obviously upset. When she’d told him that the brooch was with Connor Norstrom, he’d looked really relieved.

      Then she’d mentioned the voice in the bathroom, and his good mood had evaporated.

      “I’m not doubting that you heard it,” he assured her. “I’m sure you did. Or at least, you think you did. Remember, you were upset. The brooch, and the bleeding, and the visions... Plus, you were also sick to your stomach, from what you’re telling me.”

      “Sure. I was, but that doesn’t mean I made it up.”

      But even as she was saying it, she wondered if maybe yes, it did. She’d been scared and stressed and...and...completely on edge. That’s exactly what she was. So yes, maybe it was nothing more than her imagination.

      Nothing to it. All in her head.

      She liked the sound of that.

      “Okay,” she told Riley. “I guess I can see it that way. All in my head, you mean?”

      “I didn’t mean it that way,” he told her soothingly.

      He’d been sitting in the chair over at the corner of the room, while Katie sat on the mattress. Now, he put his plate aside on a dresser and came over to her. He pulled her up onto her feet. She put her plate aside as he did so that she could bury himself in the embrace of his arms. She really liked being this close to him.

      “Then how,” she said to him, “did you mean it?”

      “I didn’t mean it was all in your head. This stuff affects you more than it does me. I’m just saying that you were under a lot of stress, and it’s like you heard echoes of the real thing. Echoes of the ghost, haunting you. Does that make sense?”

      “You mean like that Kevin Bacon movie where he sees ghosts and stuff?” she teased. “I guess it’s kind of like that.”

      “Only this is real life,” he pointed out. “This really happens to you. Ghosts find you and use you and me too, even, but you feel it more than I do. In here.”

      His hand touched her on the chest, over where her heart would be. Katie grabbed it and held it there. It warmed her inside to feel his strong fingers in hers. He had been callused by years of physical labor, and now his fingers and his palm were rough and strong. The feel of him holding her, deep in the night, was the best thing in her life.

      “So now it’s over,” she said and brought his hand up to kiss his fingertips. “We can go on to the next thing.”

      “Oh? What’s that?”

      “The party we’ve been planning here at the Inn. Halloween’s almost here, and we still have to set up the decorations for the party or our friends aren’t going to want to come.”

      “That’s true.” He nodded his agreement and took the opportunity to bury his head in her neck and kiss her bare skin. “I suppose I’ll have to get to work. I’ll need to put together a few things, and set up some tables, and so on. I could start right now if you want.”

      He kissed her again.

      “Umm, no,” she cooed. “Not now. Do this now. More of this.”

      “More of what?” he said jokingly. “This?”

      His teeth nipped at her ear.

      Katie started to melt.

      His hand slid down her shoulder, deftly moving under her shirt, fingers playing at the strap of her bra.

      Her pulse was starting to race. They were alone, and they had time for just each other. Even though they’d been together for more than a year now, and the honeymoon phase should be over for both of them, Katie doubted there would never come a day when Riley didn’t turn her on.

      Just his touch. Dear God, the man knew all the right spots to touch her.

      “You want me to help you with my bra?” she asked him in a husky voice. “I can take it off one-handed. My other hand would be free to do...other things.”

      To demonstrate what she meant she stroked her palm up the inside of his thigh, up and down, up and down. His reaction was immediate and very, very intense.

      She would always be into this.

      Carefully moving her dinner plate aside, he put her down on the mattress and climbed on top of her, holding her hands down over her head with one hand. His other undid the button of her pants. She was hot, and getting hotter, and damn him to hell because if he didn’t start taking care of her, she was going to scream--

      The knock on the bedroom door was startling. Katie bit her lip to keep from screaming for real, looking up at Riley as if to ask if he’d heard that, too. Who in the world would be bothering them here in their room?

      Another knock followed the first, and both of them threw their clothes back on in a mad rush. Katie started to put the bra back on but gave up, and settled for pulling her shirt on over her head to cover up.

      Damn it. Life just wasn’t fair.

      “Hey, guys?” they heard someone saying through the door. “There’s something downstairs you, um, need to see. Guys? Are you in there?”

      Riley groaned, annoyed, and just for the fun of it, he put a wet and warm kiss on the side of her neck before bouncing up off the bed and out of her reach. Katie adjusted everything back into place, giving him a look that promised he would pay for that. Later.

      When they were decent again, Riley called through the door. “Devin, is that you?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. Can you guys come down? There’s really something down there you need to see.”

      Devin Hollister was one of the current guests at the Inn. He’d been here for three days. They’d shared a few meals together and talked in passing, but Katie didn’t really know him. Katie rarely got to know any of the guests all that well, even the regulars. The guests came and went so often that there was never a chance to form a real friendship. She kind of liked Devin, though. He’d already gotten her to pass on her personal email so they could stay in touch after he left.

      He sounded upset. This wouldn’t be the first time a guest had come to their room with some sort of problem, but there was a quality to Devin’s voice that made Katie doubt he was coming to them about broken glass or a spider under a cup.

      Riley must have heard it, too. He was already putting his shoes back on. “We’ll be right there, Devin. Meet us downstairs, okay?”

      “Okay, okay,” Devin said. Then he added, “We’re all down there. Me and Melissa and Garret.”

      Katie was up now, too, their dinner and any fun activities forgotten about. This really was sounding serious. All three of the guests were down there?

      “What do you think is going on?” she asked Riley.

      “Nothing good,” he answered without hesitation.

      Yes, She felt the same way.

      In the main room downstairs they found Devin and his girlfriend, Melissa, and their other guest Garret standing in front of one of the walls. Katie followed their gaze. It didn’t take any time at all to understand what had upset them.

      When Katie had taken on the Heritage Inn, she had done the redesign of the interior herself. She didn’t want anything left that reminded her of the previous owner. New furniture, bed sets, even the new color of the walls. She had also scouted and purchased and hung the paintings on the walls. The one on this side of the room was an impressionist rendering of green hills and purplish-blue skies and pink, fluffy clouds. It was five feet long, and it had been too expensive for her budget, but she liked the way it looked hanging there, perfectly squared to the ceiling and floor.

      Now that painting was hanging at a cockeyed angle, dangling from one nail. Next to it, scrawled onto the wall in what appeared to be red paint, were two feet tall letters that spelled out one word.

      DEAD.

      All three of the guests lifted cellphones to snap pictures of the chilling word.

      “Best vacation,” Melissa said. “Best vacation ever!”
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      “I’ll kill him,” Riley said, and not for the first time. He was halfway through scrubbing the word off the wall. He’d started at the end, and now he was working his way to the left. Rag in both hands, he scoured at it as if he meant to remove the paint if he had to. “I will find him, and I will use his face to clean off the rest of this.”

      “We don’t know he did it,” Katie said.

      “Yes,” he argued, “we do.”

      Katie bit her lower lip as she watched him work. Sweat was beginning to bead at his temples, but he was determined to get that off the wall and get it off now. He was furious at the person that, yes, they both knew was responsible for this. She agreed with Riley in principle, but she also thought that wanting to kill Connor Norstrom was kind of a violent reaction to what was essentially a bad prank.

      They had talked about it for a while after the guests got bored and went back up to their rooms. It slowly dawned on them that this had to be Connor’s attempt to get back at Katie. She had described to Riley what an angry man Connor was, and frankly, she thought she was understating things. A man who was that angry about everything would strike out at anybody, even someone trying to do something nice for him and his dead mother.

      Katie was the one who brought the brooch to him. She had dredged up a part of his past he wanted to be left alone. Jim had told her about how upset Connor had gotten when his mother died. The brooch had brought all of that to the forefront again, and maybe even reminded him of his sister’s death a little, too.

      In a small town, secrets and petty feelings both ran deep.

      Usually not deep enough to scrawl death threats on someone’s wall, but some people were just the angry type.

      Riley had gotten the last “D” erased, and the “A” beside it, and now the “E” was nearly gone as well. They had thought it was written in paint, but turpentine had barely touched it. Whatever substance it was had soaked right into the wall. It was sticky as well, and without the elbow grease Riley was putting into this they never would have been able to...

      Katie stared at the wall. She blinked and rubbed her eyes, but she really was seeing it. Second, by second, the outline of the “D” slowly reappeared.

      As Riley continued to scrub with all his strength, and grumble about how he wanted to kill that rotten, no good Connor Norstrom, the letter “A” began to reappear, too.

      “Riley,” she said, in a soft voice that snagged his attention to her immediately. She pointed to the wall behind him. “Look.”

      He turned around, the rag still in his one hand. His eyes got wider as he saw the freshly erased word rewriting itself.

      “What the hell!” he snarled. “What do I have to do, cut this section of wall out?”

      Then realization struck him between the eyes, and he stumbled backward, taking Katie by the hand and pulling her with him, away from the wall.

      “This isn’t right,” he said. “This isn’t...natural.”

      Next to the word the hanging impressionist landscape shifted on its nail, tipping further toward one corner.

      Behind the edge of the frame, Katie could see something on the wall, peeking out at them.

      It couldn’t be.

      Could it?

      She took a step back toward the wall.

      Riley tugged her back to his side. “What are you doing? Stay away from that!”

      She couldn’t help herself. She thought that maybe... “It’s all right. This is a message. I can feel it.”

      “Yeah, it’s a message. It’s a psychotic threat from a guy who doesn’t even know how to accept a gift.”

      “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

      He shifted from one foot to the other. “I want to.”

      She didn’t say anything else as she reached up to the painting and took ahold of the frame. Carefully, she lifted it from the nail and brought it down.

      There was another word there, in the same lettering, that had been hidden from view by the painting.

      No. That wasn’t quite right, Katie realized. The painting hadn’t just been hiding the word.

      The message had been written behind the painting. Whatever hand had put this message on the wall, these two words, it had done so without moving the painting first.

      Nothing human could do that.

      This had been written by a ghost.

      Katie read the words out loud. Riley mouthed them silently beside her.

      Not.

      Dead.

      Riley’s hand slipped into hers again. They held onto each other and stared at the words.

      “You said this was a message,” he told her. “I’m inclined to agree. The question is...”

      “A message from who?” Katie finished for him.

      They stared at it for a long moment, pondering that very simple question. Who sent them this message, and why?

      And how? This would take time, and planning. You had to be ready for something like this, and all the different things that could go wrong. They had guests in the Inn, wandering around aimlessly as they pleased. The chances of nobody being here in the front lobby long enough for someone to have put that on the wall were about as close to zero as they came.

      So, then. Nobody alive had done this. This was definitely the work of some spiritual hand.

      “Could it be one of the ghosts in the Inn?” Katie wondered out loud. “We know there’s more of them here. We just haven’t been able to get them to come out.”

      “They haven’t done anything in months.” Riley shook his head, but he sure didn’t seem convinced. “Why would they do something like this now? And why this?”

      “Halloween is coming up. All things spooky come crawling out of the woodwork on Halloween.”

      “Maybe,” he said, still unconvinced. “I’m wondering about Connor Norstrom though.”

      “He couldn’t have done this. I know we thought he did but this wasn’t done by anyone alive.” She bit her tongue and looked around, double checking that the guests were gone. Then, just above a whisper, she added, “Whoever wrote this was dead.”

      She swallowed down a lump as she said it. A spirit of something--no, someone--had been in their home, scrawling that message on the wall.

      “I know Connor’s not dead,” Riley admitted. “I get that. What I meant was that this has to be connected to the brooch and the ivory lady and Connor’s family. Somehow, this is all about that.”

      The ivory lady. The woman trapped in the dark hallway.

      So. It wasn’t over after all.

      Help me.

      Someone dead.

      Not Dead.

      The message didn’t make any sense, and that scared her more than anything else. Who wasn’t dead? Why was it important to say only that?

      For the first time, she stepped up to the wall and put her fingers against the letters. She traced them, and they felt dry and rough to the touch.

      They smelled of copper.

      Blood.

      These were written in blood that couldn’t be cleaned away. It was there, and they wouldn’t be able to make it go away no matter how much bleach they used. The spirit who wrote this would keep it here until they got what they wanted.

      Whatever that was.

      “We need to cover this up,” Riley said. “We can’t let the guests see there was more to this. They can’t know.”

      “They might be in danger,” Katie pointed out.

      “I know,” he said. “Us too.”

      A shiver ran through her blood, turning it to ice.
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      The door to Pastor Jim Sutter’s little house only opened after Katie announced it was her.

      “Hi there,” he said in that bass rumble of his. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you. Um. Well. Come in.”

      He sounded unsure of his invitation. Like he wasn’t all that happy to see her standing there. But he was a pastor, and he really couldn’t turn away someone in need. What Katie needed right now wasn’t spiritual guidance, but she still needed to talk to Jim. She still needed answers.

      Regardless of her embarrassing exit from Connor’s house earlier, she needed Jim’s help.

      She hadn’t really paid attention to his home before. Now that she did, it was obvious that he took his vows as a pastor seriously. Austere was a word that Katie didn’t use very often. It meant having no creature comforts, shunning any sort of luxury, everything very plain and very simple. In her line of business--buying places and then dressing them up pretty, so people wanted to pay ridiculous amounts of money for them--being austere was a bad thing.

      Pastor Sutter’s home had a minimal amount of furniture. A couch in the living room. A bookcase with several heavy tomes on one shelf. No television. A small round table and two chairs in the kitchen. The only pictures hanging on the walls were scenes of mountains, or of Jesus. Before, Jim had told her that he hadn’t gotten around to hanging up his framed photos. Now, Katie just thought he preferred the emptiness. It probably allowed him to keep his focus on his duties.

      There was a tea kettle on the stove, but no plates or pans or boxes of pasta anywhere. She had the feeling that if she looked in the cabinets, there wouldn’t be much more than a few cans of soup.

      “Have a seat.” He pointed to one of the chairs at the table and then busied himself with putting water in the kettle. “Glad you’re here, actually. I need to talk to you.”

      “Really? That was going to be my line.”

      “Figured as much.” He nodded, more to himself than to her. “Me first, if that’s okay?”

      She settled herself into the chair. “Sure. I just need to ask you about Connor Norstrom and that side of your family, but it can wait until after.”

      “I see.” He pursed his wide lips and lowered himself into the other chair, across from her. “That’s interesting because what I need to tell you involves all that, too. You ran out of Connor’s house so quickly that you missed the rest of our conversation. What happened there, anyway?”

      The voice, calling to her, asking her for help. “Um. That’s why I need to ask you about your family, Jim.”

      “I don’t follow,” he said, folding his hands on top of the table.

      “Well, see...I think I heard your niece, Amber when I was in Connor’s bathroom.”

      His eyebrows rose up, but he didn’t seem all that surprised to hear her say it. “Oh? Maybe you should tell me what’s been going on with you, and then I’ll tell you what’s been going on with me.”

      Katie raked her hands through her hair as she stared down at the tabletop. “I told you that I see ghosts. I don’t know if you fully grasp what that means. I don’t just mean sometimes. I don’t just mean when they want to be seen. I see them all the time.”

      He was looking around the room now as if he might see them, too. “So, like, now? Do you see them now?”

      She smiled at him. “There are no ghosts in your house, Jim. There’s really not all that many of them in the world, thank God.”

      “Amen.” The relief on his face was almost comical. “Good. Well, that’s good. You know, as a pastor I’m not exactly supposed to believe in ghosts. The Holy Spirit, sure. The immortal soul, absolutely. But that’s not the variety of ghost that you see in horror movies. No sir. The church frowns on that. Still, I figure if you allow for the reality of the human soul then you need to accept that ghosts can be--”

      The kettle blew its whistle, making Jim lurch to his feet.

      The chair fell over behind him, crashing to the floor.

      “Real,” he finished, embarrassment creasing lines into his face. “Heh. Sorry, Katie. I’m a bit jumpy. All this stuff about ghosts, and after my discussion with Connor I think that’s understandable.”

      “You haven’t told me what he said.”

      “Yeah. Guess I haven’t, huh?”

      Katie watched him go to the stove and get the kettle, pouring water into two plain green mugs he took out of a cupboard. A jar of instant coffee materialized with them.

      “It’s kind of hard for me to talk about,” he told her as he mixed the drinks with a spoon. “Even now, after I’ve had some time to process it, I’m not sure what to make of it.”

      “Try me,” she said, thinking of her own secrets. “You might be surprised.”

      He came back to the table with a cup in each hand, the steam rising above the rims. It smelled wonderful. Both of them sat with their hands around the outside because neither of them felt like drinking.

      “You know what they say about family?” he asked her when he finally spoke. “Sometimes blood is thicker than water. Other times, blood’s thinner than smoke. Always one, or the other. You never really know the truth about family. Of course, I suppose that’s true of anyone, but when you find out your family’s not what you thought, it kind of stings worse.”

      He took in a big breath, expanding his chest, and holding it before letting it go. She sat patiently, waiting for him to tell the story. What was happening to her and Riley scared the living daylights out of her, and she just wanted it to stop, but as bad as that was she could tell that what Jim had learned was upsetting him, too.

      “Remember,” he asked her, “when I told you about Connor’s sister dying? How it was a huge tragedy after my aunt’s death that one of her own kids had died too? I always thought to myself, what a terrible life Connor’s had to lead. How much pain and loss he’s had to endure. God’s world is a beautiful place, but sometimes it’s just so cruel. I wasn’t there for Amber’s burial. I feel terrible for missing it. Amber’s my aunt’s daughter, remember?”

      “I remember,” she assured him. “Your aunt Emmaline had two children, Connor and Amber. Her daughter, Amber, is the one who died. She passed away just a few months before you came back to Twilight Ridge, right?”

      “Right. Well, that was what I was told.” He swallowed, and then lifted his coffee cup halfway to his lips, and then set it down still untouched. “Turns out that I may have been misinformed. The whole family might have been, for that matter.”

      “I don’t understand. What do you mean?”

      “Not sure I understand either,” he muttered. Then he lifted his voice for her to hear him clearly again. “Connor was annoyed at us being there, and when men get angry, they get stupid. That’s one of those eternal truths that you just can’t get away from. He let some things slip that he really shouldn’t have. He told me that he only thinks his sister is dead. She disappeared one day, and never came back. The funeral happened at his insistence because he wanted to make sure her soul could rest.”

      Katie gaped at him with her mouth hanging open. “She’s missing? Then what did they bury in her grave?”

      “Empty casket, I guess. All for the show to make the family feel better. Hard to picture that my niece is out there, somewhere, lying dead and just waiting for someone to discover her, while there’s a gravestone with her name on it.”

      Katie could imagine it, unfortunately. She’d had encounters with dead people before, with empty graves and with bodies buried where they shouldn’t be, and on the wall of her Inn was a message, written by the hand of some angry ghost...

      Amber.

      It must have been written by Amber.

      But then...what did it mean?

      Not Dead.

      Not Dead...Not Dead...NOT DEAD...

      NOTDEADNOTDEADNOTDEADNOTDEAD

      “Katie?” Jim said to her. “Did you hear me?”

      The world had gone black for a moment, and those words had filled her hearing. Now she blinked her vision back into focus. “I’m sorry. I, um, was thinking about something.”

      “Obviously. You were a million miles away there for a minute. So tell me, what’s going on with you?”

      “I think...I think there is a ghost reaching out to us. Me, and you as well. Your aunt’s brooch coming back here wasn’t a coincidence. It was your aunt’s way of reaching out to you. She needed your help. Now, I think Amber does, too.”

      “What? How? She’s been missing for months, Katie, and she’s not the kind of person who would just up and leave without telling anyone or staying in touch with her family. She must be dead. What help can I give her?”

      “I think,” she said, and then paused. This wasn’t an easy thing to say. She was about to suggest something very, very dark. Something about Jim’s family. “I think maybe your niece isn’t missing, so much as she’s somewhere, no one would ever think to look.”

      “What’s that now?” he asked, putting his palms down flat on the table. “I don’t follow.”

      “I think I heard your niece’s ghost when I was at Connor’s house, and I think that’s because...Amber’s body is in Connor’s house.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      As it turned out, having a pastor standing beside her did not make it any easier to walk up to the door of a haunted house.

      Was Connor’s house haunted? She thought so. Yes. It was the only way to explain everything. The brooch. The visions that she’d had of a woman trapped in a dark hallway, unable to escape. The voice she’d heard in the bathroom. All of that was Amber Norstrom, trying her best from beyond the grave to tell them that she hadn’t died peacefully. That she was dead, inside Connor’s house.

      Katie thought she even had an explanation for the horrible message scrawled on the wall of the Heritage Inn in faded blood. Not Dead. Amber’s ghost was telling them that her killer wasn’t dead. She wanted the killer brought to justice.

      The killer, who Katie believed was Amber’s own brother.

      She knocked on the door while Jim cupped a hand over his eyes and pressed his face up against the windows. The blinds and curtains were drawn, and there was no way to see inside. There was a car in the garage, but in a town this small that didn’t matter. Everyone walked everywhere.

      Knocking again, Katie strained her ears and listened. There was no sound from inside. Her heart was thumping in her chest and other than that she couldn’t hear a thing.

      She knocked again.

      “I don’t think he’s in,” she finally admitted. “We’ll have to come back later. I don’t know what else to--”

      Lowering his shoulder like a pro linebacker, Jim ran up the front steps and smashed into the door. It exploded inward under the force of all that weight and bounced against the wall. Splinters rained down across the threshold.

      They both stood there, Katie in shock, and Jim panting heavily, waiting for Connor Norstrom to give an irate shout or come running to the front door to see what was going on. He didn’t. The house truly was empty.

      She turned to Jim. He smiled and brushed off his shoulder. “I used to play football in college. I was good for breaking through defensive lines. Guy my size, they don’t let you on the basketball team.”

      “Okay, sure, but you just broke Connor’s door in.”

      “Of course I did. I heard someone calling for help. It was necessary for me to get inside and make sure everything was all right. You heard it too, I believe. The public good always allows you to bend the rules just a skosh.”

      Katie nodded, keeping her face perfectly neutral with only a little bit of effort. “Yes. Now that you mention it I definitely did hear something.”

      “Well. Then there you go.”

      Katie found herself liking Jim more and more. He wasn’t like other pastors. Rather than being all talk about Heaven and Hell and sin and good deeds, he was much more hands on and down to Earth. Right now that was what she needed.

      “So, Katie Pearson,” he said, holding out his arm for her to take. “Shall we search my cousin’s house for his dead sister?”

      Katie hooked her arm through his, even though she cringed at his words. “How can you be so cheerful about it?”

      He led her inside, pushing the door closed as best she could. From the outside, it would look fine. As long as no one looked too close, that is. “I'm not cheerful,” he explained. “I'm hopeful. Death isn’t the end of things, you know. Just the end of your body. Amber is dead, but that means she’s moved on. If she’s dead, if her body is here, well that’s not really her anymore. Her soul is eternal. If us finding her body can give her some kind of rest, then I count that as a good thing.”

      When he said it that way, she could almost believe him. Of course, she’d been seeing ghosts for a long time now. She knew that people continued on after death--their souls or their essence, or whatever name people used for it. It was the whole Heavenly afterlife thing that she wasn’t buying into. Not yet. It sounded so nice when Pastor Sutter explained it. Death, not as an end, but as a sort of beginning.

      “So,” she asked him, “what if we do find her here? What if her brother killed her?”

      His face hardened. “Then I’ll send him to Hell with my bare hands.”

      Katie stopped in the middle of the kitchen, and the two of them exchanged a long look. They understood each other perfectly.

      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s start looking.”

      The house only had one story. It wasn’t going to take long to look through the rooms and the closets and the cabinets to see if there was...well, a dead body in any of those spaces. Or part of one.

      She sighed and wondered how her life had come to this. She used to be happy, just living her own life, no attachments, no strings, no damned ghosts. She made her money, she had a few good friends here and there, and she kept to herself. Now she was part of a community, and everywhere she turned the spirits of the dead were coming for her.

      If she found a head in the refrigerator, she was going to puke for real this time.

      Jim started in the kitchen, thankfully, while she went down to the far end of the house. Anxiously she watched every corner and every shadow. No one was here, except her and Jim, but somehow she could not shake the sensation that she was being watched. Like someone was always just over her shoulder, standing just past the edges of her vision. Just a few steps behind. Waiting for her to make a mistake.

      But when she looked, there was nothing there.

      She walked past the bathroom where she had heard the voice, and past other doors, to the one at the end of the hall. If she started down here, and Jim started at the front of the house, they would increase their chances of finding something more quickly. And if they didn’t, well, then they would meet in the middle and try again.

      The door down here was open just a crack. It was dark inside. This must be the bedroom, she thought. Men always kept their most private things in their bedroom.

      She put her hand out and gave the door a little push, and it opened with barely a whisper. Everything around her had grown silent. Her thoughts were the loudest things in the universe.

      Connor had killed his own sister.

      How deranged must the man be?

      Was it safe to be here, even when Connor was gone?

      Her hands trembled as she slid them along the bedroom wall, looking for the light switch. The wallpaper was rough under her fingertips.

      Nothing grabbed at her.

      Nothing hurt her.

      The switch was there, and with a click that was too loud in her ears the lights of two standup lamps turned on.

      Katie let out the breath she’d been holding. She was standing alone, in the bedroom, and she was fine.

      There was no way of knowing if they were looking for a body, or if they were looking for...evidence of a body. Realistically there were only so many places Connor could have hidden his dead sister. That meant the closet, or under the bed, or in one of the rooms she had already passed by. However, if they were looking for some sick memento of his sister’s death--her murder--then it could be small enough to fit in a drawer. Or a jar. Or under the pillows.

      Katie bit her lip, and quickly snatched the pillows away, one at a time.

      Nothing.

      She went to the dresser next, pulling each of the four drawers open one at a time, pushing aside shirts and pants and underwear. She found porno magazines, and she found a box of condoms, and nothing else.

      She looked in between the mattresses. Nothing.

      Stepping back, she drew in a deep breath, and let it out slowly. Under the bed. She needed to look under the bed.

      Monsters lived under beds.

      “Okay,” she said, to psych herself up. “Let’s do it. Anything living under there, I’m not here for you so just...chill.”

      Sometimes it helped to talk, even if it was to hear a sound.

      Staying as far away as she could, Katie lowered herself to her hands and knees, keeping her eyes on the bed the whole time. The blankets hung over both sides, but they didn’t reach to the floor. There was a gap of six inches or more. She lowered herself down more, and then more, flattening herself out on the floor and turning her head to the side to peer underneath.

      The shadows pooled thick under there. She couldn’t see anything.

      Breathing in shallow, ragged breaths, she pushed herself forward on her toes.

      The shadows stayed where they were, hiding everything.

      Katie moved closer.

      When her eyes adjusted, she could just make out the shape of the wall, and the four legs of the bed. Besides a single sock, there was nothing else under there.

      She heaved a sigh of relief, sitting back on her heels and wiping a hand over her face. What was she doing? Searching someone’s house for a dead body? What was wrong with her head?

      “Stupid bed,” she said, directing her fear and anxiety at the blankets as she grabbed them by the corners and threw them up into the air.

      They settled into the shape of a person as they came down, like a cowl over the invisible form of the boogie man, outlining a head and shoulders and arms that weren’t there.

      The shape of it reached for Katie, and she heard it speak.

      “Help me...”

      Stumbling back, Katie’s left foot caught on her right foot, and she tripped, crashing back into the wall with a thud that rattled half-empty bottles of cologne on the dresser and then the blankets were falling over her, and she screamed. She thrashed. The blankets tangled around her and caught at her wrists and twisted over her head.

      She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t escape. There was nothing she could do to save herself.

      “Help me...”

      She dropped to the floor, still fighting with the blanket, still panicking, still trying to get free. She was suffocating. If she didn’t tear herself free, then she was going to die, right here and now. The ghost wanted help, but it was killing her.

      She tried to say that, but the words stuck in her throat. There was no air to push them out.

      She rolled onto her back and kicked with her legs and pulled with her fingers fisted tightly in the blankets.

      The world started to spin. She opened her mouth to scream.

      The sheets pushed their way in between her teeth, gagging her, choking her, making her jaw ache with the pressure.

      With a tug that sent her rolling across the thin carpeting, the blanket was pulled away from her, and she found herself looking up into the deep brown eyes of Jim Sutter.

      He held the sheets in his hands, just hanging there limply. She pulled in breath after breath, coughing, wheezing. She didn’t dare take her eyes off the sheets, but they weren’t trying to get her anymore.

      The ghost was gone.

      Jim stared at her for a long moment before tossing the blankets back onto the bed. “It sounded like you were getting yourself killed down here,” he said, offering her a big hand to help her get up. “Are you okay? What were you doing? Trying to find his stash of pornography under his pillows?”

      Katie stared at him as her brain tried to process everything that had just happened. The sheets, the voice, the bed attacking her with the form and the shape of...someone.

      Amber. It must have been Amber, asking for their help, angry she hadn’t been found yet.

      If they didn’t find her soon, what would the ghost do next?

      And did Pastor Jim Sutter just ask her about pornography?

      He noticed the look on her face and gave her a wry little grin. “I’m still human, Katie. I know all about pornography, both the magazine version and the online stuff. I can’t very well tend to the sinful nature of man without knowing what those sins are. I don’t partake myself, but I still have to be able to talk about it all.”

      “No, I understand, you just surprised me, I guess. Besides, I already found his pornos. There wasn’t anything else in the room.”

      “What about the sheets, then?”

      “Um. They attacked me.”

      Most people would have looked at her like she’d lost her mind. Some would have laughed at her like she’d made some sort of joke. Pastor Sutter saw the truth in her words. His eyes got wider. The muscles in his jaw tightened. He began looking around the room, peering into each corner for something unseeable.

      “Her ghost is here?” he asked Katie. “Amber’s ghost is here?”

      “It was here,” she corrected him. “In this house somewhere. I think she wants us to find her body. She, um, wasn’t under the bed.”

      “Hmm.” He stood up, still examining the room with a critical eye. Then he went across to the closet and threw open the folding door.

      Empty suitcases and boxes tumbled out.

      When Jim could catch his breath again, he expelled a string of words that, from a pastor, were practically blasphemous.
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      There was no reason to tidy up the bedroom. Connor Norstrom was already going to know they broke in, just from the damage to his front door. All they could do was keep looking, and search through the entire rest of the house before Connor got back.

      The problem was, the entire rest of the house took only fifteen minutes to look through, and there wasn’t anything for them to find.

      Bathroom, closets, living room. Everywhere it was the same. This was just a normal house, with normal stuff inside of it. Whatever she thought she’d been looking for, Katie wasn’t able to find it. There was no evidence of murder, or of a dead body ever having been here. If Connor Norstrom had ever done more than get a traffic ticket in his life, she and Jim hadn’t seen anything to say so.

      Then why did Amber’s ghost want them to come here?

      What was the point?

      After taking the last paperback novel off a shelf and leafing through the pages to find exactly the same thing as before--nothing--Jim dropped the book on the floor. “Gotta tell you, Katie. I believe what you’re saying to me. At least, I know you believe it and that’s good enough for me because I have to admit, this is a whole lot of weird going on, and sure enough. Except, I don’t think we’re going to find anything here. We’re going to have a lot of explaining to do when Connor does get home.”

      Katie dropped herself down into a chair in the kitchen. Jim was right, even if she didn’t want to admit it. They hadn’t found anything that would help the ghost of Amber. Nothing that would explain where she disappeared to or even if she was really dead. Now, she was going to be arrested for breaking and entering and disturbing a man’s porno magazines. Oh, wouldn’t that just go over great with the rest of the chamber of commerce? They would just run her out of town after that, now wouldn’t they?

      She needed a drink. Scotch on the rocks. Or some of that wine that her best friend Mel Wragg liked to drink. Man, she wished Mel was here right now. She might not be able to see ghosts like Katie did, but she understood life uniquely. One that always brought things into focus for Katie.

      Well, She didn’t have Mel. She didn’t have alcohol, because they hadn’t even found any of that while they were searching the house, except for some very cheap beer that she wanted no part of. She’d have to settle for a glass of water.

      Jim was leaning against the kitchen entryway, but he wasn't very patient about it. “Katie, we really should oughta go. I’ve got no idea where cousin Connor is, but I can’t imagine he’ll be gone for too much longer. It might be better for everyone if we didn’t get found here.”

      “I know,” she said, halfway to the sink. “I just want to get a drink.”

      From the sink.

      “Just a glass of water.”

      She stared at the sink.

      “Water.”

      The sink.

      She spun around, facing Jim, a sudden realization startling her. “Did you see a water tank anywhere? Or a furnace?”

      “What? Uh, no, but I wasn’t really looking for one. Why?”

      “Because. Look, I’m from out west. I’ve always lived in places like California and Nevada where it’s warm. We didn’t have to worry about having a furnace. So I didn’t think about it until now, but this is New Hampshire. It gets freaking cold here every winter. Nobody in their right mind has a house here without a furnace. We’ve been all through this house, and we didn’t see one. And no water pump either. So what does that mean?”

      Jim scratched at his nose in confusion. “It means that Jim Sutter isn’t in his right mind?”

      “It means,” she said impatiently, “that we’ve missed part of the house.”

      “What? Katie, we’ve been all through here. All over. There’s no place else to look.”

      She went out of the kitchen, into the long central hallway, and tried to imagine what she had missed. If she was a furnace, where would she be?

      That was a great question, but one she couldn’t answer. She ran through everything she’d seen in here. She counted the doors. She pictured the house from the outside, then the inside, and tried to build a floor plan in her head.

      It didn’t matter. The answer still eluded her.

      From the bathroom came the sound of something clattering to the floor.

      Katie turned to look that way.

      A can of shaving cream rolled out into the hallway.

      As signs from beyond the grave went, this was an odd one to be sure, but Katie would take whatever help she could get. She started that way. Jim’s hand on her shoulder stopped her.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “She wants us to go in there.” Katie knew it as sure as she knew her own name. Amber’s ghost wanted her to find something in the bathroom. Something she and Jim had missed.

      He let go of her, slowly, and she bent down to pick up the shaving cream.

      When she touched it, she was taken back in her mind’s eye to that dark hallway, and the single mirror on the wall reflecting the lights in their sconces. She saw the woman in front of her with the short red hair and the purple streak on the one side.

      Amber Norstrom.

      “Help me,” the woman in the mirror said, plain and clear. “Help me, please.”

      She dropped the can like it had bitten her and the vision broke apart. The house faded back into focus. In front of her was the bathroom, all grungy white tile and bottles of cheap shampoo and body wash. They’d been through here. Moved every towel in the corner closet. Gone through every bottle of aspirin and tube of toothpaste in the mirror cabinet.

      They were missing something. How could she find what Amber wanted?

      On top of the sink, a red plastic cup tipped over, as if something had pushed it from behind. It bounced, and landed again, and rolled in a circle to the edge of the sink.

      It hovered there for a long few seconds and then dropped to the floor.

      Which is where it should have stopped. Gravity, and inertia, and all those other things that she learned about in high school should have kept it there. Instead, it rolled another circle, disappearing into the closet.

      Standing next to her, Jim pointed and whispered. “You saw that, didn’t you?”

      “Yes. The cup went in the closet.”

      “Yeah,” he nodded. “Thought so. Wasn’t supposed to do that, was it?”

      “No. I don’t think that happened on its own.”

      Katie stepped over to the closet and peered around the corner of the door. The shelves were only in the upper half. There had been pillows and blankets stored in the bottom part, but she and Jim had moved those out during their search and left them over by the tub. Now it was just empty space.

      The cup was spinning a slow circle, right in the middle of the floor.

      Katie knelt down and grabbed the cup on its next pass. It felt just like a regular cup. There was nothing unusual about it, as far as she could see. She set it down again, just outside the closet, and began silently counting.

      She got to three before the cup began rolling again.

      It rolled inside the closet and did one perfect circle.

      Then it stopped and tipped itself upright onto its rim.

      As Jim made the sign of the cross over himself, Katie picked the cup up, and set it aside. Here. Whatever she was supposed to find was right here. She ran a hand over the floor. It wasn’t tile like she had thought it was at first. It was linoleum, with square patterns printed on it made to look like tile.

      Her fingers found a seam that followed that pattern, three feet square.

      Following it around, she found hinges set in the side toward the back of the closet, hidden from view. If that was how it opened...

      She ran her hand forward, to the nearer edge of the square, and that was how she found the finger hole. The linoleum had been slit over it, but in such a way that just to look at it, no one would ever see it.

      Katie took a grip and swung the hidden panel up.

      A gasp of air escaped, cold and dry, and in it, Katie heard the echoes of a voice begging for help.
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      “We’re going to need a flashlight,” Katie said.

      It was dark below the square access panel. The light from the bathroom reached down just far enough for them to see the metal rungs of a ladder bolted to one side of a shaft. Katie could smell the staleness of the air down there and knew that there was some sort of cellar down under the house.

      “Down cellar” was another one of those terms they used here in New England. Katie had first heard it when she moved here. It never seemed so appropriate as it did right now, in this minute.

      They would have never found this, if not for the help of Amber’s ghost. It was possible that Connor Norstrom had the access concealed like that just for looks, she supposed, but she knew better. Anyone who concealed something with this much effort had something to hide.

      Jim was a moment finding his voice. “I think I saw flashlights in one of the drawers in the kitchen,” he said. “Hold on. I’ll go get them.”

      When he was gone, Katie was left staring down into the hole. The square opening led to a round, metal pipe that was corroded and rusty with age. It might even predate the house itself, she thought. Maybe the cellar had been retrofitted from whatever purpose it used to serve. A bomb shelter, or root cellar. A deep, dark, mysterious hole in the ground and this house had been built right on top of it.

      But why? What would be the point? Katie sighed, reaching her hand down to feel the smooth sides of the shaft. If this were a movie, it would all make sense. There would be something that would explain it all.

      This wasn’t a movie like Riley had told her. This was real life, and in real life things hardly ever made perfect sense.

      Why this shaft, she wondered, feeling down further, leaning over the edge to strain her vision against the darkness below.

      Light flooded down around her, throwing her shadow down deep and giving her the sensation that she was falling.

      Katie gasped and grabbed at the edges of the closet to pull herself back up. Her breath caught in her throat for a moment until she realized that it was Jim holding a flashlight up high, shining the beam down to illuminate the rungs of the ladder.

      “Sorry,” he muttered. “Should’ve said something when I came back in. Wow, that goes down a way, doesn’t it?”

      Rather than answer, she took the second flashlight from his hand and glared at him. She was scared, and there was no reason to be ashamed of that considering what was going on around them, but she wasn’t going to let Jim see it. She was the one who got them into this in the first place. It was all on her.

      So, flashlight in hand, she stood up and set her foot on the first rung of the ladder.

      She waited until she was about halfway down before she turned on her light. It was just a small plastic flashlight, operating off two double-A batteries, but it gave her enough light to see around her, and to see below when she pointed it that way. The access shaft really did go down and down some more. Or maybe it just seemed that way to her. She was counting the rungs, and when she got to twenty-five, they stopped.

      “There’s a drop here,” she called up to Jim. “Looks like just a few feet. Careful, it’s a low ceiling.”

      “Tight enough in here as it is,” he complained, hunching his shoulders in tight so that he could fit his considerable size down the shaft.

      Katie pointed her flashlight down again to judge the distance, and then stepped off the last rung, flexing her knees as her feet hit the floor. She quickly stepped aside, waiting for Jim to follow her.

      While she waited, she looked around.

      The floor was dirt, packed solid after years of use. Decades, even. The ceiling above looked like rock braced with heavy wooden crossbeams. It was just high enough that it only brushed the top of her hair. The flashlight found walls around her, separating the cellar into rooms and alcoves and a long central hallway. Off to the side, leaning against the wall, was a short stepladder. That must be how someone gets back up, she thought to herself.

      There were no windows anywhere. They must be completely below ground level here. She looked for a light switch and didn’t see one anywhere.

      It was eerily quiet. It was like she had stepped into a tomb.

      Jim dropped down beside her, his flashlight covering the same places that hers had already seen. He had to crouch to keep from banging his head against the ceiling. “Weird place,” he said, shaking his head. “Got a bad feeling about this, way down in my pastor soul.”

      “If you don’t want to stay, Jim, I’ll understand. Maybe we should call the police?”

      He thought about it and then shook his head. “No. By the time we got the police had involved and explained that we broke into Connor’s house, I doubt they’d be willing to listen to anything we had to say. If he had anything to do with my cousin’s death, if he has her body down here like some sicko, then I want to know. If we’re wrong, well, then I’ll pay to have his door fixed. Maybe even stay to help him clean up.”

      Katie smiled at him. “You’re not like other pastors I’ve met.”

      “Why? Because I’m willing to help a guy who might have killed his sister? Heh,” he shrugged. “Jesus said to turn the other cheek. So I’ll turn mine, and break his if I find out he did what we think he did.”

      “Still, I don’t know too many people who would go this far to help solve a murder and maybe get a dead soul some rest. Family or not.”

      “Hey, helping your community is what being a pastor is all about. That comes in a lot of different shapes and sizes, is how I see it. Some days you’re sitting with a grieving widow to listen to her stories and help her feel better. Some days, you’re taking up a collection for someone whose house burned down. Some days...” He hesitated and looked all around them. “Well, those days you’re breaking into someone’s house to make sure they aren’t a deranged killer.”

      They shared a look because there was nothing to say after that. That just about summed it all up. Katie could have told him about all the haunted houses she had stumbled into by buying properties sight unseen, or all the ghosts that had tried to take a piece of her with them beyond the grave. She could have told him that the smartest move he could make here would be to run and never look back.

      Instead, she took his hand, and together they chose a direction from the access shaft. Left.

      That way ended quickly. In a space at the end, there was the furnace. There was the water tank. There was a mess of pipes so tangled that Katie couldn’t tell where one section began and the other ended. The fuse box for the house sat on the wall, with an electronic red light blipping at her like it was watching.

      “Do you think there’s another passage, or a room, maybe?” Katie asked, thinking out loud. “Something hidden, like this whole basement was?”

      “Dunno. At this point anything’s possible.”

      Her flashlight played around the room and found nothing but what her eyes could see. It was dark, and the light in her hand chased at the shadows. Some of them didn’t move like they were supposed to. It was like they were alive.

      No, she thought to herself. That was her imagination.

      It had to be.

      “Nothing here,” Jim decided for both of them. “Rock walls. Dirt floor. Stuff to make the house work. Nothing here. Let’s try somewhere else.”

      Together, they both turned to face back the other way, their flashlights piercing a long hallway that must run nearly the entire length of the house over their heads.

      Almost halfway down, there was a long mirror hanging on the wall. There were light sconces at regular intervals, none of them lit. The dirt floor of that section of the hallway had been covered with a length of old carpeting.

      It was the hallway of her vision. The hallway where Amber Norstrom was stuck, and pleading for help.

      Katie’s mouth went dry.

      They started back that way slowly, easing forward one step at a time until they were past the little alcove where the access shaft waited for them to return from this crypt.

      Katie shivered. That one word slithered through her brain.

      Crypt. A place for the dead.

      Suddenly she didn’t mind calling it a cellar.

      She kept a hand on the wall as she walked ahead of Jim down the narrow passageway. When a door suddenly appeared to her right, she was surprised. It had been hidden in the dark until her flashlight swept across it. Then the opening jumped out at her, and she stopped, staring it down, waiting for something to shriek and fly out at them.

      Nothing. Just a room, with an open doorway.

      “Here,” Jim said, putting his arm out in front of her. “Let me go first.”

      “How chivalrous.”

      “I don’t hear you arguing with me.”

      “No,” she said, “you don’t.”

      This space had cheap brown paneling on the walls. Someone had at least made an attempt to make it look halfway decent, even if they had failed miserably. There was an old wooden chair in one corner, and a stack of cardboard boxes on the other side labeled in black marker. Books. Clothes. Christmas. Photos.

      Katie had a sudden desire to go through that last box. Photos. Connor Norstrom had a supremely sour disposition. Not the type of man who she would expect to keep mementos like family photos. These must have some kind of real importance. Would there be pictures in there of Amber? Maybe of her and Connor together? After all, they were brother and sister, children of Jim’s aunt, Emmaline. There might be secrets to discover in that box that would help them.

      Secrets that Amber’s ghost wanted her to discover.

      She reached for the folded top of the box.

      The box shifted, scrunching up on itself, sending down a shower of dust. The flaps scissored tightly together.

      Jim’s hand on her shoulder didn’t register at first. She was sure that he saw that, too. He had to. The box had sealed itself off from her. Then he was walking them both out of the room, and into the hallway again.

      “Don’t think Amber wants us to look in there,” he told Katie. “Leastwise, not yet.”

      “You're so calm again,” she said.

      “Ha. Hardly. Inside I’m quaking like a leaf in a storm. I’m reciting the Lord’s prayer every five steps. I don’t sense evil here. Not the work of the devil. But this all feels horribly wrong. So...yeah.”

      She put a hand in the pocket where her cross waited, just in case she needed it. “Does the Bible mention ghosts?” she asked, wanting to talk to take her mind off what they were doing.

      “Sure. A couple of times. Guess I should’ve paid more attention to those passages. Come on. There’s still that room at the end of the hall to look at. This is starting to look more and more like we won’t find any trace of Amber. I don’t know whether to be relieved or upset. Sorry I got you into this, Katie.”

      “You?” she almost laughed, stealing one last glance at the pile of boxes before they left the room. “I asked you to come along with me, remember?”

      “Sure,” he said, “but I’m the one who broke the door in.”

      The hallway ended in an empty room.

      Katie took a look around, unable to believe it had come to this. Cobwebs hung thick in the corners. Instead of paneling or bare rock walls like the rest of the cellar, here someone had hung blankets from floor to ceiling. Blue ones, red ones, other colors. Almost like they were trying to keep the heat from escaping. There was a sharp tang when she took her next breath. A smell that she could almost identify.

      Antiseptic. That’s what it was. Like Lysol. Or vinegar. Like a bunch of cleaning supplies. It was an odd smell for this room, that was for sure. It was like Connor had been cleaning down here every day. Just this one room.

      Only, the floor was still the same hard-packed dirt floor as the rest of the cellar. The walls, when she peeked behind a red blanket, were still made from stone. There was nothing here to clean.

      So where was the smell coming from?

      Something drew her attention. Something at the edge of her senses. It wasn’t something she saw, exactly, but now she turned to face the blue blanket hanging down the wall on their left. Her flashlight played over it, from corner to corner. She stared at it and had the unsettling feeling that something was staring back.

      Her heartbeat churned in her ears. Her breathing was loud in this space, and Jim’s as well, as she took the edge of the blanket in her hand and slowly, slowly pulled it back. The light in her hand trembled and danced over the folds she made in the fabric.

      Then it pierced into the darkness of another room hidden behind the blanket.

      It was like the cellar was a maze. One that came to an end here, in this small rectangular space that was crammed with curving wooden pole stands on which sat fat wax candles, none of them lit. There was at least twenty of them. A square of rug had been put here in the middle of the dirt floor, thin and worn but colorful.

      Centered on the rug was a wooden table that must have been taken apart and assembled inside the room because it would not have fit in any other way. It was a solid piece of furniture, and it easily supported the weight of what their flashlights found lying on top of it.

      On the table was the body of a woman, naked and pale, her short red hair falling away from a face, a purple streak chalked into a flirtatious line on one side. Until now, Katie had only seen that face in visions.

      Amber Norstrom’s arms were crossed over her chest, around her breasts, not doing anything at all to cover her nakedness. Her body was so thin that Katie could count her ribs. Her face had changed too from the loss of body mass. Her eyes were closed, and Katie took that as a blessing because she would not want to look into the cold eyes of this dead girl.

      Jim cursed and turned away after seeing his cousin laid out in this horrific state. His hand made the sign of the cross over and over. It was like some sort of damned shrine to the dead. Some of the candles had been burned down to almost nothing, their wax trailing down the poles in thick lines to pool on the floor.

      It had been four months since anyone had seen Amber Norstrom.

      Katie put her hand up over her mouth, to keep in a scream and keep down the bile rising in her throat. That bastard Connor had killed his sister, and then set up this room to keep her stored away for whatever sick, twisted pleasures he took from seeing her like this.

      Or whatever else he did with her body...

      That was all her mind could take, and she dropped into the corner of the room and hunched over herself, and this time there was no stopping it. She vomited up a puddle of sick smelling mess that mixed with the smell of the antiseptic cleaners in the room and made her puke all over again.

      When it passed, and she could breathe, she stayed right there where she was, on her knees, shaking, not daring to move until her stomach stopped tying itself into knots.

      How long had Connor kept his sister down here? Had she really been dead for four months or had he drugged her and brought her down here as some sort of deranged plaything? Could he have been feeding her, in a drugged up state, and keeping her alive until finally her body had given up, and her ghost had come looking for revenge?

      The image of Amber’s face in the mirror, begging for help, flashed through her mind.

      Katie cast her flashlight back over the woman on her table, using the wall to help her stand up to get a better view.

      There were bruises on Amber’s skin, along with the insides of her thighs, and on her forearms. On her hip, a bruise outlined the nearly perfect shape of a hand. Almost as if Connor had spanked his sister there.

      Sick, twisted, deranged bastard. Katie’s mind struggled to find the right hateful words to describe what he had done here.

      Sick fucker.

      Her flashlight followed the line of Amber’s body. She wasn’t a police detective, and she didn’t enjoy reading murder mysteries, and frankly, she could care less about the details of how Amber must have died. There weren’t any obvious injuries that would tell her the cause of death. No stab wounds. Not even any bruises on her neck. Whatever. Katie was here to find Amber, and give her spirit some rest, and screw that bastard Connor to the wall. Amber was dead, and Connor was keeping her corpse down here, hidden from everyone. No wonder the ghost had been angry.

      Katie frowned. They should be rushing upstairs to call the police and end this nightmare before Connor came home, but something was worrying her. Something she couldn’t put her finger on. In the illumination of her flashlight, Amber’s skin was so smooth and so perfect. Soft, almost. Her body was thin and bruised, but it glistened as well.

      This was where the smell of antiseptic cleaner had come from. Dear God, Connor had been rubbing some sort of oil into his sister’s skin. She looked...almost alive. It was like she was preserved, kept just like she had been at the moment of death. Like death hadn’t been able to find her down here to take her.

      Sick.

      She tried to breathe, and she tried to think, but doing both at the same time was proving to be difficult in this room. They needed to call the police. The New Hampshire State Troopers could be here in fifteen minutes, maybe less if they realized there was a dead body involved.

      To be down here, all this time, with no one knowing where you were...it was a horrifying thought. Katie couldn’t even begin to imagine what it must do to a soul knowing that their body would forever be a monster’s plaything hidden away in this room. Never finding peace. No wonder she wanted Connor dead.

      Not Dead. Connor was alive, and she was not. Katie was sure that’s what she meant when she put those words on the wall of the Inn. A message seeking vengeance, and justice.

      “There,” she said to the poor woman’s body, wanting to talk just to hear a voice in this dead silent cellar space. “We found you, Amber. Now you can rest in peace. Now you can leave the rest of us alone. Okay? Go on and find peace.”

      She turned away, taking the light with her.

      “Help...me...”

      The sound of the ghost’s voice, calling to her again, sent gooseflesh all up and down her arms.

      She stopped, frozen in place, by the thought that this might not be over.

      They had already done what they could for Amber. She and Jim had found this place, and they would do everything they could to make sure Connor was brought to justice, and then they could all put this behind them.

      Wasn’t that enough?

      “Help...me...please...”

      “Uh, Katie?” Jim asked her. “Did you hear that?”

      Her mouth dropped open as she realized what he was asking. “Yes, I heard it. But...did you?”

      Slowly, he nodded his head.

      He shouldn’t hear the ghost. Katie had accepted the fact that she could hear spirits talk when no one else could. Even a man of God like Jim shouldn’t be able to hear the dead.

      She looked over at Amber again, bringing her flashlight up once more. Those long, smooth legs, the hands folded over her chest, framing her breasts...

      One of her fingers twitched.

      Katie screamed.

      Around the room, flames sparked on the candle wicks. The room was thrust into wavering, bright illumination.

      Amber’s eyes opened. She looked directly at Katie, tears trailing down her face.
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      The police had a million questions that they asked her. Or maybe they were the same questions over and over. Katie had honestly lost track.

      She felt so stupid. Once the Troopers had finished writing in their notebooks and searching everywhere in Connor’s house, Katie sat in the kitchen, waiting for Jim to get done with his interview. It was taking him a little longer because he was related to the victim.

      Victim. That was what Amber had been, in every sense of the word. The officers were very careful to only talk about it in whispers, but Katie still heard enough to know that Amber was lucky to be alive. She’d been abused, and she was malnourished, and apparently, there was a previously broken bone in her arm that had set badly.

      Amber had been reaching out to Katie for help, and she’d gotten it all wrong.

      Stupid. That’s what Katie kept calling herself as she sat in that kitchen and watched the Troopers rushing from room to room with serious expressions on their faces. She was stupid. The message on their wall had been so clear, and she couldn’t see it.

      Not Dead

      That didn’t mean Amber’s killer wasn’t dead like she’d thought. Amber wasn’t reaching out from beyond the grave to demand justice. Hell, Amber wasn’t dead! The message had been her reaching out to tell them that SHE wasn’t dead yet.

      Dear God, she didn’t know which chilled her more. The fact that they had nearly left a living woman right here in this house to be tortured and molested, or the fact that somehow that poor woman had been haunting her. Not from beyond the grave. From down cellar.

      There was that phrase again.

      Katie had been so sure of herself. So positive that she knew everything she needed to know about the world of spirits. She was some sort of damned expert, as far as she was concerned.

      Only, she wasn’t, as it turned out. As it turned out, she had a lot to learn.

      It had taken them some time to move Amber from the cellar, up that shaft, and then onto a stretcher that rushed her to an ambulance. The poor girl barely woke up at all the whole way, except to say two words.

      “Help me.”

      If Katie hadn’t already thrown up, there would have been nothing stopping it now.

      She took a deep breath and tried to tell herself that she’d done a good thing. She’d helped to save Amber’s life, as long as the hospital was able to reverse the damage her brother had done to her. The Troopers seemed to think there was a better than even chance that Amber would heal up from her physical abuse.

      It was the mental abuse they worried about. Katie, too. Now there was a thought that would give her nightmares for the rest of her life.

      In the middle of her dark thoughts, Riley came rushing into the house, allowed past the Troopers at the door after a few quick words. Katie had called him as soon as she could and now here he was. He rushed to her and threw his arms around her, holding her tight.

      “You get into the worst trouble,” he told her.

      She snuggled closer into his arms. “I love you, too. Just take me home. Okay?”

      He didn’t hesitate. They went straight out of that damned house and to his car on the street. Around them, blue lights on patrol cars flashed in the darkness of night. The news media hadn’t gotten wind of this yet, but they would soon, and Katie knew their town would soon be swarming with reporters trying to sensationalize the evil that had taken place in Connor Norstrom’s house. She’d never been so happy to leave a place, ever.

      “I don’t just want to take you home,” he said as they drove from street to street. “I want to take you out of this whole damned town.”

      Funny, how that echoed her own thoughts. Away from this place. Away for good.

      “Whatever is wrong with Twilight Ridge,” he said, “it runs deep. The hauntings at the inn were bad enough, but psychos keeping girls in their basements? No way. That’s too much, Katie. Something is going on here, beneath the surface, and I’m worried about you.”

      Katie turned the heater up in the car, suddenly unable to get warm. “Riley, I’m worried too, but I don’t think we can just up and leave. We’ve got a business here now. We can’t just close that up and go.”

      “Sure we can,” he insisted. “We just give refunds to all of our guests and cancel any future reservations and nail boards across all the windows and doors. Then we put a For Sale sign on the front lawn, and we point this car west and never look back. We could be in Minnesota by nightfall tomorrow.”

      She brought her knees up, feet on the edge of the seat, and wrapped her arms around herself. “Things will be better now,” she told him, although she wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince, her or him. “You’ll see. Look, we saved Amber’s life. That wouldn’t have happened if we weren’t here in Twilight Ridge. That has to count for something, doesn’t it?”

      He set his lips in a firm line, but she could tell he agreed with her. It didn’t mean he still didn’t want to leave. He’d just run out of arguments for the moment.

      With a final turn, they were on their street and pulling up to the Heritage Inn.

      “You’ll see,” she told him again. “Everything will be all right now. The ghost--"

      “What ghost?” he shouted abruptly, startling her. “Katie, there couldn’t be a ghost! This woman was alive. She wasn’t dead. We went through all of this--all of this!--and Amber wasn’t even dead. So explain it to me, Katie. Explain it to me. What in the Hell is going on!”

      Unconsciously, she shrank back from him. She knew why he was angry, but it was like he was directing it at her. This day had been impossibly hard already, and if Riley started snapping at her, she wasn’t sure that she would be able to take it. She relied on him being the strong one. She needed him to be that person.

      “Riley, please don’t yell at me.”

      “Katie I’m sorry,” he said right away. “I didn’t mean to... I’m just upset. I’m scared for us.”

      “You don’t think I’m scared, too?” she asked him, dropping her feet and slamming her fists against the seat. “I’m scared, okay? You want me to admit it? Fine, I’m scared! I’m terrified. I have no idea what’s going on here, and I’m scared.”

      “Okay, but seriously, how did Amber’s ghost reach out to you if she wasn’t dead? How did she write that message on our wall? Not dead? What’s that all about?”

      “I think I have that figured out.” She thought it through again, just to be sure, and then she nodded to herself. “Yes. I think Amber was close to death. Right on the edge, maybe going back and forth. Being kept like that, down there by her brother... I mean, how long can anyone live like that? She must have been slipping away into death, and every time she came close to dying for good...”

      “Her ghost left her body.” Riley blinked at her, but he understood what she was thinking now. “Her ghost would leave her body and come to find you because they can all sense that you’re open to them or whatever. Then when she didn’t die her ghost went back into her body.”

      “Yeah, exactly.” This was the Riley she needed. This was the man who completed her, body and soul and supported her completely. “So now, everything will be fine. It’s over. It’s finally over. Look, when we get inside the message will be gone off the wall. Our lives can get back to normal. The only ghosts we’ll have to worry about are the ones the mayor put up all around town.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “Amber was trying to tell us that she wasn’t dead. Not yet. Now that we know that, and now that she’s safe, it’s over.”

      Katie was sure of it. It was more than just wishful thinking. This whole thing was over now. Amber was alive, brought back from the brink of death, so no more ghosts.

      Riley shut off the car in the driveway of the Inn, and they got out together.

      In the front room, they stood shoulder to shoulder, and stared at the space where a blanket was supposed to be hanging on the wall, covering up the message left for them by a scared woman trapped by her brother, and close to death.

      The blanket was lying on the floor. The message was still very much there.

      Not Dead

      “One of the guests must have uncovered it,” Riley decided. For several long seconds, he was at a loss for words. “Maybe if we just scrub it now...it will come off?”

      “Maybe.” Katie stared at those words. Not dead. She knew what they meant now, but they’d found Amber and brought her back from the very brink of death so why were the words still here?

      For that matter, where were their guests?

      Riley seemed to shake himself, coming back from whatever dark spiral his thoughts had dragged him into. “Whatever. I’ll get some rags and scrub this off, and then we’re going to talk more about selling this place.”

      “Riley, I don’t really want to discuss it. This has been a hell of a day, and now it feels like you’re trying to push me into something that I’m not ready for. Can we please just clean this up and go to--”

      On the wall, the words began to bleed.

      Thick red liquid oozed through the outline of every letter, and ran down the wall, becoming a sheet of blood that obscured the words completely. Bubbles formed, and popped. Formed and popped, formed and popped, larger and larger, spattering more of the red ichor onto the floor. Katie and Riley stepped back.

      Through the liquid, something began to push through. Five somethings. They bulged, and pushed through.

      Fingers. Followed by a hand.

      Then another hand, reaching for them, dripping blood.

      Between the hands a face began to take shape, pushing through not from the other side of the wall, but the other side of the curtain that separated life and death.

      The eyelids opened, and blood outlined the eyes. The lips parted, and the mouth gushed with blood.

      Katie shook her head, frozen, unable to move. No. No, this was impossible. Please, God, don’t let this be real.

      Riley had her hand in his, and he was pulling her toward the front door before she came to her senses. This ghost wasn’t Amber’s. Amber was alive. This wasn’t her. This ghost was here, now, and it was coming for them.

      Then she was moving, with Riley pulling her to the door, and they were leaving.

      Looking back over her shoulder as Riley stopped to open the door, all she saw was the wall, and the words in blood. The cascade of thick red ooze was gone. So was the ghost.

      Where...?

      No more time to think about it. Riley had the door open. She wanted out. As much as he did, maybe more, she wanted to be away from the Heritage Inn.

      When the door opened, there was a man standing there. His eyes were full of rage. His face was creased into lines of hatred. Katie recognized him right away.

      Connor Norstrom raised the bloody butcher knife in his right hand, point forward, and slashed at them without speaking a single word.
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      Connor never came back to his house after Katie had found Amber--alive--in his basement. The Troopers had waited and speculated that he must have seen all of the patrol cars out front and knew they were for him. He must be on the run, she heard them say.

      Katie hadn’t given it a second thought. It wasn’t her problem. The police would deal with it. He was supposed to be on the run from the cops, not standing on their doorstep, stabbing a knife at them.

      Plunging it deep into Riley’s shoulder.

      Time slowed until Katie could see everything about that horrible moment. The flash of light off the steel blade. The motion it made it pierced clothing and flesh alike. The blood that welled up immediately. In her state of panic, Katie could see exactly how close the blade had come to Riley’s heart.

      Grunting with pain, Riley pulled back from the knife and slammed the door shut. He twisted the lock and then stumbled away, half pulling Katie with him and half leaning on her for support. He was hurt. How serious it was Katie didn’t know, but she knew how tough this man was. If he was leaning on her and wincing at every step, she knew it was bad.

      Behind them, they heard wood cracking as Connor kicked at the door. He was coming for them.

      “Should we go out the back?” Katie said breathlessly.

      “No,” Riley answered her. His face was red, and his voice was strained. “He’ll catch us. Upstairs. In our room. Phone. Weapons.”

      Weapons? Katie didn’t know what he was talking about. She didn’t know there was anything in the Heritage Inn more deadly than a monkey wrench. She didn’t have time to ask about it though. The stairs were right there, and they had to move quickly if they were going to stay ahead of Connor. That doorframe wasn’t going to last forever.

      Next time she renovated a building, she was going to put in steel reinforced doors. Not something pretty with scrollwork around the edges of decorative panels.

      “Katie,” Riley started to say, and then his breath gave out.

      “I know,” she told him. “I love you, too. Now keep moving!”

      At the railing, they turned to climb up, step after step, and when they did Katie had a perfect view of the whole front room. She was just in time to see the front door smash inward on its hinges, the lock and handle flying across the floor in pieces, the sound of it oddly like a gunshot.

      Connor stepped in. He smiled up at them with a wicked smile, one that was part insane and part wicked and totally murderous. The knife flashed in his hand.

      Katie hoped that whatever Riley had come up with to save their lives, it was worth the risk.

      Connor started after them before they were even halfway up. He took his time, knowing they had nowhere to go.

      As he passed by the wall with its ominous message, he stopped and turned to read the words.

      Blood erupted in a sudden, violent gush that surged out at him like a red tidal wave that took him off his feet and slammed him to the floor, and still it poured, like a waterfall from hell itself.

      Some part of Katie’s mind whispered that they would never be able to get that out, no matter how hard they tried to clean it. She almost laughed at how absurd it was to worry about that now, at this moment.

      Connor slipped and slid but got to his feet again, blood dripping from his hair and his clothes and running down his face, dripping from his hands, running down the edge of his knife.

      Katie pushed Riley to go faster, but he didn’t need any convincing. They were at the top of the stairs now and heading down the hallway to their room. Then, they stopped.

      A dead body blocked their way, lying spread-eagled in the middle of the hall, staring up at the ceiling with blank eyes.

      Katie covered her mouth but couldn’t make herself look away. It was Devin Hollister, the guest who had been so keen on taking pictures of the message downstairs, him and his girlfriend, Melissa. He was dead. His throat had been cut open so deeply that they could see the white of tendons and bones laid bare.

      “Oh, no...” Katie whispered. She couldn’t find her breath. She couldn’t think. Devin was dead, and they were next.

      She looked at Riley’s injured arm, and then back at the wound on Devin’s neck. She knew without a doubt that it had been Connor who did this. Connor, with his knife. She remembered now how it had been already bloody even as he met them at the door. He must have come here looking for her, seeking revenge because she had found the horrific scene down in his cellar. When he couldn’t find her, he killed Devin.

      Now that she was home again, Connor would do this to her, if she let him.

      “Come on,” Riley said, tugging on her hand to wake her up and pull her around the dead man. He was already out of breath, his face red from pain. “Can’t let this stop us. If we stop here, he’ll get us. Have to get to our room.”

      “Wait, Riley.” She definitely wanted to be safe with him in their room, but that wasn’t what was foremost on her mind. “What about the other guests? What about Devin’s girlfriend Melissa, and Garrett? They might need our help. We can’t just leave them.”

      He held his arm up to show off the blood soaking through his sleeve. “If you haven’t noticed, I’m hurt. I need help. We can’t do anything to help. Not right now. Come on, Katie. Come on!”

      She followed him, looking back at Devin only once, just long enough to hear Connor’s footsteps on the stairs. It was a slow and steady march, a hollow drumbeat out of time. Thump. Thump. Thump...

      Riley was right. As much as she hated the very thought of it, they had to leave the guests and protect themselves first.

      Both from Connor, and from the ghost downstairs.

      So they kept going down the hall, trying to get to their room and ignored the smell of death everywhere.

      Katie wrinkled her nose at it. Was that just the reek of Devin lying dead behind her? It was overwhelming, and horrifying in its intensity. Maybe it was the ghost. Maybe it was the blood oozing out of their home downstairs from two words that she would never get out of her mind.

      Maybe, she thought, it was coming from the open guest room door right in front of them.

      The stench wafted out from there, through the two inches of space between the frame and the open door. Katie stopped and stared through into the little gap. This was Garrett’s room. The other guest.

      Riley stopped when she did. The wrinkled expression on his face told her that he smelled it, too.

      Safety was in their room at the end of the hall. Anything could be beyond this door. Anything, including an injured man needing their help.

      She had to try to help him. It was who she was.

      Katie pushed the door open and hurried inside, conscious of the fact that Connor was coming and there wasn’t much time. It was her basic human compassion that drove her forward, overshadowing her sense of self-preservation. This was the right thing to do. That was why she did it.

      Besides, there were phones in the guest rooms, too. They could call for help from here and lock the door and just stay right here where no one could get to them--

      “Door won’t shut,” Riley said, a note of panic in his voice. “It’s broken. Hinges are warped or something. That bastard must’ve broken in. It won’t shut!”

      Blood was dripping from the end of his sleeve now, and the way he was letting his arm hanging by his side told Katie that the injury was worse than he was letting on. He needed help.

      She walked around the bed, to the other side where the old style tabletop phone sat on a little table. Her concern was in calling 911 now.

      Then, tucked between the bed and the wall, she found Garrett’s body. His chest had been slashed open by a knife attack. So had his face.

      One eye had been gouged out. The other was closed.

      Katie gasped, startled, and for a moment she was unable to move. She didn’t have time to be scared. She didn’t have time to stand there like a frightened little girl just because her guests had been viciously mutilated and left to die in her Inn. Connor had been busy while she and Riley were out, and now she had no hope at all that Melissa, the third guest, wasn’t dead as well.

      Her hopes that she and Riley might get out of here alive were dwindling even further.

      In the hallway, they heard Connor start to whistle. It was a tune that Katie barely recognized. Something old. Something fun and silly.

      It terrified her to hear it coming from that man’s lips.

      “Do you like it?” he called out to them. “That was one of our favorite songs when we were kids. Me and my sister used to love that song. Wish I could remember the words.”

      He started whistling again, the sound of it getting closer.

      Riley caught Katie’s gaze and held a finger up to his mouth. Quiet, he was saying. They needed to be quiet, and maybe Connor wouldn’t find them. At least, not right away.

      Even so, he had his shoulder braced against the door, keeping it closed as far as it would go.

      She leaned over Garrett’s body, using the edge of the bed to support herself, holding her breath to keep from breathing in the smell of his death as she reached for the phone.

      The handset felt far too light in her palm. It came away from the base, and the coiled cord came with it. Or rather, half the cord did. It had been cut in two. She had a feeling every phone in the place had met with the same fate.

      She dropped the useless phone, and it quietly bounced on the carpeted floor, landing right next to Garrett’s head.

      His one eye popped open, the one not eviscerated by Connor’s knife, and fixed a cold stare at her.

      “Run,” the dead man said, the word gurgled around a mouthful of blood. “Run...”

      Outside, in the hallway, the whistling stopped. “Ah. I hear you now.”

      Katie pushed herself away from Garrett, away from the bed, standing there helpless as Riley tried to force the broken door shut again. If only she could get help, somehow.

      Her cellphone! She’d forgotten all about the phone in her back pocket. She grabbed at it now, hastily pulling it out and holding it like some sort of religious talisman. They needed to call for help. They needed to get out of this room.

      They needed to run!

      Phone in her hand, she reached out for Riley, to tell him they should try for their room again and whatever weapons he thought would save them.

      Connor’s knife came slashing through the gap in the door, narrowly missing them both.
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      Katie heard herself screaming.

      She had faced ghosts. She had lost track of how many times she had looked into the face of her own death because of a ghost.

      This was the first time a living person had tried to kill her.

      Riley shoved his good shoulder up against the door to keep it closed even as Connor shoved against it from his side. Even injured, Riley had the superior strength. The door held. The knife kept slipping through the gap, the edge flashing, bloody and sharp.

      Katie hid behind the door with Riley, pushing against it with him while she tried to hold her cell one-handed and dial 911.

      “I can’t,” Riley huffed. Katie saw the sweat pouring down his face. “I can’t keep this up.”

      Connor rammed his body against the door, and it lurched several inches, knocking the phone out of Katie’s hand. She pushed with Riley to hold the psycho back and out of this room. Tears of frustration stung her eyes.

      She reached for the phone. It was too far unless she wanted to let go of the door, which she definitely did not want to do. She tried with her foot instead. She could just catch a corner of it with her toe. Yes, yes, yes! Carefully, slowly, she pulled it her way.

      “Come on!” she cried, sweeping hard with her foot.

      The phone flipped up, end over end, and pinwheeled further away. She stared at it in disbelief. If she wanted it now, she would have to leave Riley to go get it.

      Connor rammed the door again.

      She heard Riley whoosh out a short breath. He was pale, and sweaty, and obviously on his last reserves now. She couldn’t leave him to hold the door by himself. Not if they wanted to live.

      Then everything went quiet.

      Thud.

      Something whacked against the door.

      Thud.

      Again.

      THUD.

      The doors of the rooms were as decorative as the front doors downstairs. They were a hollow core wood, carved around the edges into floral designs, and she had chosen them for how they looked rather than for protection. The idea that she might need to keep people from breaking into the individual rooms had never occurred to her.

      Until now.

      With another hard THWACK, the edge of the knife blossomed through the door, and that scene from The Shining came into her mind.

      “Heeeeeere’s Connor!”

      The knife was pulled out and shoved through the door again.

      “Riley...” She stopped, not sure what she had been about to say, not sure what either of them could do to stop what was coming.

      He smiled at her sadly, with so much love in his eyes.

      Then he let go of the door.

      It was more than Katie could brace by herself. She was thrown off her feet, both knees smacking hard against the floor. She threw her hands out to break her fall, landing badly, twisting her wrist.

      When she turned around, sitting on her ass and cradling her hand, Connor Norstrom was standing in the doorway. He whistled his song and loomed over Riley, who was so weak and pale now that he might have been a ghost himself.

      His voice was just as weak.

      “Don’t...hurt her...please.”

      Katie heard him pleading for her life, not his. She crawled over to him and held him with her back to Connor. “No, no, no, no,” she kept saying, over and over. “No don’t hurt him no, no, no don’t hurt him don’t hurt him don’t hurt him!”

      Connor’s whistle became a throaty laugh. “You bitch. You stupid, damned bitch. I wouldn’t have hurt these other people either if you’d just been here like you were supposed to be. This is all your fault.”

      The knife bounced in the palm of his hand. “You shouldn’t have gone down there. You shouldn’t have taken Amber away from me. She was my sister. Mine! You had no right. She belonged to me. I had to keep her for myself. That’s why I told everyone she died. I had to hide her. I couldn’t let them take her from me.”

      Katie could picture the whole thing. Connor, lying about his sister’s death. Connor, holding Amber hostage. Connor, doing...things...

      “You’re a sick pervert,” Katie said to him. “That’s what you are. What did you do to Amber?”

      He shrugged. “Fed her. Bathed her. Took care of her every need. Drugged her, sure, but she wouldn’t have let me do it otherwise. I had to take care of her. Our mother was gone, you know. She was gone, and I was the only family Amber had left. She needed what I gave her. No one understands my sister like I do. I’ve known her in every way possible. Every. Single. Way.”

      Katie had an idea what that meant, and she didn’t like it.

      Her phone. It was right there on the floor, not that far away. She went to lunge for it.

      Connor’s foot got there first. He kicked it aside, sliding it under the bed.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he growled. Kneeling, he tapped the edge of the knife against Katie’s back. She was still laying over Riley, protecting him with her life. “Come on. It’s time to go.”

      “Don’t you...hurt her...” Riley warned.

      “Shut up. I’m in control here. Me. I’m going to kill you, and then I’m going to take Katie here away. As a replacement for my sister. Or, I can just kill you both right here.”

      Katie shook her head furiously, hugging herself tighter around Riley. She wouldn’t give him up. Not even to save her own life.

      “Fine,” Connor said. “You can die with him. Have it your way. See you in Hell.”

      Waiting for the knife to drop into her back, Katie kissed Riley’s forehead. He trembled but didn’t move. He was just too weak.

      She waited, and when nothing happened, she dared to look up.

      Connor was still there, still standing and dripping with blood with the knife in his hand, but he wasn’t looking at them. His gaze was caught on something on the other side of the room.

      “No...” she heard him say. “No, don’t. Stay back.”

      Katie didn’t know who he was talking to. There was no one else in the room.

      She rose up on her knees, just enough to look over the top of the bed.

      A broken and mutilated Garrett stood there, chest torn open, shirt hanging in tatters, his one eye socket empty and bloody and oozing. The other eye was pale and unfocused. Dead. He was dead, but somehow he was moving. With choppy motions he climbed up on top of the bed, crawling toward them.

      Katie couldn’t move. She had to stay where she was and protect Riley. She was trapped. She couldn’t breathe. Her heartbeat was the only sound she could hear.

      The dead man kept coming. Stiff hands reached out to grasp at the air, as he crawled across the mattress, closer and closer.

      Connor screamed and jumped forward, past Katie and Riley, slashing the knife right across Garrett’s face. It caught the side of his cheek, slicing straight over his open mouth, and through the other cheek.

      Blood spouted.

      Dead men don’t bleed, came the crazy thought into Katie’s head. Dead men can’t bleed!

      Still, the blood came.

      It spurted out Garrett’s slashed face, a geyser steaming across the space between Garrett, and Connor.

      The blood stopped just short of touching him. Connor fell back, tumbling into the broken door, knife held up defensively.

      The blood collected in on itself, taking shape, forming into the image of a woman in a long flowing dress and a face that Katie recognized.

      It was the ghost from downstairs.

      Garrett’s body dropped heavily to the mattress, dead once more, no longer used by the ghost.

      She floated above them in blood, and smiled.
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      A woman’s ghost described in blood. Kate’s mind reeled as she tried to accept what she was seeing.

      The shape of a woman oozed and dripped thick, red gore as she floated several inches off the floor. Stringers of blood dripped from the hem of her dress to trail along the rug.

      For a moment, the eyes in that gory visage turned toward Katie, and it was like looking into some deep dark place in Hell.

      The face was familiar, though. Not quite Amber’s. There was a resemblance there, to be sure. It was different but similar...and then she remembered! She’d seen that face in the photo at Jim Sutter’s house.

      This was Emmaline Norstrom. Connor’s mother. Jim Sutter’s aunt.

      The owner of the ivory lady brooch.

      The ghost smiled again, a bloody grin that slashed across her face and reminded Katie of open graves and stillborn children and things that not only went bump in the night but that strangled you in your sleep.

      Then Emmaline turned that hateful grin on Connor.

      He gaped, his mouth hanging open, his eyes wide. The knife slipped from his hand as recognition came to him just like it had to Katie.

      “Mom...?”

      Emmaline’s ghost swept forward and wrapped itself around her son, too quick for him to stop it, bloody arms and bloody body pressing into him so hard that he was shoved backward again, this time through the door of the room and out into the hallway. He screamed, and he struggled, but the ghost wasn’t something that could be fought with. It was formed from the blood.

      She was an angry echo of the woman who had watched from beyond the grave as her son molested and abused her daughter. How long had this been building up, Katie wondered. How long had Emmaline watched what was going on, powerless to stop it until finally that ivory brooch had found its way back home, to Twilight Ridge, and into Katie’s hands?

      Probably from the moment that Connor had lied about his sister being dead.

      All of that hatred pressed into one single moment.

      Now Emmaline would avenge her daughter.

      Katie thought about trying to stop what was happening. She knew this wasn’t right. Yes, maybe Connor deserved to die, but not like this. He deserved to pay for his crimes, but not like this.

      Still, she hesitated to move because a part of her thought that maybe he did deserve this. She remembered the way Amber had looked down in that cellar, drugged and hardly aware of what was being done to her. Slipping in and out of death, her spirit looking for help. Not dead. Not dead...

      Was this justice?

      Maybe. Maybe not. Katie didn’t know.

      Once more, she remembered what had happened to Amber, and she found that she honestly didn’t care if this was justice, or not.

      Connor needed to suffer.

      “Wait here,” she said to Riley. He nodded, his eyelids closed and fluttering.

      He was barely conscious now, and she was frantic to help him but with a dead man lying on the bed right next to them and a dead man in the hallway and a ghost formed from blood killing Connor Norstrom in the middle of it all...

      She gave Riley a kiss on the forehead. For now, it would have to do.

      Katie got to the hallway in time to see the bloody apparition enveloping Connor, wrapping around him in unnatural positions, arms bent like rubber around his shoulders and twisted around his neck, head arching up and over him like a snake’s. Her dress caught his legs. Soon he was immersed in blood.

      He screamed, begging for his life.

      “No, mother! No please, don’t do this I only wanted to keep Amber safe, please, please! Don’t do this!”

      His voice broke off into a gurgle as the blood crawled up over his face.

      Emmaline Norstrom screamed, too, a high-pitched shriek that chilled Katie to her bones.

      She stood there in the hallway, watching Connor fight for his life, stumbling backward a step at a time, pushing against something that wasn’t real, his hands splashing out only to be pulled under again. He was soaked with his mother’s blood.

      He was drowning in it.

      The very next time his face broke through the surface, Emmaline suffocated him by shoving a hand down deep between his teeth, pouring herself down his throat. Connor gagged, and swatted at her over and over, losing his balance completely and practically throwing himself backward, down the end of the hall, down to the edge of the staircase--

      And over the top.

      “No!” Katie finally called out, wanting it all to stop, wanting to have that moment back so that she could have done something to stop this killing.

      There was no stopping anything now. It was too late.

      She remembered what she had said to herself in the guestroom while holding her body protectively over Riley’s. She had wanted Connor to die. She wanted him to suffer like he made Amber suffer. To feel helpless, like he made Katie feel helpless.

      To die, like he was going to kill her and Riley.

      Now that she actually saw it happening, however, something changed for her. No matter what Connor had done, he was still a human being. Katie’s heart went out to him in a way that surprised her.

      But it was all too late.

      The ghost of Emmaline Norstrom and her son went tumbling down the stairs together, the dead tangled around the living. Katie rushed to the top stair to watch. The fall was not kind to Connor. He took the edges of the risers hard. The sound of bones snapping was loud in the otherwise silent Inn. He bled, right along with his mother, and it was impossible to distinguish his blood from hers.

      They landed at the bottom of the stairs in a heap, Connor’s body sprawled in a shallow pool of blood that spread across the floor around him. His arms and legs were flung out at sharp angles. There was no doubt his bones were broken.

      There was also no doubt that he was dead.

      This was what the ghost had wanted. Revenge for her daughter, at the cost of her son’s life. It had been terrible to witness. Katie took a few steps down, but that was all she could manage before her legs gave out and dropped her hard on her ass. She sat there, halfway down and halfway up the stairs, unable to go any further.

      She had thought that finding Amber had been the end of this curse. She was wrong. This had been the end. A horrible, horrible ending. The last few days had been an emotional roller coaster. Now that it was really over, she didn’t know what to think.

      So she sat there, thinking nothing, staring at the blood and at Connor Norstrom, and not really seeing any of it. Was Riley right? Should they move away from Twilight Ridge and find someplace that wasn’t full of ghosts? Not that she knew where that would be. She’d traveled all the way across the country when she moved here to New Hampshire, and the world of the dead had still found her.

      It wasn’t where she lived that mattered. It was the fact that ghosts always found her. Always.

      She heaved a sigh. Move, don’t move. She would always be in the middle of death and mayhem. It was her curse, as sure as that brooch with the carving of the ivory lady had been cursed.

      At least, for now, it was over.

      She stood up to go back to Riley. He still needed help. The night wasn’t over yet.

      A bubbling, gurgling sound caught her attention. Behind her, downstairs, the blood stirred.

      It moved.
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      At first, Katie thought that Connor was about to rise up from the dead.

      Then she saw the truth. It was the blood that was rising, climbing up from the floor to form the ghost of Emmaline Norstrom once more.

      It wasn’t over, and she wasn’t safe.

      But Riley was down the hall and still in the guest room, weak and injured and in need of help.

      The phone! Damn it. She forgot all about her cellphone. It was back in that room, too. Not that there was anyone she could call for help. Not with this.

      They were on their own.

      While she hesitated, the ghost reared her bloody head and stared at Katie with eyes of liquid red.

      She froze where she was. There was no sense in running. If Emmaline was going to come after her, there would be no way for Katie to stop her. Besides...they had done everything they could to appease this specter. They had returned the brooch to her family. They had found her daughter. They had unwittingly brought Connor Norstrom to his death.

      And it had nearly cost both her and Riley their lives.

      Wasn’t it enough? What more could Emmaline possibly ask from them?

      “What do you want?” she screamed at the ghost as it rose from the floor, a bloody mix of spirit and gore. “What do you want from us! What? WHAT!”

      The ghost slid forward, across the floor, leaving a smear of blood in her wake.

      Katie shot to her feet, the urge to run overwhelming even though she had just told herself it was pointless. It was a basic, primal instinct to run from the boogie man, to run from things that scared the living daylights out of you. She had to fight it, had to force herself to stand her ground and not back away from the ghost.

      There was nowhere to run from something this sinister.

      But her hand slipped into her pocket, and found the little metal cross that she always carried with her.

      When Emmaline smiled, and raised an arm that dripped fat gobs of blood, Katie’s heart tried to beat out of her chest.

      She held the cross up like a shield.

      The ghost regarded her little talisman. “I am angry,” she said in a voice that was liquidy and hollow.

      “I know you’re angry, Emmaline. I know you’re mad.” In one hand, Katie held onto that cross for dear life. She clenched her other into fist, curling it so tight that her fingernails bit into her flesh. “It’s over now. Amber is safe. Do you hear me? It’s over! You can be at peace. Just go away. Leave us alone!”

      The ghost moved closer, the hem of her bloody dress on the bottom stairs now. “I...am...angry...”

      Moving backward, Katie took a step up the stairs. Her resolve was starting to break, and the urge to run away like a frightened little animal was taking over. She had the cross, she told herself. She had the cross. “I know why you’re angry. I was there in the cellar. Remember? I was there. I saw what he did to your daughter. I’m the one you came to for help. I’m the one who saved Amber.”

      “Angry...”

      Emmaline rose up another two steps, three, four.

      Katie backpedaled a step at a time.

      “I know you’re angry, just listen to me--”

      “Angry.”

      “I know, just listen. I understand. We helped you!”

      She pushed the cross out further.

      “Angry.”

      “Leave me alone!”

      “ANGRY.”

      The voice broke over Katie like a foul breeze. She felt cold seep into her core. Every muscle in her body froze, and she was left staring at the ghost as it got closer.

      And closer.

      “Please,” she begged Emmaline. Her voice couldn’t get above a whisper. “Please. We helped you.”

      The ghost reached out, fingers just inches away from Katie’s face. The grin in that bloody visage spread in a wicked curl. “Help yourself, little girl.”

      Emmaline’s hand folded over Katie’s, and the cross, and squeezed.

      Katie could feel the warm squish of the ghost’s blood on her skin. In her palm and between her fingers, the cross grew warm in response. Then warmer.

      Then hot.

      Katie screamed. She wanted to move, she wanted to move, but her body wouldn’t move, and she needed to get away but she couldn’t and then Emmaline laughed, and blood spattered across Katie’s face.

      The cross was scalding her skin now.

      With a twist, the ghost forced Katie’s hand open, and the metal trinket fell away, useless and steaming and covered in blood.

      The bones in her wrist ground together under the grip of Emmaline Norstrom.

      Below them, in the main room of the Inn, they heard a voice.

      “Hello? Anyone home?”

      Emmaline hesitated, turning to look over her shoulder through eyes of blood. She let go of Katie’s hand, and Katie’s body was able to unlock enough for her to fall back, onto the steps, her spine taking the brunt of it. Her feet shook like they wanted to run, but they couldn’t quite do it.

      “Aunt Emmaline!” the rich, booming voice called up the stairs.

      Pastor Jim Sutter. He was here.

      Katie didn’t know whether to be relieved for her, or scared for him.

      The ghost turned now, bloody dress flowing, bloody face staring.

      When he saw Connor Norstrom lying broken on the floor at the base of the stairs, he stopped, and stood over his cousin for a moment. Katie could just see his lips moving in a prayer, and then he made the sign of the cross in the air above Connor.

      A prayer for the dead. Jim was trying to ease Connor’s passage to the other side. Katie couldn’t believe he could be that compassionate to someone who had done such horrible things when she hadn’t been able to find it in herself to do the same.

      Apparently, Emmaline couldn’t believe it either. She screamed, and howled in rage, and for a moment the air went dark around her as her fury manifested across the line between life and death.

      Jim turned away from Connor with a heavy sigh. He came walking up the stairs, taking his time like he didn’t have a care in the world. “I see you, Aunt Emmaline. I see you.”

      If his voice broke when he said that name this time, if his face looked like he was terrified down to his very soul, he didn’t let it stop him. He came up step, by step, until he was standing right in front of Emmaline.

      “Jim,” Katie tried to warn him. “Don’t do it.”

      He waved a hand at her. “Don’t you worry, Katie. Me and my aunt are just going to have a little conversation.”

      The fingers of his hand were curled around something. What did he have? Katie couldn’t see what it was, but she could see her little metal cross melted into the rug not far from where he stood. She wanted to tell him that it wouldn’t work. The cross hadn’t saved her.

      Emmaline reached out toward Jim. Still, he didn’t move.

      Then she spoke.

      “Angry.”

      Jim nodded. “I don’t blame you.”

      Then he brought up his hand, and uncurled his fingers to show what was lying in his palm.

      The brooch with the ivory lady.

      Emmaline startled, a ripple coursing across the bloody surface of her form as if someone had thrown a stone into a pond.

      “Mine,” she said in a hollow warble. “Always mine.”

      “It should have been buried with you,” Jim said. “You never took this off. It was important to you, and it got taken away when Connor refused to let you be buried with it. Take it back, now. It’s yours.”

      Slowly, she reached out for that piece of jewelry. Gory fingers scooped it up from Jim’s hand, and she held it close to her chest.

      And when she did, she melted away.

      A cascade of blood across the stairs, and a smile that was no longer hideous or evil but peaceful instead...that was the end of Emmaline Norstrom’s ghost.

      Jim stepped back, but it was only to keep from being splashed by Emmaline’s remains. In the next breath, he was coming right up to the stairs, jumping over the stains, to Katie, helping her up and holding her until she could stop shaking.

      “How did you know?” she asked him when she got her breath back. “How did you know that would work?”

      His laugh was thin. “I didn’t. Seemed like the thing to do, is all.”
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      Katie hated hospitals. She always had.

      She hated them even more now that she knew, at any moment, someone might die in their hospital bed, and then their ghost would be wandering the hallway for her to bump into.

      A shiver ran up her spine. She’d had enough of ghosts for her whole entire lifetime.

      Enough.

      An image of the hideous, bloody face of Emmaline Norstrom flashed through her memory, and Katie winced, closing her eyes tight. Emmaline was gone now. She had to keep reminding herself of that.

      It was all finally over.

      Three days had passed since all that happened, and she hadn’t gotten more than a few hours of sleep the whole time. Whenever she tried, she saw Emmaline’s smile. She heard Emmaline’s voice.

      “Angry...”

      And when she wasn’t seeing Emmaline, she saw Connor with his knife, stabbing Riley in the chest.

      Her eyes snapped open, and she jumped out of the chair in the corner of Riley’s hospital room, a scream about to burst out of her.

      “Katie?” Riley sat up in bed, careful of the IV line still in his left forearm, and the bandages around that shoulder. “Hey, are you okay?”

      She stopped, halfway across the room, heading for the door to leave. She didn’t want to go. Of course, she didn’t. She was just spooked. That was all.

      She’d been sitting here in this room for most of the time Riley had been here. First, after the surgery to close his injury while he’d slept off the anesthesia for hours. Then, to keep him company during the last two days while he recuperated. The doctors had said he could go home today, maybe, if his fever came down and his electrolytes went up and a hundred other little maybes and ifs.

      Her one hand sported a cast. Her wrist had been badly sprained but not broken, thank God. She’d been lucky.

      Katie took a breath, and reminded herself that they were safe here in the hospital. She didn’t need to run. She needed to stay with Riley. They needed to stay together.

      That was how they always got through anything. If she hadn’t found him, and if he wasn’t in Katie’s life, she really didn’t want to think about what she would do.

      A life without Riley. Now that really was horrifying.

      She went to his side, and sat on the edge of the bed, and laid down with him. Carefully, she slid her arm behind his head. “I love you,” she said to him. Just that, but it covered so much.

      “I love you, too,” he told her. “What’s the update from the Inn?”

      “You’re supposed to be resting.”

      “I can rest and help you with our business at the same time. Try me.”

      She grimaced, not even wanting to think about the Inn after everything they’d been through, but knowing that she had to just the same. It was her business. Their business, hers and Riley’s, just like he’d said. It was their responsibility.

      “The police are done investigating.” That was as good a place to start as any, she supposed. “They found Garret’s body, and they found Devin’s body, and it was easy for them to believe that Connor Norstrom had done that, especially after what I found in his basement.”

      Riley nodded. They had talked, just briefly, about what they were going to say to the police this time. That had been right before Riley had been taken to the hospital. They’d had plenty of practice in the past with lying to the police to cover up ghostly encounters. It was becoming almost too easy.

      It was a simple story they were passing off this time. Connor had come to the Inn looking for Katie, and when he couldn’t find her he killed Devin, and Garret, and then he’d tried to kill Riley. Katie had pushed Connor down the stairs in self-defense, and he broke his neck on the way down. It was just luck that it had worked out that way. Just luck.

      No ghosts.

      “Did they believe you?” Riley asked. “About it being an accident? Self-defense?”

      “Sure,” she said. “That was the easy part. I was worried that we were going to have to explain all the blood somehow. Now that would have been hard.”

      They exchanged a look, because there was no reason to talk about it. The blood had simply disappeared.

      Not all of it. The blood that was Connor’s, from his fall, was still there. The blood that was Riley’s, from his injury, was still there. The rest of it had seeped into the floors and the walls and the ceiling, and disappeared.

      All of it, that is, except the words on the wall. Not Dead. The police had taken lots of pictures of that. They told her that it just went to prove how crazy Connor Norstrom had been.

      Katie didn’t argue the point. Connor might not have written those words, but he was still certifiably insane. Katie was fine with him taking the blame for everything.

      It wasn’t just the blood that had disappeared, either. The brooch was gone. Returned to the grave with Emmaline where it was meant to be in the first place.

      There had been a bit of good news among all the bad. When the Troopers had arrived and searched the Inn, they found Devin’s girlfriend, Melissa, alive and hiding in another room. Connor had missed her, and she’d had the good sense to stay hidden and quiet. She’d been terrified when they found her, babbling about seeing blood and hearing screams and a lot of things that just don’t make sense.

      Shock, was how the police explained it. They were sure she’d be fine. In time.

      Katie doubted that very much because right now, she wasn’t sure that she would ever be fine again herself.

      This one had really taken its toll on her. She felt like she’d been sent through a dryer on high heat and then dragged a thousand miles through a desert. Or something like that. It was a hard sensation to describe. She felt...spent. Used up. Like she had nothing left to give.

      Like she just wanted to pack her things, and leave, and never look back.

      “Hey,” she said to Riley. “Remember when you were talking about leaving, and going back out west? Do you think...is that still something you still want to do?”

      He brightened, sitting up straighter, looking into her eyes with an eager expression. “Well, yeah. Of course, it is. Do you? I thought you were against the idea.”

      She twirled a lock of his hair through her fingers. “I was. I thought we were starting to make a life for ourselves here. I was even beginning to think about not flipping properties anymore and just making a go of it as an Innkeeper. I thought maybe the Heritage Inn could be our home forever. You know?”

      “I think I understand.” He shrugged, the hospital gown shifting so that one of his strong shoulders was laid bare. “I liked Twilight Ridge, too. I liked being there with you, at least. It was just...”

      “The ghosts.”

      “Right. The ghosts.”

      “And the nearly dying.”

      “Right. And the nearly dying.”

      “If we move,” she pointed out, “they might still find us. Different ghosts, in different places.”

      “I know. Shouldn’t we take a chance that we can be free from them? A chance is all we need.”

      “It’s all we’ve ever had.”

      They kissed, and it was a long time before either of them came up for air. The hospital room was private, and she wondered if maybe they could draw the curtain on the ceiling around the bed and get naked and wild.

      Under the hospital gown, she felt his body stirring. He was obviously having the same thoughts that she was.

      Shifting on the bed, working to get her clothes off, she kissed him again, and listened to him murmur her name.

      “Katie?”

      “Yes, Riley?”

      “We missed Halloween.”

      “Good,” she said to him, slipping a hand under his gown. “I never want to celebrate another Halloween again. Ever.”
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      “The city of New Orleans is the largest city in the state of Louisiana, a major port of commerce for the southern United States.”

      Well. That certainly was boring. Katie Pearson hadn’t come to Louisiana’s famous French quarter for boring. She was here for some excitement—and to take her mind off a lot of things.  Vacations were good for the soul, or so a fortune cookie had once told her.

      Looking through the rest of the brochure in her hands while she walked down the crowded sidewalk, she scanned ahead for something that would catch her interest.

      “Let’s see. Named after the Duke of Orleans...sold to the United States by Napoleon in 1803...still bored here. The city is built on thousands of feet of sand and clay which means it continues to sink day by day...okay, that’s kind of interesting. What else? Ah. Here we go. Party vibe on Bourbon Street. Live music. Restaurants. Shopping. Old churches. Voodoo temples?”

      Uh, definitely not that last one. Katie ran a hand through her windswept raven-black hair, trying to put it back in place, and quickly turned the brochure over. There had been too much scary paranormal stuff in her life as it was. Ghosts, and demons, and witches. It was like some horror movie directed by M. Night Shyamalan with a wicked twist every other Tuesday. She’d definitely had enough of that.

      The rest of it was what she was here for. Fun. That was what she was here for. The shopping and the clubs and dancing until her brains fried.

      On the back fold of the brochure there was a map. Time to get this party started. Now. If she was here...

      Someone bumped into her, or she bumped into him, not watching where she was going.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said immediately, holding onto his shoulders while she balanced herself back on her feet. They were nice shoulders, she couldn’t help but notice. Strong and broad, under a red silk shirt that was open down the front to the third button.

      His face was nice, too.

      He skin was tan, like color of a good Caramel Brulee. He had strong cheekbones, and a sharp chin, and hair that was so light brown it was almost blonde.

      It was his eyes that caught her attention. They were the most interesting pair of eyes she had ever seen. The iris of each was blue on the outer rim, darker and darker near the pupil until they were nearly purple.

      “Bonsoir, Chere,” he said with a smile. The accent was sort of French, and sort of not. It was its own sort of music. “No worries. No harm done. Eh, you are new for around here, oui?”

      “Um. Yes. I am.” Katie liked how friendly the people were here. Usually, she was very careful around strangers. A lot of people seemed friendly at first, until you saw what was underneath.

      There was something about this guy, though. Something that made her want to trust him.

      “And by yourself?” he asked.

      Katie cleared her throat. Nice as he looked, she wasn’t going to risk a whole sleeping with the enemy thing here in the Big Easy--and he certainly did look nice. It wasn’t easy to walk away from him.

      But that’s just what she was going to do.

      “I’m going to say goodbye now. Sorry for bumping into you.”

      “Carlson.”

      Katie blinked at him.  “What?”

      “That be my name, Chere. Carlson Hastings, at your service.”

      “Well. Nice to meet you, Carlson Hastings. I’m Katie Pearson.” She didn’t see any harm in giving him her real name. It wasn’t like they were going to see each other ever again. “So...I’m going to go now. Good night.”

      “You should try the Spiral Club, ma chere. You will not be disappointed, I guarantee. Oh, do not look so surprised, ma chere. Every beautiful girl comes to New Orleans eventually, and they want to find the best of the good times. You go to the Spiral Club, just Uptown that way. You won’t be disappointed.”

      “Uptown?” his way of talking was so mesmerizing. She couldn’t help but smile at him, and stare into those perfect eyes. “Which way is Uptown?’

      “No directions here, Katie Pearson. In New Orleans there is no North or South. There is only Uptown and Downtown and Riverside and Lakeside. That is because our city exists in its own time, and its own place, no? You will see. The Spiral Club. Just up that way. Laissez les bon temps rouler.”

      Katie had done enough research before coming here that she knew what that phrase meant. ‘Let the good times roll’ was the unofficial motto of New Orleans. That was exactly what she wanted to do.

      “Thank you, Carlson. The Spiral Club it is.”

      He winked at her and turned away, melting into the crowds around them. There was one last flash of that red shirt, and then he was gone.
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      Katie couldn’t help but wonder, after Carlson was gone, if she had made a mistake in not asking him to be her personal guide.

      A beautiful man bumps into her in the middle of an exotic city, and she just lets him go? What was that all about?

      Yes, sure, she had a boyfriend back in Twilight Ridge, where she currently lived. Riley and her had decided to take a break after their last argument, proving once again that nothing was forever. Not even love.

      She sighed as she checked the business names on the store fronts. You could find anything you wanted in this place. Clothing, jewelry, food, books, and all sorts of things that she never even knew she wanted to look at. There were psychics and palm readers and she lost count of how many voodoo themed shops she passed. That weirdo religion was everywhere down here. More for the tourists, she thought. It was hard to believe anyone could be a diehard voodoo practitioner in this modern age.

      In the window of a place that specialized in alligator skin products, Katie checked herself over. Her hazel eyes stared back at her before she looked down to straighten the lines of her blue dress. The ribbons dangling off her left shoulder were black. It was a thing of beauty, and it had been an extravagance for her to buy it. Not that her bank account was in any danger. It was just the first time she’d ever spent four hundred dollars on a single piece of clothing.

      If she was going to do New Orleans, then she was going to do it right.

      She blinked and focused on the display of leather products in the window case. Alligator leather? Was it even legal to sell alligator leather? Were there really that many alligators in the bayou that people could skin them and tan them and turn them into...oh, those shoes were so super cute!

      Could she really where a lizard on her feet? Hmm. With those straps and those heels, she could.

      Behind her, in the reflection, she saw a tall white man wearing a black tuxedo complete with a tall top hat set at a rakish angle.

      Katie whirled around, bumping into several people as she did. They all kept going without even noticing her.

      The man in the top hat was gone.

      She took a deep breath, and told herself that she was just keyed up. There couldn’t have been someone watching her. Not here. No one knew her here. She must have been imagining it. Or maybe Top Hat Man was just a fan of alligator leather.

      Her watch told her that it was getting late. She didn’t know where the night would end up but she knew it wouldn’t go anywhere if she didn’t get started.

      Just one more block Uptown she found the club that Carlson had told her about. She was going to like using the terms he used for directions. They actually made a lot of sense now that she was thinking about them. You went exactly in the direction you wanted to go.

      Katie knew that the people of New Orleans had a reputation for being sleepy and plodding and a little slow. She suspected, however, that they were a lot smarter in their own way than anyone was willing to give them credit for.

      The Spiral Club was thumping with a deep techno beat that penetrated out through the painted cement walls. Windows that would have looked in on the action were blacked out so that no one standing on the street could see in. There were a lot of people on the street, too. Young guys in tight pants and open-front shirts, young girls in skimpy dance clothes--some of them wearing less than Katie would have been comfortable wearing to the beach. Everything was illuminated in pulsing green and red neon light.

      There were some older people, too. Hot men and women in their thirties and forties stood by with all the rest waiting their turn to get in. Katie suddenly felt out of place, being among the older people here. This might not be her kind of scene, after all. There were heavy velvet ropes hung from brass poles in a semi-circle around the front door, keeping anyone from getting in unless the bouncer let them through.

      He was a mountain of a man, all muscle and no neck. The black t-shirt he was wearing must’ve been his kid brother’s because Katie could actually see the outline of the veins in his biceps through the fabric. From behind sunglasses, he scanned the crowd and picked out couples who he thought met the Spiral Club’s rigorous standards of young, hot, and sexy.

      Katie bit her lip. If this was a popularity contest then she figured she might as well go right now. Katie was never the popular girl in school. She’d lived her life quietly. Her body was nice, but not Victoria’s Secret perfect. Her boyfriend Riley had never had any complaints. No, the way she looked wasn’t the reason why they were in trouble just now.

      That was something else entirely.

      Not that it mattered right now. Katie had been expecting to come to a club where you paid a cover charge, and that was it. She hadn’t been expecting a selection process. She didn’t want to wait out here in the crowd for an hour--or longer--before even getting noticed by the bouncer. She was here to have fun. Not stand in line.

      “Are you here to get in?”

      A girl half Katie’s age was standing next to her, asking that question with a smirk. One perfectly sculpted eyebrow was cocked up in disbelief. Her fingers played with several colored bead necklaces around her pretty, perfect neck.

      Katie met the girl’s vacuous stare. “That’s generally what you do at a nightclub, isn’t it?”

      The girl and her boyfriend both snorted in laughter. “It’s what me and my friends do at a nightclub, sure. No idea what somebody your age does at a place like this, though.”

      Then she twirled on her high heels and led her guy friend away to another group of kids just as young, and two seconds later all of them were laughing uproariously.

      Katie rolled her eyes, crossing her arms under her breasts and staring off in the other direction. She wanted to go slap some manners into the whole group of them but she knew it wouldn’t do any good. Wisdom didn’t always come with age, but there were always people out there who wanted to use their youth as an excuse to stay ignorant.

      Her good mood from earlier was evaporating quickly. She adjusted the strap of her clutch purse over her one shoulder, and debated with herself whether she should stay, or go.

      Go, she decided. There were dozens of clubs all around New Orleans that she could get into. She didn’t need to get into this one specifically.

      Feeling good about her decision, Katie found her smile again, and turned to go.

      “Hey, pretty woman,” a voice called to her through the crowd. “You come inside now, yeah?”

      Katie looked back over her shoulder to see the mountain guarding the door pointing at her, waving her over to the ropes. For just a moment she thought about leaving anyway but then she saw the look on that teenager’s face with her perfectly sculpted eyebrows. She wasn’t even trying to hide the sheer surprise that Katie would be picked first over her.

      It gave Katie a perverse kind of pleasure to stalk back through the crowd, right past Miss Perfect Eyebrows, and step through the velvet rope when the bouncer moved it.

      Ha. Take that.

      “Thank you,” she said to the bouncer, craning her neck to look up and see his face.

      “Welcome, Miss,” the man replied, his voice raised over the thumping music and the noise of the crowd. “Mister Hastings asked for you special.”

      Then he winked, and held the door open for her.

      “Wait,” she started to ask. “What...?”

      Hastings? Could it be?

      The door to the club closed again, and for a moment her eyes were blinded by the darker lighting inside. When her vision recovered, a man in a red silk shirt was taking her into his arms.

      “There you are, ma chere,” Carlson Hastings said to her. “Thought you’d never get here.”
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      “You,” Katie said, completely at a loss for words. “How did you get here?”

      His smile was bright in the shadowy light. He had to lean in close to her so he could speak into her ear and be heard over the music in the background. “I know all the shortcuts. Nothing happens in New Orleans, Carlson Hastings doesn’t know about it.”

      “No, I mean...” Katie’s head was spinning. The music was loud. Her pulse was starting to thrum in time to the flashing of the multicolored lights cutting through the darkness all around them. There were people everywhere, dancing or standing around and all of them talking, talking, talking. His scent was a mix of earthy spices and hot flesh. It was making it hard for her to concentrate. “I mean, how come the big guy at the door listened to you and let me in?”

      “Oh, that.” He laughed in a carefree way, and twirled her until they were both out on the dancefloor, pressed on all sides by gyrating bodies. “It just so happens that I own this club. Besides, my people have their instructions to bring in only the most beautiful of people.”

      He twirled her around again, skillfully bringing her back into his arms without ever once hitting anyone else.

      Then he leaned into her ear again, and said, “The most beautiful people is, of course, what you are.”

      Katie could feel herself blushing, and was glad for the dim lighting inside the Spiral Club. Riley flashed through her mind, but only for a second, and then she was forgetting all about him in the arms of this man here. After all, he’d forgotten all about her.

      They danced for what seemed like an eternity. It was slow and sensual even though the beat of the music was driving through her veins. She was mesmerized by the way he put his entire body into his movements. Not just his arms, and his legs, but his hands on her hips, and his torso, and his eyes. She tried to match what he did and found herself swaying her hips back and forth, like a hypnotist’s lure.

      She forgot herself in the music, throwing back her head, tossing her hair, laughing at everything and nothing and realizing that this was exactly what she had wanted to find in New Orleans. Total abandon. Here she could completely forget herself and be whoever she wanted.

      Right now, she wanted to be Carlson’s dance partner.

      Perspiration was beading at the nape of her neck, trickling down the line of her spine, when Carlson took her by the hand and pulled her away from the dance floor. Katie found herself whisked into a private room off to the side of everything. There were red leather couches and an oval table in the middle and deep, shag carpeting. The lighting here was soft and brighter than the club. Gratefully, she flung herself down on one of the couches and kicked off her heels. Her feet were going to feel this in the morning.

      “Oh, I don’t know if I could stand for another minute!” she laughed, draping an arm over her face. “I can’t remember when the last time was that I had that kind of fun.”

      “Then it has been far too long,” Carlson said to her.

      He was over by the door, and when he closed it, the noise from the Spiral Club became a muted hum. Whatever he was using for soundproofing here in this private space, it was working really well.

      Suddenly there was a tall, thin glass of something being pressed into her hand. She opened her eyes again, finding bubbly champagne with cut up strawberries swimming in the bottom.

      “Ooh,” she sighed. “That’s nice. One of the perks of being the owner?”

      “Not even the greatest one, ma chere.” He raised a glass of his own to her, and sat down on the other couch across the table from her. “There will be more dancing, I promise. For now we sit, and we talk, no?”

      Katie realized she was in a room alone with a man she had only just met, the door was probably locked, and no one at all knew she was here.

      Not that she was worried. What she could be feeling could best be described as fascination. Something not unlike attraction. Her body and her mind were all worked up from the events of the evening. She looked at this dark stranger, into his eerie, attractive eyes.

      And she found that she was seriously turned on.

      Sitting up straighter, hoping he wouldn’t notice her keen interest in what he would look like without that red silk shirt. The heat in her core was just a smoldering distraction right now. She had to wonder, if he took her in his arms like he had out on the dance floor, would the sparks fly?

      “So,” he said to her. “You must tell me about yourself.”

      She smiled a little smile. “Oh? I have to tell you?”

      “You simply must. I insist. It is the cost of giving you such royal treatment in my club.”

      Katie raised her glass, and then sipped some of the fruity, dry liquid. It was so good. She would never drink champagne the same way again.

      “There’s not much to tell,” she said, licking the taste on her lips.

      His eyes followed the tip of her tongue. “Now, I know that is not true. I have an eye for special people. You, Katie Pearson, are special. Tell me where you are from. Tell me what you do to make money, that most evil of all necessities.”

      “Ha. Well, it is the root of all evil, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but we still need it.”

      “That is true, for sure. Well. I actually own my own business.”

      “Ah, you are talented as well as lovely then.”

      Her cheeks were probably just as red as they felt, but she could always blame it on her drink. “I don’t know about talented.” Although, that was exactly what she was. She was trying to be humble, but she had a real flair for what she did. In fact, she was better at it than most. “Actually, I flip houses for a living.”

      He blinked at her, obviously confused by the way she had explained it. “You turn houses upside down? This is a new thing?”

      She giggled, and when she tried to stop herself she snorted. “No, no. I don’t mean I literally ‘flip’ the house. What I do is I find old houses that are in decent shape but have maybe been neglected for a few years. I purchase the house, and then I fix it up and bring it back to life, and then sell it for a profit.”

      Carlson leaned forward in his seat, putting his drink down on the table, completely forgetting about it. “You renovate the houses.”

      “Well, yes. I need to have a good sense of what a house will look like when it’s done, before I ever buy it. Some places look like they’re in good shape when they’re really just a few termites away from falling apart altogether. Some other houses look like they’re ready for the scrap heap when they’ve got the most to give. It’s an art, really, knowing which houses to buy and which to pass over.”

      Carlson was fascinated, hanging off her every word. “How do you know? I mean, how do you know which place is good and which place is...tres mal, as they say. Which ones are bad?”

      Katie shrugged, and the strap of her dress slid down her left shoulder. “I just know. Like you said, it’s a talent. A gift, I guess.”

      Although that same gift came with a price. Sometimes she found houses that were full of more than just memories--no, more than sometimes. A lot of times, the houses Katie chose were haunted. It was like the ghosts were attracted to her.

      Or she was attracted to them.

      Either way, she decided not to tell Carlson about that part. There was no need to ruin the moment, after all. There was still a smoldering attraction between the two of them, and so far the night had been too much fun for her to ruin it with the truth about her and ghosts.

      She took another long sip of the champagne. A strawberry touched up against her lips as she did, and she sucked it in, chewing it slowly between her teeth. That was where all the alcohol settled. The fruit just soaked it up.

      Her head was still spinning from the dance floor, and this whirlwind, whatever it was, that was happening between her and Carlson. She felt lightheaded, all of a sudden, and she had to put her drink down before she dropped it.

      Somehow she misjudged where the edge of the table was, and she realized a moment too late that the glass was falling through midair. Carlson leapt and saved it, placing it gracefully up where she had intended it to go. As he did, he placed a hand on her knee, and the warmth from his touch spread through her until it mixed with the heat of her arousal and she gasped.

      Katie leaned in close to Carlson. His image was beginning to blur. How much of that champagne had she drank? Her mouth parted, and she whispered something into his ear, and then he was holding her very, very close.

      “Shh,” he whispered to her. “No worries, ma chere. We will talk tomorrow. We have much to discuss. Oui. Much to discuss.”

      Then the darkness of the club was back, and she closed her eyes against it.
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      The next thing she knew, she was opening her eyes again.

      She was laying down, but not on the hot leather couch. Beneath her, and all around her, she was enveloped in soft, cool sheets.

      She was also in her underwear.

      And, she was not in her own bed.

      Confused, Katie sat up straight and pulled the sheet higher to cover the cups of her lacy bra. She tried to remember how she’d gotten here. She remembered coming to New Orleans on vacation, and then the club, and being with Carlson in that room with the leather couches, and drinking with him.

      Then, nothing.

      The alcohol! Carlson must have put something in it other than strawberries. Panic began to set in because as attractive as she found him she didn’t like to think of what might have happened in the time between when she had her dress on, and now.

      Hesitantly, she swung her feet over the side of the bed, reaching down to find the floor.

      At the same time, the lights in the room came on.

      Dropping into a plush chair in the opposite corner, Carlson crossed his legs, and smiled broadly at her. “I was wondering when you were going to awake, ma chere.”

      “What time is it?” she asked, suddenly realizing she didn’t even know.

      “After dawn. A little after eight. New Orleans is asleep now. It will wake again when the sun goes down.”

      “I thought there were things to do in this city during the day?”

      “Mais oui. Of course there is, but nothing interesting. The fun things happen at night. I will show you, if you like.”

      “Show me? What did you do to me, Carlson?”

      He somehow managed to look surprised at her suggestion. “I did nothing, to be sure. Except give you my bed when you passed out. We’re in my apartment above the Spiral Club. You blacked out in the middle of a sentence. Kind of ruined the moment. You’re not used to how we party in the Big Easy, no?”

      “You put something in my drink!”

      “No, of course not...well, a bit, perhaps. It is just a bit of a kick. Nothing bad, but then I forget people who are not yats may not be used to it. I should have thought and given you something milder. That is my fault, yes.”

      Katie was following most of what he said, even with the smooth accent, but a few words were still hard for her fuzzy brain to get around. “Yat?  What’s a yat?”

      “Heh. It is what we call each other. A ‘yat’ is a local. I’m a yat. You’re not, and I need to take it slower for you.”

      Caught under the sheet, one leg hanging out, Katie glared at him. “Take it slower? Who took off my clothes? That’s not slow!”

      “But, of course I did. You could not sleep in that dress you were wearing. I’m a bit surprised you could breathe in it.”

      “I was just fine in my dress, thank you. Um. Where is my dress?”

      “In the closet.” He pointed off to her left. “You might want to wear what I laid out for you on the dresser, instead.”

      Katie squinted, and focused on the dresser next to the bed. There was a pair of jeans folded on top, and a comfortable looking shirt, and even a pair of sneakers--all of it very suspiciously in her size.

      A frown spread over her face, and this time when she looked at Carlson, she was hardly able to meet his eyes. “Did we... Tell me the truth. Did you and me...?”

      His laughter was abrupt and honest, and it put her more at ease than his words did. “No, we did not. Not that I would kick you out of bed, as they say, but I would not take advantage of a woman. If you can not ask, I can not give. If you can not ask, it would be wrong to take. You see?”

      She swallowed, and nodded. That was one thing off her mind, at least. Well. In his own way, Carlson was being a true gentleman.

      That didn’t explain what he wanted from her now, however.

      “All right,” she said, pushing her long hair back over a shoulder. “Let’s try this. Why did you take me out of my dress, and then get me new clothes. Where did you even get those clothes?”

      “I keep some things on hand. These, however, I sent out my friend to get for you.”

      “And you just happened to know my size?”

      She had an image flash in her mind, of him measuring her waist with his hands while she lay here in nothing but her lacy panties . . .

      He shrugged. “I’ve an eye for such things. Now, allez. Get dressed, and we will go.”

      “Go? Uh, where is it you think I’m going?”

      He stood up, giving her a bow from his waist and then a wave of his arm through the air. “We go to do what you do best.”

      Then he strode to the door and closed it behind him, giving her privacy to put on the on his dresser.

      Katie didn’t have a whole lot of choice, unless she wanted to stay nearly naked in his bed all day. She wondered to herself, of the two choices, which would be the least bizarre?

      After another moment, she dropped the sheet and reached for the jeans.
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      She found that Carlson wasn’t exactly wrong. New Orleans during the day wasn’t a ghost town, by any means, but it had a very different feel than New Orleans at night. In the daylight, New Orleans was all business. Shops selling wares, people standing on corners in color costumes handing out flyers for events or grand openings. That sort of thing. Except for the accents and the colorful storefronts and the streetcars, it could’ve been any city in the country, anywhere.

      At Bourbon Street, Carlson stepped them into a small café that he said served the best shrimp gumbo he’d ever eaten, and an amazing Bananas Foster as well. Katie had eaten gumbo before, of course, but what she’d eaten was nothing like this. This bowl of thick red sauce and pieces of shrimp, sausage and bell pepper seemed more authentic than any other dish by the same name she had ever eaten.

      Maybe it was because she was sitting in an authentic New Orleans restaurant. Maybe it was the man sitting across from her, watching her savor every bite with a little smile on his lips.

      Some of the bites took a little longer, on purpose, and Katie enjoyed the way his eyes lingered on her.

      She hadn’t ever had bananas foster before, however. She hadn’t been prepared for the way the sweet sauce warmed on her tongue, or the mix of cold and heat as it went down her throat.

      “Mmm,” she murmured, sliding the spoon between her tightly pressed lips to get the last of the taste before setting her empty glass bowl aside. “This is really good.”

      “You have not lived, until you have lived in New Orleans.”

      “I believe you.” Still, there were some nagging questions that she thought she really deserved an answer to. Resting her elbows on the table, she leaned in so she could lower her voice. “All right, do you want to tell me what’s going on now? I didn’t ask any questions, because you said not to, and this is nice and all, but I really need to know you aren’t trying to kidnap me into the sex trade, or something.”

      He laughed quietly, and shook his head. “You would fetch a fine price, I am sure, but no. Nothing like that.”

      “Then what is it like?”

      There were lots of people in the café, but none of them had paid her and Carlson any mind except the smiling waitress. Still, there was no sense in taking chances. She’d had too many experiences with the weird not to know when something strange was happening.

      “I told you, mon chere, we are going to do what you do best.”

      “Which is...?”

      “Exactly what you said. You know what houses are worth saving. What houses you can, as you said, put money into and make whole again.”

      Katie thought that was a very romantic way of putting it. That wasn’t what she had told him she did, exactly. “I can’t work magic,” she said with a shrug.

      He made an odd motion with one hand. “You should be careful how you use that word in New Orleans. Here, magic is more than just a word. Here, magic is everywhere. On every street. In every shop. In the eye of every person you meet.”

      The way he said it, she could believe him. She could almost feel the magic all around her. “That’s a nice way of looking at things, Carlson, but I--"

      “What? You don’t believe in magic?”

      Oh, but wasn’t that a loaded question. Ghosts, yes. Evil spirits of dead witches, yes. Things that go bump in the night and occasionally try to drag you to Hell, yes. Magic?

      Not so much.

      “That’s not the point,” she told him. “What I’m saying, is you’ve been really wonderful and yes, I know how to pick out houses to flip for profit but I wasn’t expecting to do anything like that this trip. This is just a vacation for me. I appreciate the dancing and the change of clothes and this lunch was really nice, but...”

      She watched as his face fell. It was then that she realized how important this was to him. Yes, she’d only just met him and even though there was this strange attraction building between them, she wasn’t in the habit of doing favors for men she’d only just met.

      Then again, she was here in New Orleans anyway, and it wouldn’t hurt her to give him half an hour of her time to help him out. Especially if there might be more dancing tonight, and drinking, and maybe a chance to be in his bed but actually remember it this time.

      Well. That might be expecting a bit too much out of this. She’d made a friend. That was plenty for now.

      Especially until she had figured out the situation with Riley. Her boyfriend had made it pretty clear before she left that he wanted space. Well, she was giving him half a continent of space and still she wasn’t sure it was enough for him. The things he’d said made it feel like there was nothing for her to go back to.

      On the other hand, there sure was something sitting right here, at this table with her.

      “Know what, Carlson?” she said to him. “Let’s do it. Show me this place you’ve got in mind and I promise to give you the benefit of my expertise.”

      His smile immediately returned. “Are you sure? You will do this for me?”

      “Sure. I’ll bring the knowhow, you bring the magic.”

      He reached out for her hand, and she thought he was going to shake hers, until he brought her knuckles up to his lips and kissed them tenderly. The touch sent invisible sparks dancing over the back of her hand.

      “Ma chere,” he told her, “this is the start of something beautiful.”
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      At some point, the streets stopped having names.

      At least, there weren’t any signs to give Katie the names. She tried finding her position on Google Earth using her cellphone, but the little arrow that was supposed to represent her was squarely in the middle of an empty green field, somewhere in the Garden District.

      “This place is off the beaten path,” Carlson explained to her. “Won’t find it on a map. Tourists don’t know it’s here. Just us locals.”

      “The yat,” she said, hoping she was using the word correctly.

      “Ah, mais oui,” he said, obviously enjoying her attempt to use the vernacular, whether she nailed it or not. “It is an up and coming section of our fair city. Soon, it will be bustling with shops and hotels and the like--in a year, maybe two. I wish to expand my empire of clubs. Here, in this place where I’m taking you, I will have the Spiral Club Two. Or perhaps, Club Chere, named after you.”

      Blushing again, Katie hid her smile by looking into a shop window they were passing. Inside, handmade yarn dolls were displayed on shelves. Most had “I Love New Orleans” embroidered on their front. The dolls were all different colors. Some had yellow hair. Some had straight black yarn like dreadlocks. Some were bald.

      None of them had faces.

      A figure moved behind her in the reflection. A tall man, wearing a tuxedo, and a top hat set on his head at a rakish angle. In the light of day she could see how thin he was. The bones of his face stood out clearly under his dark skin, like an animated skull.

      His hand reached out for her.

      With a gasp, Katie turned around to face the man.

      He was gone, just like before.

      ”What’s wrong?” Carlson asked her. “You look like you’ve seen a--"

      “Don’t say it!” Katie warned him, a little more sharply than she’d meant to.

      He studied her for a long moment, and then shrugged in that way he had. “No worries, then. There is plenty of ghosts to be found here in New Orleans, however. Plenty and then some.”

      In the heat of the Louisiana sun, Katie felt a cold sweat trickle down her skin, under this shirt that Carlson had given her to wear. She’d had more than enough of ghosts to last her a lifetime already.

      Besides, this probably wasn’t a ghost. She’d seen lots of people here in the Big Easy who dressed like undertakers. That’s all this was. Probably. At least, she hoped so. Just a man walking around New Orleans who happened to cross her path twice. Right. That’s all it was.

      When a cloud passed over the sun, she shivered.

      Then she put the whole mess away from her mind and smiled at Carlson, linking her arm through his. “Come on. Show me where this house is.”

      He talked to her while they walked, telling her some of the rich history of New Orleans, and of the different quarters, the streets, the famous people who had lived and died here. It was a history of wars and acquisitions, of personal sacrifice and sometimes triumph. She listened to every word, spoken in his beautiful accent, and tried at the same time to remember the way he’d taken her on these winding, nameless streets.

      It was hopeless. Before too much longer, she was completely lost. If Carlson spun her around three times really fast and then ran away, she might never find her way out again.

      “Here we are,” he said to her at last. “This is the grand gem I mentioned to you.”

      They were standing in front of a two story home wedged in a row of homes, each of them nearly shoulder to shoulder, barely a foot of space between any of them. The street was arrow straight, and each of the houses seemed to be trying to crawl their way to the pavement.

      It was a hulking structure, two stories high with a full attic on top of that. There were gabled windows, and a metal chimney pipe sticking up through the roof, and an overhang over the first floor that meant the second story was bigger than the first. Katie knew from her experiences in buying and selling houses that people would often do that, back in the day, because they would be taxed based on square footage on the ground. Make the first floor smaller than the rest, and the taxman doesn’t take as much.

      “So?” Carlson asked, impatient for her opinion. “What do you think?”

      She gave the outside a critical look. She wanted to make sure of what she was thinking before she said anything. Without going inside, of course, she couldn’t make a real determination but from the outside, it didn’t look half bad. The roof shingles needed replacing in several places but it didn’t look like the weather had gotten through to the decking underneath. It stood straight and proud even though other places on the street were beginning to slouch toward their neighbors.

      It gave a gloomy impression, but that was because the sides were a uniform gray, whatever color had been there before now faded by years in the sun. The windows needed cleaning. The trim needed attention, and some of it was going to need to be replaced.

      Still, she could see how it used to be beautiful. Stately lines and bold features. There were carvings in the heavy wood of the door. She squinted and saw they were lions and snakes and bats. Very creative. Someone would pay a great deal for a house with that kind of detail crafted into the woodwork, especially if it was all through the interior of the house, too.

      “Not bad,” she said, carefully. “I’d need to see the inside to be sure but from a first glance, yes. This is the kind of place I would invest in. I’d want to buy the homes to either side, though, and tear them down to give this home more space.”

      “No,” he said firmly. “We can’t do that.”

      “Why not?” she asked. “If it’s a question of money, I’m confident you could buy the whole block right now for a low six figures.”

      He chuckled softly. “No, it’s not a matter of the money. I have more than enough to make this dream of mine a reality. That is not it at all.”

      “Then what?”

      Carlson looked up and down the street, his eyes cloudy. “Some things do not belong to me, or you, or to anyone. They belong to New Orleans.”

      Well. That was a bizarre thing to say. Katie let it go without comment from her. Different cultures looked at things differently, even property. For her, this was a street full of potential profit and rebirth. To someone who lived here, it was probably historic. Probably couldn’t change too much without insulting the locals. The ‘yat.’

      “Okay, well,” she said, taking a breath and trying to get up to speed on what it was he was asking her to do. “Let’s go inside. You can show me the rest of it. I’m guessing you can do that, right? Show me inside?”

      “Yes. I can. We just need to meet someone. He’s the current owner of the place. Oh look, he’s already here.”

      He was pointing towards the front door, and Katie turned to look that way, wondering what he meant.

      The doorway to the home opened slowly, on hinges that squeaked and groaned. Stepping out, onto the framed wooden steps, was a tall man, in a tuxedo, wearing a top hat at a rakish angle.
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      Mister Top Hat was real, after all.

      Katie took a minute to let that sink in. He wasn’t in her imagination, and he wasn’t a ghost. He was just a tall, thin, skeletal man in a black tux with long tails and a white button up shirt and that hat. His smile stretched to show teeth. His bow was elegant.

      He doffed the hat to show perfect, snow white hair that tightly framed his skull.

      Then he stood up again, and put the hat back in place.

      “On time as always, my dear Carlson.” His voice was deep and dry, like his throat was full of sand. “And who is this beautiful creature you have brought me?”

      “I brought an expert,” Carlson explained. “Just met her last night. This is Katie Pearson. She’s visiting our fair city, and she has a special knack for knowing about houses and such. She likes the house.”

      “Well, what I’ve seen so far,” Katie was quick to add. “I would need to see what’s on the inside before I had any real input to give.”

      With a flick of his shoulder and a roll of his arm, Mister Top Hat bent at his waist again, and extended a hand toward the open door. “Then do come in. I invite you to enjoy my home.”

      “Your home?” Katie looked over at Carlson, confused. “Oh, are you buying this place from...” It occurred to her that she didn’t know this man’s name.

      “Xavier Holsten,” Mister Top Hat said. “That is my name. This house has been in my family for several generations, and has a long history in its own right. Once upon a time, was the site of a voodoo temple.”

      Katie’s head snapped around to stare at Carlson. He’d left that detail out.

      His shrug was unconcerned. “This is New Orleans, ma chere. Can’t spin a cat without hitting someplace that was sacred to voodoo.”

      Xavier laughed. “Yeah, that is the way of it, sure enough. I know the past, but it’s been a good home to my family. To think there will be new blood here pleases me greatly. It certainly does.”

      Katie followed Xavier and Carlson inside. The two men chatted about different things as they walked down the long entrance hall. Katie could only understand some of it. They kept switching between Creole and English. Her high school French wasn’t getting her very far.

      So, she left off trying to eavesdrop and instead put her focus on the house itself. There were several rooms on the first floor, all of them with furniture draped by heavy white cloths. The floorboards sagged and creaked. The wallpaper was peeling at the seams. There were paintings here and there of New Orleans, but done in a style that gave a darkly cartoonish view of the city. Like the buildings were all watching her, crowding the edges of the frames to get a better look at her.

      One of those paintings showed several buildings on fire, dark smoke roiling and people scattering in all directions as the flames danced. Katie looked away from that one quickly. What she saw disturbed her. If the house was going to be refurbished, that would have to be one of the first things to go.

      Toward the back of the house, stairs led up to the second floor. Katie stopped at the bottom of them, and looked up. There was a railing around the second floor landing, and then the stairs continued up to a closed door. The attic, she figured.

      “What do you think?” Carlson asked. The men had both been quiet up until now.

      “You would have to do some heavy renovations to make this into a nightclub,” she pointed out. You’ll have to strip the downstairs and take out several walls to expand the space. The floors will need to be completely redone. I’d like to get a look at the support structure underneath. Where’s the access to the basement?”

      “Here,” Xavier said, reaching out to the door concealed to the side of the staircase, underneath the risers. “I did tell him that this would make a better home than a club, but my friend has narrow vision, as they say.”

      He smiled at Katie, his skin wrinkling and his teeth gleaming. She waited for him to open the door to the basement. He just stood there, smiling.

      “So, that’s the basement? Are you going to let me see it?”

      Xavier rattled the handle. “I’m afraid it’s locked. I’m not a very trusting man. I believe that everyone has a dark side. Don’t you agree?”

      “Uh, I suppose.”

      “Oh, but you must! People are capable of doing such horrible things if you let them. So I say, don’t let them.”

      He winked at her, and for a moment, a shadow passed across his features and brought the impression of a grinning skull into stark contrast.

      “I’ll still need to see the basement,” Katie insisted.

      “Ah, well.” Xavier took off his hat to scratch at his hair. “In that case I’ll have to get the key. Now, I know it’s in here somewhere. Might take me and Carlson a bit to find it, but find it we will. Why don’t you go ahead on up to the second floor and have a look see at what you can find up there?”

      Katie had been working at her profession for several years. She’d met all sorts of people, and she knew when someone was trying to shine her on. Xavier presented himself like a true gentleman, but there was something about him that made her uneasy.

      But she wasn’t going to let any man intimidate her. She’d made that decision a long time ago.

      She started up the steps without hesitation, not even bothering to look back to see if Carlson had gone with Xavier. She could walk through a house by herself without getting into trouble. She didn’t need Carlson’s help.

      A thought flashed into her head as she climbed the stairs. She wished, just for a second, that Riley was here. He was a general contractor, able to build anything, fix anything, make anything out of practically nothing. They had made a great team, him and her. She found the properties to flip, he directed the work crews to fix the places up the way they wanted. After that, it was always just a matter of waiting for the sale and the profits to roll in.

      They were a good team in every other respect, too. In life, and in bed, and...just everything.

      Or so she’d thought. What was that thing he’d said to her about feeling lost in her shadow?

      Whatever. He had a whole lot of explaining to do before she would think of them as partners again. A whole lot of explaining.

      Where was she?

      Katie stopped in the middle of a hallway, suddenly not really sure how she’d gotten here. She’d been so wrapped up in her thoughts about Riley that she hadn’t been paying attention to the turns she was taking. She remembered stepping off the stairs, onto the second floor, and then there was a turn she’d taken into a room that had a door at the back, a smaller door, that led into another hallway...and then there might have been a door...or another right turn?

      She couldn’t remember.
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      Blinking, Katie turned in a full circle, trying to remember how she got to this point. More importantly, how to get back.

      There were no windows in this hallway. No doors. The wallpaper was purple, with yellow flowers, and strips of it had started to uncurl at the top near the ceiling where the glue had dried out over the years. Old incandescent bulbs in wall sconces burned with a yellow, dull light.

      At the far end the hallway made a ninety degree turn to the right. At this end, there was a turn to the right as well, just a few steps away.

      That didn’t make any sense. She’d seen the house from the outside, and it wasn’t big enough to have this kind of second floor design. Granted, the second floor was bigger than the first, but still. She was expecting a central hallway, with rooms off to either side, like there was downstairs. Or maybe a hall that led around the outside of the floor plan, with all the rooms in the middle.

      There was no way for her mind to fit this hallway into what she knew had to be the reality of this space.

      Yet, here she was.

      All right. Well, every once in a while there was a house that managed to surprise her. Maybe this one was doing the same.

      So, which way to go? She wasn’t worried about her choice, because of course whichever way she went she would eventually end up back at the staircase and then she could go back down and meet up with Carlson, or she could go up to the attic and see what that was like. So, might as well take the right turn that was closest.

      When she did, she found herself in the same hallway.

      The light fixtures. The peeling wallpaper. That brown stain in the ceiling spackle. All of it was what she had just been looking at. It was like she’d just walked a circle.

      Which was impossible.

      Katie marched ahead and took the corner again.

      Right back to where she started.

      This time she turned around and went back the way she’d just come from because maybe if she took the turn at the other end of the hallway she’d end up somewhere else.

      The light fixtures. The peeling wallpaper. The stain.

      Katie felt her chest tighten around each breath she took. Her heart beat out a slow thumping in her chest. This wasn’t happening. This wasn’t real. She was spooking herself with all of the talk before about ghosts and Xavier’s mention of ‘fresh blood.’ Not the thing to say to a girl who was already on edge from waking up in a strange man’s bed with no memory of the night before.

      Carlson’s bed. Carlson’s club, and Carlson’s drink, for that matter. Did he put something in it, she wondered again? He’d promised her that he hadn’t drugged her but could she trust him? She didn’t even know him. This could be a residual effect of being roofied, or Xanaxed, or whatever.

      Swallowing back her fear, trying to make her thoughts move in a straight line, Katie put her hand against the wall on her left. This was simple. Even if her mind was playing tricks on her, all she would have to do is feel her way along the wall. That way, there was no chance of her accidentally getting turned around.

      Taking a breath, and then another, she started.

      Her fingers felt along the rough texture of the wallpaper, over each seam. Dust collected thickly on her skin. She felt the urge to sneeze and tried to ignore it, concentrating instead on counting her steps, of feeling the straight line of the wall, focusing her eyes on the end of the hallway, and the turn up ahead.

      Her hand felt something hard and irregular under the strips of wallpaper.

      Stopping, Katie turned to see what it was. Feeling her hand along the irregularity, she traced it up, and then over, and then down again. She knew immediately what she had found. It just took her another moment to accept it.

      Someone had pasted the strips of purple wallpaper right over a door.

      Curiosity outweighed her panic. Her fingernails felt into a seam, and peeled back a strip of the paper. It tore away from the wall reluctantly, from bottom to top, and she dropped it onto the thin rug next to her. Then another strip, and then another.

      And there was the door.

      It was a plain looking thing, dark grains patterned through the wood. The hinges showed her it would open into the hall. Only, there was no handle.

      Where the handle should be there was a blank hole. Obviously, whoever covered it up removed the knob first so it wouldn’t be sticking through the wallpaper. Why not just remove the door, though? Take the door out, fill in the space to make a wall, and then put up the wallpaper? Katie had seen the results of a lot of crazy renovations, though. Wood paneling covering up fireplaces. Electrical wiring that went nowhere. Copper water pipes threaded through heating ducts.

      So, someone leaving a door here like this shouldn’t surprise her too much.

      Except, wouldn’t someone from the other side see the door, and push through, tearing apart the wallpaper on this side?

      She shook her head. Maybe this place was in worse shape than she realized. Aside from the major renovations Carlson would have to do downstairs to set up his Spiral Club Number Two, he might be looking at several bizarre structural issues like this one.

      There was no way to know for sure until she checked. She would need to see what was on the other side of this door.

      Even though there was no knob Katie could fit her fingers into the empty hole where one was supposed to be. They slid through the other side, into whatever lay beyond.

      She could feel a cool breeze moving against her fingers. There was definitely a room or something back there. She had half expected to open the door only to find a brick wall. Now she was curious what kind of room she was going to find.

      With a gentle tug, the door creaked, and moved.

      It opened into darkness. Dust billowed up, coaxing that sneeze out of her.

      There was a smell, too. A smell of must and dampness and old things. She fanned an arm in front of her face as she wrinkled her nose.

      Then she took a step forward, into the darkness, blinking to get her eyes to adjust faster.

      Behind her, she heard the door close softly, shutting off the light from the hallway altogether.
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      Everything was silent.

      Then a sound reached her ears. It was a low humming, like electricity running through wires, or like a refrigerator running at midnight when you’re supposed to be asleep. Katie turned in the darkness, trying to find where the sound was coming from.

      Gradually, as her eyes adjusted, hulking shapes appeared in the shadows all around. Katie concentrated on breathing while she felt behind her for the door.

      The shapes became objects in the gloom. Pipes as wide as her waist. Boxes stacked on themselves. Other things she could almost identify.  Was this the basement?

      Her hand found the wall behind her, and she sighed in relief.

      She felt across, looking for the empty doorknob socket.

      What her hand was touching wasn’t wood. It was cinderblock.

      Her fingers found the grooves of mortar between the rough, rectangular blocks. She stepped to her left, and felt again without turning around. Then to her right. More to her right.

      Her shoulder bumped into a framework of metal shelves. Things on the shelves rattled and shook. She stepped away, still pressing her hands up behind her.

      There was no door.

      Katie whirled around and slapped her hands against the flat surface she had been leaning against. There had to be a door. It had to be here. She’d just come through a door!

      She slammed the side of her fist against the solid wall. It stung her flesh, and that was all. The wall didn’t break. It didn’t move.

      There was no door.

      Calm down, she told herself. Just calm down. She was just turned around. That was all. She just needed to find her way again.

      Reaching out into the shadows that were mow more gray than black as her eyes continued to adjust, she felt the shelves on her right, and an almost solid wall of filing cabinets and boxes on her left. The bulk of it all created a sort of hallway for her to follow, the only way she could go.

      This was impossible. Impossible!

      Swallowing back her fear again Katie took it slow, one step at a time, feeling the odds and ends stacked to both sides of her. Again, the little voice at the back of her mind kept telling her how the layout made no sense. It couldn’t be like this. The house wasn’t this big.

      It was only when those voices finally ran out of things to say that Katie heard her footsteps, and realized she was walking on a poured concrete floor.

      She felt her legs beginning to shake as she slowly looked down. It was too dark to see, but she could feel it with the soles of her sneakers. The smooth, solid feel of concrete. She stamped her heel, twice, just to be sure.

      That was impossible, too. Nobody poured a concrete floor on the second story of a house. The weight of it was too much for any structure that didn’t have a steel beam infrastructure. This building was wood and nails.

      Katie dropped down to her knees, and felt the floor with her hands, just to be sure. It wasn’t an illusion. Cinderblock walls. Concrete floor. Damp smell. Musty smell.

      With a gasp, Katie rose back to her feet, her hands held tight against her mouth. She wasn’t on the second floor. She was in the--

      Another noise rose above the hum of electronic machinery all around her. It was a chanting. A rhythmic, resonant repetition of voices saying the same thing over and over.

      “Pran fi sa a, fe l’pou ou. Pran fi sa a, fe l’pou ou."

      Katie was mesmerized by the musical nature of the voices. Men and women, speaking in unison. No, not quite in unison. As she got closer to it through the maze of junk and shelves stacked all around her, she realized there were deeper voices than the others who were saying something else. It meshed so well together with the other words that she hadn’t noticed at first.

      She did now.

      “Loa. Cheval. Manter la tete. Loa. Cheval. Manter la tete.”

      None of it made any sense to her. It was part French, part something else. Haitian Creole. It was spoken with a purpose that tugged at her soul and drew her closer, and closer.

      Suddenly there was light. Ahead of her candles flared in a circle, dancing in the air. The red glow illuminated a wide space on the floor, and designs painted in red and blue and yellow. Katie saw a five pointed star, and a cross with an open loop at the bottom end, and things that looked almost like letters, but weren’t.

      The designs blurred, and began to spin inside of the star...not a star...a pentagram...

      In the swirl of color, and light, and darkness, she saw the image of a face. She squinted, staring at the floor, moving closer, inexorably drawn toward the spot on the floor inside of that pentagram.

      Closer.

      And closer.

      The candlelight blossomed, rising high above their wicks.

      Now Katie could see the candles were in the hands of people wearing dark cloaks, with deep hoods.

      The hoods turned toward her.

      On the floor, the image of the face became clearer. It filled the pentagram. It rose up toward her.

      The eyes opened.

      It was her face.

      Katie screamed.

      She thought it was the image in the pentagram screaming.

      It was her. The scream was pouring out of her mouth, tearing at her throat.

      “Pran fi sa a, fe l’pou ou. Pran fi sa a, fe l’pou ou. Loa. Cheval. Manter la tete. Loa. Cheval. Manter la tete.”

      The pain in her throat grew, and she realized very suddenly that the scream wasn’t coming out of her. It was going in to her, poured in from outside of her. From the heart of that circle.

      Katie turned, and found a wall in her way, and tried to turn again, and then she was running. Any direction was okay with her, as long as it was away from the image of herself, and those chanting, hooded figures.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      When she finally found a door and shoved her way through, Katie found she was somewhere else again.

      She fell through the doorway under the stairs, into the first floor hallway.

      Into Carlson’s arms.

      “Ma chere?” he said, sensing her panic, or maybe panicking a little on his own. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      She was having trouble getting her legs to work. They were weak and she felt like she was going to pass out. It was going to take a minute before she could answer Carlson’s question. As she clung to him, deep in his arms, she saw Xavier lowering his face over hers.

      “My, my,” he mused. “You look like you’ve had a fright, sure enough. You want to maybe have a lie down? I know women’s constitutions can be fragile at times.”

      She wanted to slap him for saying that. Her constitution was just as strong as any man’s. Only, maybe not right now. Right now she felt like a kitten who needed to lie down for a nap.

      What had she seen down there in the basement?

      How could she possibly have been there in the first place?

      It was impossible.

      But was it real?

      “I need to go,” she told Carlson. “Please? Take me out of this house. I need...to think. I need some time.”

      “Away from here?” he asked, seeming to understand without her having to explain.

      “Yes. Away from here.”

      Xavier’s grin was skeletal. “Ah, the lady had a fright, sure enough. There are spirits in this house. They don’t come out and wink at just anyone. Must be something special about you, Miss Katie Pearson. Yes sir. Must be something very special about you.”

      Carlson put his hand around her waist and supported her on her feet. “Xavier, my friend, I’m sorry. Can we finish this another time? I think that would be for the best.”

      “Of course! Anytime you wish to return to my house, you are welcome.”

      Xavier said it so brightly. It was like he was happy to know that Katie had a bad experience here in the house--or like he knew it was going to happen.

      Katie shrank away from him as she and Carlson started walking toward the exit. She wanted to be away from him, and away from this house.

      Pulling away from Xavier put her closer to Carlson. She snugged into his chest, and let him hold her. She needed the comfort of a man right now, and she wasn’t ashamed to admit it. Carlson was strong, and he was kind, and most importantly he was here.

      Sometimes you could find the right man under the most bizarre of circumstances.

      Katie hadn’t been looking for this. She wasn’t looking for a love to replace Riley. She just wanted to come down here to New Orleans and relax and have some fun. Coming to this house had been stupid. She should have said no. She should have gone to Bourbon Street like every other French tourist, had a series of meaningless sexual encounters and gotten herself draped in Mardi Gras beads.

      She should not have put herself in a position to walk into another haunted house.

      Her thoughts were dark on her way out of that house. She had to seriously think about giving up this line of work. It made her physically ill to even consider, but it was the truth. She couldn’t keep having this happen.

      Only, were those really ghosts she saw? Was it maybe a hallucination?

      Or...were those people real, living, psychopaths in robes chanting something satanic?

      Or ordering takeout. She really hadn’t understood a word of it.

      “Are you all right?” Carlson asked her when they were outside. “Can I take you to hospital? Xavier was being his usual self, but he was not wrong about one thing. You do look like you’ve had a fright.”

      “That’s because I did.” She bit her lip, thinking about the whole thing all over again. Then she shook her head. “I don’t know how to explain it. Listen, my throat’s really dry all of a sudden. Is there someplace nearby we could stop for a drink? Maybe that nice restaurant you took me to lunch at.”

      “Oh, no. I’ve got a much better idea than that. I haven’t steered you wrong yet, mais oui?”

      That brought a little smile to her face. “Well, you did ask me to come see this house.”

      “Yes, I did. Are you ready to tell me what happened?”

      “No. Not yet. Not until I have a stiff drink in my hand.”

      His arm held her closer. “I can arrange that. You just follow me. We’ll have you relaxed in no time.”

      “I just need some courage if I’m going to tell this story.”

      “Katie Pearson,” he said to her, “I have a feeling that you might be the bravest woman I’ve ever met in my whole entire life.”
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      The bar that Carlson brought her to was not far away. It wasn’t much more than a door set in between two other buildings, leading into a narrow space that was all serving bag and stools on one side and little square tables on the other, and barely enough space to walk between them. The music was just loud enough that no one could hear anyone else.

      Nobody looked at anyone else. If New Orleans had a dark and forgotten corner, this place was it.

      Katie swallowed half of her rum and coke before she got enough courage to start telling Carlson what she had experienced in Xavier’s house. She felt stupid saying that she’d somehow gotten lost in the upstairs. Even telling it to someone else gave it a surreal tone that made her question her sanity.

      Carlson listened to everything she had to say. There was no judgment in his eyes. When she had to reveal to him that she had an ability to see ghosts, he simply nodded and urged her to go on. When she had to tell him that somehow, ghosts were drawn to her, he reached out across the table and took one of her hands in his.

      When she got to the part of her story with the cloaked figures holding candles, and chanting around a pentagram, his eyes narrowed with keen interest.

      “Could you tell what they were saying?”

      Katie had been trying to remember those words, what exactly had been said, but it had been like listening to a foreign language. “No. They might as well have been speaking Martian. I think my brain was too keyed up to pay attention, to be honest. It might have been Creole. Some of the words were almost French.”

      He seemed impressed. “You speak French, do you?”

      “Je parle en peu,” she said, hoping her comical attempt at an accent wasn’t too horrible. “Um. Ou sont la salle de bain?”

      He laughed, but it was a nice sound, friendly and playful. “That is not bad. If we are ever lost in the French Quarter and I need to use a bathroom, you can ask where it is for me.”

      She smirked, and sipped at her drink again. The alcohol was doing its job. Or maybe, it was the feel of his fingers gently stroking hers. She found the willpower to really examine the images in her mind, to really remember the words that had echoed in the basement.

      “Um. I think I remember then saying...something like loa, maybe? And cheval. That’s a horse in French.”

      His eyes narrowed, a dark shadow crossing his face. “In French, yes. In Haitian Creole, it refers to someone being ridden.”

      “Ridden?” Katie didn’t understand. “So was that supposed to be me? Is someone supposed to ride me?”

      She felt herself blushing as she studied his face, those handsome, exquisite features, and thought about being ridden in a very sensual way.

      The corners of his mouth twitched as the same thought occurred to him. It looked like he didn’t mind the mental image that stirred up at all. “Not quite like that. It means someone who is being, well, possessed. Ridden in the sense that a demon spirit is inside of them. In the language of voodoo, a ‘loa’ is a spirit. A demon.”

      Katie’s blood ran cold, and even another gulp of her alcohol wouldn’t warm her up. “So what I saw... There’s no way I made that up.”

      He blinked at her suggestion. “Did you think you imagined it? There’s too much detail, ma chere. That was real. All of it. I don’t understand why, and I don’t understand how, but you saw a voodoo ritual.”

      Her stomach turned, a greasy roiling mess of acid that threatened to push her breakfast and the rum right back up. Voodoo. It was part of the New Orleans culture, but Katie had always thought it was just for the storefronts and the bad Hollywood movies like The Skeleton Key. She never thought people actually got dressed up and lit candles and chanted to the demon spirits for bad things to happen to others.

      The one part she couldn’t tell Carlson about was the most disturbing part of all. The way she had seen a face in the circle of voodoo freaks. Her own face, lifting up from the haze created by that chanting, screaming toward her until Katie couldn’t tell which one of them was real.

      She took a breath now, and squeezed Carlson’s hand, and told herself that this was real. Whatever she had seen in the basement--real or imaginary--she was Katie Pearson. Nothing was going to change that.

      “I can’t go back to that house.” She took her hand back from him to cross her arms over her chest. “I’m sorry, I know you were hoping I could give you an idea of whether or not to buy it.”

      He downed the rest of his drink, and slammed the empty glass down on the table. “I think you already have. I will not buy a house that is steeped in the evil side of voodoo.”

      “Evil side?” she asked. He said it like there could be good voodoo. “You mean, like love spells or something?”

      “Er, no. Forget what the movies have told you. None of that is real. That whole thing about the Chucky doll chanting a voodoo curse and transferring his soul. That’s just nonsense. Voodoo priests aren’t witchdoctors. There’s curses, sure, but they only work if the victim wants them to. Voodoo, at its heart, is a religion about connecting to the spiritual side of things. It’s about using the magic of the spirit to advance yourself and the people you love.”

      “Wow. When you say it like that it doesn’t sound all that different from Christianity.”

      “It’s not,” Carlson insisted. “A lot of voodoo elements come from the Catholics, to be sure. See, there are the public perceptions of voodoo, and then there is the reality. You are a very smart woman, ma chere. I feel like I should walk you back to your hotel. It’s the least I can do after giving you such a fright.”

      “It wasn’t you,” Katie told him, and now that she thought about it, that was true. It wasn’t Carlson. He’d been nothing but a gentleman, even if there was that uncomfortable moment last night where he’d stripped her down to her panties and bra. It wasn’t like he’d tried anything, although Katie had to wonder how she would have felt if he had. Would that have been so bad?

      Maybe yes, maybe no, and maybe that was a question to answer some other time. What mattered was that it wasn’t Carlson who had put her through that nightmare back on that nameless side street.

      It was Xavier. That guy with his gaunt face and his stupid top hat and his smile full of crooked teeth. It was Xavier’s house. He had to know what was going on inside.

      Even if those phantoms in the basement were ghosts, he had to know the house had a history of voodoo being practiced in it. If the people had been real flesh and blood people...then that was worse.

      No way was Katie going back to that house.

      “Come along,” Carlson said to her. He stood up, and held his hand out to her. “I will escort you back. I don’t want you to remember my beautiful city like this. We will find better memories for you, oui?”

      Katie let him help her up, but then she didn’t let go of his hand. “Carlson...would you take me back to your apartment?”

      His eyes lit up at her suggestion. “I would be honored to have you as my guest.”

      “I mean, my things are at your place.”

      With a knowing smile, he drew her close in the cramped space of the bar. “Of course. We wouldn’t want you to leave anything behind.”

      His chest pressed against hers with every breath. She didn’t remember him leaning in, so close, but suddenly his lips were on hers, and she could taste the urgency on his lips.
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      Carlson’s bed was even more comfortable than she remembered. Granted, the last time she’d been in it, she’d been unconscious.

      This time she was very much awake.

      Carlson’s body was hard under her hands, all muscle and masculine curves. The curve of his back was so smooth, and so responsive to even the slightest touch of her fingers. She lost herself to him, and how he used his mouth on her neck, and his hands on her hips, and how he seemed to know exactly what she wanted him to do to her.

      Sparks ignited in her brain, and ran along her spine to explode in her core, and she liked it.

      They were sheathed in sweat when they finally relaxed, panting, dropping separately onto the tangled sheets. Katie slowly relaxed her toes, even though the rest of her body was still thrumming.

      “You know how to take a girl’s mind off things, don’t you?” His hand fell against her thigh in response, and she twitched away, giggling and eager to go at him again. Just not right now. “I need a drink of water. Where’s your bathroom?”

      His eyes were closing, and she could tell by the way he was laying there that he was almost asleep. One hand lifted to point in the general direction of the bedroom door. “Down the hall, to the left. The doorknob sticks. Just jiggle it.”

      Katie smiled at him, proud of how she had worn the man out. It didn’t matter if she never saw Carlson again in her life. She was always going to remember this time with him, right here in his bedroom. He’d made good on his promise to give her some happy memories of New Orleans.

      In her bare feet--bare everything--she followed his directions and found the bathroom. She cleaned the sweat off her face and upper body with a washcloth, and used a paper cup from the dispenser to get a drink of water. In the mirror above the sink she looked herself squarely in the eyes, not ashamed at all of what she had done. The circular bruise above her right nipple actually made her smile. She remembered his mouth there. She remembered his mouth, everywhere.

      On a shelf on the wall, there were several ceramic figurines. She hadn’t taken Carlson for the type of guy to collect this sort of thing. There was a unicorn, of all things, and a snake wrapped around a tree, a prancing brown horse, and others.

      She picked up the horse, inexplicably drawn to the freedom that the sculptor of the piece had managed to convey. Its black mane and tail were flying away in an imaginary breeze. It looked like it might run away from all the troubles in the world.

      With a smile, she went to put it back on the shelf with the other figurines.

      A hand shot out, and took it from her.

      Katie gasped and spun, reflexively covering her breasts with one arm. She stumbled away, and the backs of her legs hit the side of the tub, and then she was falling.

      And Carlson caught her.

      “Careful, ma chere. You almost took a nasty tumble there. You’re just lucky I needed to use the facilities. Wouldn’t have been here to save you, otherwise.”

      He hoisted her back up onto her feet. His skin pressed against hers, reminding her of how nice it had felt to have him in his bed. She was over her fright now. She was just keyed up, was all. Maybe he didn’t have her as relaxed as she thought. Maybe she just needed to have him take her again, and work out whatever tensions she had left.

      Hmm. She liked that idea.

      He held up the horse between them. “I saw you were admiring this little trinket of mine.”

      “I like the way it looks,” she said, trailing her fingertips along his bare chest. “It’s a free spirit.”

      “Just like you.”

      His smile warmed her heart. Heat was building within her in other places, too. His effect on her was intense, and swift. Like a horse running free.

      “Let’s go back to bed,” she suggested. “I’m not tired anymore.”

      “Me either,” he agreed. “In fact, I feel very...energetic.”

      He was leading her back down the hall suddenly, his hands around her naked hips, an urgency building within them both.

      In his bedroom, he pressed the ceramic horse into the palm of her hand.

      “Keep it,” he told her. “It can remind you of me.”

      Falling into his bed, pulling him down on top of her, she slid the horse onto the nightstand for safe keeping. It would be a nice memento of an amazing time. She wasn’t going to need it to remember this man by, however.

      She would never forget Carlson Hastings.
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      When she woke up, there was a smile on her lips.

      No wonder, with the way Carlson and she had ended their night. Or was it the morning? Her smile got bigger, and she stretched, working out a cramp in her shoulders. The cool air felt nice on her naked skin. She reached down for the sheets, to pull them up and get another few minutes of rest.

      She reached out for Carlson.

      Her hands found nothing but cold, hard cement all around her.

      She froze as the cold seeped into her skin and right down to her bones. She wasn’t in Carlson’s bed. She wasn’t in his apartment.

      The smell of the place hit her next. She knew where this was. It couldn’t be.

      Around her, deep and echoey voices began chanting.

      “Loa. Cheval. Manter la tete. Loa. Cheval. Manter la tete.”

      God, please no. Please no!

      She opened her eyes, finally forcing them wide, panicking that this nightmare would turn out to be real.

      There was darkness all around her. From that blankness, the voices kept chanting.

      “Pran fi sa a, fe l’pou ou. Pran fi sa a, fe l’pou ou."

      Katie tried to get up. She couldn’t make her body do what she wanted. It wouldn’t coordinate the way it was supposed to. Her arm flopped. Her leg twitched. She couldn’t catch her breath.

      The chanting got louder.

      “Pran fi sa a, fe l’pou ou. Pran fi sa a, fe l’pou ou. Loa. Cheval. Manter la tete. Loa. Cheval. Manter la tete.”

      One by one around her, candlelight flared. One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

      The points of the pentagram.

      Katie slammed her fists against the floor, again and again. Again, and again. Her lips felt as if they were sealed. They would not open for her to scream.

      She wanted to scream. She badly wanted to scream.

      “Loa. Cheval. Manter la tete. Loa. Cheval. Manter la tete.”

      The spirit, and the rider. That was what Carlson said those words meant. Loa, cheval...the spirit, riding in her.

      No!

      Another candle flared into being, this one bigger and brighter than the others. Katie watched helplessly as it came closer, hovering right over her, illuminating the person carrying the candle.

      The face she saw was her own.

      This time the other her didn’t scream. Her eyes stared deeply into Katie’s, like they were studying her soul.

      In the candlelight, the face that was not her face began to blur, and then evaporate into smoke that swept down around Katie and layered across her skin--and seeped into her.

      Soaking through her flesh.

      Filling every space within her.

      Riding her.

      Now her arms moved, but it wasn’t her moving them. She had no control. Her body was no longer hers.

      It was the other Katie Pearson’s. It wasn’t hers. It wasn’t hers.

      Now she screamed, and she couldn’t tell if it was her own scream or--

      Katie sat bolt upright in bed. She was in bed. Carlson’s bed. She was shaking. Her head was spinning. No, the room was spinning. The world was tilting on its access and threatening to spill her off its edge.

      Carlson was there suddenly to catch her, and hold her tight, and keep her from falling.

      He nestled her against the pillows, resting her head on the crook of his arm. His other hand held her chin gently as he spoke her name.

      “Ma chere, it’s okay. I’m here. You were just having a nightmare. It’s over now. Oui? It is over now.”

      Katie waited until she could breathe again and the world had settled itself back into place. Then she pushed herself gently away from Carlson’s reassuring embrace. “I was back there,” she explained. “I was back in the basement. Those men were there, with their candles, and the chanting, and I saw--”

      She hadn’t told him this part yet. Should she tell him now?

      Looking up into his eyes, she felt an overwhelming sense of safety wash over her, and her body trembled in response. Yes. She could trust this man.

      “I saw me. Only, it wasn’t me. It was my face on someone else and that face keeps rushing towards me and gets inside of me. It’s like it becomes me, somehow.”

      Just like he had at the bar, he held her hand in his, settling himself up close against her. His face looked thoughtful in the glow of a bedside lamp. “Maybe this wasn’t a dream,” he suggested.

      She blinked as sudden tears threatened to sting her eyes. “Then what could it be? I’m here. I’m right here in this wonderful bed next to you. I couldn’t have been there, in that basement and then here again. That’s not possible.”

      He had a look on his face that made her think he was going to suggest it was possible, that this was New Orleans, and magic ran deep beneath the surface currents of tourist shops and gumbo carts. Instead, he shook his head.

      “Maybe,” he said to her, “it was a memory.”

      “Of what?”

      “I mean, maybe you are remembering more of what happened to you down in the basement of that house. You were so terrified that perhaps you blocked parts of it out. I’m worried now. I’m worried this was something more than ghosts or hallucinations, or whatever we might have thought it was before. Perhaps there really is a voodoo cult in that house performing warped ceremonies. I think perhaps, ma chere, that we should call the police.”

      “No,” she said immediately, surprising both Carlson and herself, too. “No, I don’t want the police involved. I can’t prove what happened and you heard me when I told you about it. I sounded like I was insane. I can’t go through that with the police only to find out that I really am just imagining things or that there really were people there but they’ve cleared out and the police won’t believe me. Just...just let it go. The only memories I want of New Orleans are these. You, and me, in this bed.”

      He studied her for a long time, and then finally he nodded his agreement. “Very well. I will honor your wishes, but only so long as nothing else comes back into that pretty head of yours.”

      His kiss on her forehead felt very, very nice.

      So did his hand on her hip.

      His leg slipping in between hers.

      The gentle scratch of his chest hair against the tips of her breasts.

      Everything.
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      When the morning finally came, she felt much better. Carlson was gone when she stretched out a hesitant hand to his side of the bed. For a moment, she worried that she was lost, back in that nightmare or memory or whatever it had been.

      He wasn’t there, but she was still in his bed. In his place was a letter that explained he had to go into the city for some errands. The note ended with an open invitation for her to come back. His bed would be empty without her, he said.

      She smiled as she got up. That was the kind of man she needed in her life. Not that she expected this to turn into anything serious. There was always the possibility that Riley would come to his senses by the time she returned home to New England, too. For the moment this thing was nothing more than a fling. An amazing, exhausting, thrilling fling.

      She felt like some breakfast. Of course, she was going to have to get dressed first.  She found the dress that she’d come here in, cleaned and folded, in a drawer. Not exactly suited for a walk about New Orleans. Not unless there was a party of some sort at the end of that walk.

      In the same drawer she found more clothes, just her size, just like the jeans and shirt he’d left for her yesterday. He really was amazing.

      She selected out a pair of black khakis and a white tank top, and went for a shower. Before long, she was down on the street, and exploring again.

      It still amazed her how many different kinds of shops there were along the street. Not just for the tourists, but for the locals as well. It was a chaotic riot of sounds and sights and brightly colored streamers everywhere. The people smiled at her and said hello, and it was like they could tell she was new here to the city and they wanted to greet her.

      Katie found the idea of them being able to tell she was a tourist a little unsettling. At the same time, it was kind of nice not to know anyone, and have no one expect anything from you.

      She passed by vendors selling fruit, and pieces of questionable meat on sticks, and t-shirts, and pieces of handmade jewelry. She checked out a pair of earrings from one vendor, set with some yellow crystal stone, but decided to pass on them. There was a silver ring, however, with a red and black banded stone in the middle, and it seemed to sparkle at her.

      The man running the stand was tall, with deeply dark skin. When he smiled, two of his teeth were missing. “You like that one, pretty lady?” he said, his accent making her strain to understand him. “It look mighty pretty on your finger, I bet.”

      She smiled at him. She didn’t want to appear too eager, or the price was sure to go up. It couldn’t hurt to look, though. “What is that stone? I don’t recognize it.”

      “Very rare, this. Banded agate. This is used to repel the evil eye. It is protection from evil.”

      Well, well. Voodoo superstition or not, Katie really felt like she needed some of that kind of protection. Other religions had their place, she supposed, even if it was just for fun--

      When her fingers touched the silver band, she felt a snap, like an electric shock but a hundred times stronger.

      She drew her finger back, sucking on it until the pain went away.

      The vendor watched her closely, his eyes showing white all around. “Something wrong?”

      “No. No, just...” Katie wasn’t sure. “Just not the ring for me, I guess.”

      After a moment, the guy laughed. “Ha! Yes. This stone burns away the evil eye. Blasts it away with powerful magic. Too much for you, I think. Here. Try this one, pretty lady.”

      He picked another ring up, with a simpler copper band, with a single round black stone in the setting. It was pretty, in its own way. Hesitantly, Katie let him drop it into her palm.

      Nothing happened this time. It was just a ring.

      “Onyx,” he explained to her. “Very valuable in its own right, but also protects from the evil eye when cut in circles, or domes. This will help you.”

      Katie looked up at him. “Help me? Help me with what?”

      He waved a hand in front of her face. “There is an aura around you. Something bad has happened. Those of us with the second sight can see these things. I see it in you.”

      Katie didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t know about what she had gone through in the basement of that house. She didn’t even know all of it, apparently, if last night’s dream was any indication. He couldn’t know. Maybe there was something of it still written across her face. That was how street psychics reeled you in, after all. They made good guesses based on what they saw in your demeanor.

      Well. It was still fun to pretend that magic was real. Besides, who couldn’t use a little protection from bad things in their life?

      “How much is the ring?” she asked.

      When they had settled on a price she walked away, whistling some random tune that came into her head. It mixed with the sound of music all around, bands on street corners and people on front apartment steps and just the general sounds of the city. With the ring on her finger, she felt better about things. As if she were wearing a wooden cross blessed by a monk, or something like that.

      In her back pocket, her cellphone rang.

      “Hi,” Carlson said to her. “Wow, it’s loud there. Where are you?”

      “On Avenue L’Orange, I think.” Katie had kind of lost track. She was starting to get the hang of the street layout and was pretty sure she could make it back to the club under Carlson’s apartment, but as far as what street she was standing on, that was a little iffy. “Did you get your errands done?”

      “Yup. All set with those. I was wondering if you had plans for supper?”

      “Nope. I was just wandering around, looking for things to do. I did have this really great offer to spend the night at a guy’s house, though.”

      “Oh? Well, sounds like I should be jealous.”

      “After seeing you naked, I don’t think you have a reason to be jealous of anyone.”

      “Wait until you see what I can do with shrimp gumbo.”

      “Oh? Are you going to cook for me?”

      “Of course. How can I let you get away without showing you how handy I am in the kitchen?”

      The man certainly did know how to woo a lady. If he was even half as good with a frying pan as he was between the sheets--or over the sheets, or in the shower, or on the floor--then she knew she was in for a treat. He made her promise to be back to his apartment by six, and she told him that wasn’t going to be a problem.

      She wasn’t about to get into any more trouble in New Orleans. She was just a tourist, and this city was here to entertain her.
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      Sometime in the afternoon, she really had gotten lost. All of the streets seemed to have been funneling her towards this one here, where things were quiet, and nobody smiled. Nobody waved hello. Instead of the bright colors everywhere else in the city, here things were all a drab gray, a dusty black. Business signs swung on rusty chains over doorways. It was all kind of creepy, actually.

      She found herself twisting that onyx ring around her finger. It gave her a sense of comfort to know it was there.

      There was nothing here that caught her interest. She hastened her steps, wanting off this street. The real New Orleans was waiting for her. Somewhere.

      Then she went past a building with no windows and a round sign, hand painted, with an eyeball staring down at her. The words Mystic Sight were written around it. It was a fortune teller’s shop. A real, live New Orleans fortune teller.

      Katie decided to go in. Why not? She was here to explore all that the city had to offer. Magic was part of the city’s soul.

      She pushed her way through the front door, and into a room dressed with tasseled rugs on the walls, and a beaded chandelier hanging from the center of the ceiling. In the center of the room was a round table, with two chairs situated on either side.

      In the middle was a red candle, already burning.

      At the back, the curtains on the wall parted to let a woman in a heavy purple dress through. “Greetings,” she told Katie. “I know you would be coming to see me. I am Madam Parlander.”

      Katie smirked, thinking that the security camera up in the corner of the room probably had more to do with this woman ‘expecting’ Katie to be here than any sort of mystical ability. She had dark hair piled up high on her head and dangly earrings in both ears. A mole stood out darkly on one pale cheek.

      Her eyes seemed to reach across the room to pull Katie forward to the table. She sat down, and waited for Madam Parlander to settle her skirts under her as she sat down too. From somewhere, the woman produced a simple deck of Bicycle playing cards.

      Taking them from the deck, Madam Parlander shuffled them, and folded them together, and shuffled them again. “Now, the first thing you need to know is that I’m not a full blooded Manbo. That’s a holy lady in the Voodoo religion. Not to be confused with a mambo. That be a dance.”

      She chuckled softly at her joke, and then collected the cards together in her hands.

      “You don’t use Tarot cards?” Katie asked her. “I thought that was standard in fortune telling.”

      Madam Parlander eyed her with a knowing gaze. “Next thing we need to clear up. Tarot is for witchcraft. Voodoo is a real religion. We use the simple things in life to give us answers we need. I’m going to call on the loa to guide my hand, and these simple fifty-two cards are going to tell you what your fate is.”

      Katie sat up straighter in her chair. “Loa? You said you call on the loa?”

      “Oh, yes. The spirits help those who call on them. They be just like the angels and demons you see in church. Some of them be good. Some of them be bad. All of them got secrets to tell.”

      “Yes. That’s what I want you to do.” Katie remembered that word from the chanting in the basement. Whatever had happened to her there, maybe she would get some answers here after all. Real or imagined, she needed to know. Either that, or she just had to put it all aside and forget about it.

      Forget. Just forget about it...

      She snapped her head back up with a little shake. For a moment there she thought she was going to fall asleep right here at Madam Parlander’s table. That wasn’t like her. Carlson must’ve really worn her out. She didn’t want to forget about any of this. She wanted to get answers.

      “How do the loa work?” she asked. “I mean, do they just guide you? Can they do anything more?”

      The woman’s dark hair wobbled as she nodded her head. “Oh, certainly they can. They can influence us. Good or bad. Got spirits for all sorts of things in the world. You think maybe you seen one of these spirits here in New Orleans?”

      Forget about it, she was telling herself. Just forget about it.

      She found herself spinning the onyx ring on her finger, and made herself stop.

      “What does a reading cost?” she asked, pushing everything out of her mind.

      “It be twenty dollars for the reading. Thirty, if you want me to cast the cowrie shells. If you need cleansing, well that be another twenty but we’ll get to that bit after the reading. You ready, then?”

      Katie knew the tactics of high-pressure salespeople like fortune tellers. She dealt with much the same thing in the world of home renovations and contractors who wanted her to buy the most expensive materials because it represented an upsell for them. No way was she paying for a cleansing. She only wanted the reading, and to see what else Madam Parlander could tell her about loa.

      She took out a twenty dollar bill from her wallet and slid it across the table. It was quickly snatched up and slid into whatever pocket space the deck of cards had come from.

      Then the cards were dealt.

      They went down on the table, face up, in a pattern that was impossible for her to discern.

      In the middle of the cards was one placed face down.

      Madam Parlander waved her hand over the cards. Her lips were moving as she mumbled something.

      Then her hand stopped over the unturned card.

      “The loa,” she said, eyes closed, body rigid, “they say you are hurting. They say you had an emptiness in you but it has been filled by something disagreeable.”

      Katie wasn’t sure she heard that correctly. “Disagreeable?”

      “That is what the loa say. Yes. The say--”

      She stopped talking. Her hand began trembling.

      Without looking, she dropped her hand to that unturned card. Her fingers found the edge, and turned the card over.

      Her fingers felt over the king of spades.

      When she did, she jumped up from her chair, her purple skirt swirling. There was panic on her face. Her gaze focused on Katie with fierce intensity.

      “What is it?” Katie asked. “What did you see?”

      Mama Parlander finally looked away as she began quickly scooping the cards up from the table. “You must go now. Yes. The reading is over. The loa say you will be fine. Yes. You will be fine but you need to go. Now.”

      “But you saw something.”

      “Not always. We don’t always say anything. I mean, see anything.” She scooped up more cards, sending some of them flying off the table. “We don’t always see anything. You will be fine. You must go.”

      “I paid you for a reading, Mama Parlander. You can’t just throw me out.”

      Katie’s twenty dollar bill came out again and was promptly thrown in her face.

      “There is your money back. Now. You go. Goodbye. Saints preserve you. Goodbye.”

      Just like that, she went back through the curtain of the hanging rugs. Katie followed after her, knowing without a doubt that there was something more Mama Parlander wanted to say. There was something stopping her. Katie wanted to know what was going on here.

      She pushed aside the curtain, and found a solid wall.

      “What the hell?” She put her hand against the wall, felt across it, and found the seam of the door Mama Parlander had used to make her entrance and exit. From this side, there were no hinges. No doorknob. No way for her to follow the fortune teller.

      “Well. That’s just great.”

      With no other choice, Katie turned to leave. Passing by the table, she saw a single card on the floor that Mama Parlander had missed. She bent down and picked it up.

      The joker. He was wearing a floppy crown and carrying a short scepter with his own head as the topper.

      It was a funny little card. A little bit of humor that she could carry with her.

      Sticking it in her back pocket, she walked back out into the afternoon sunlight.
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      Dinner was amazing.

      Carlson was just as good of a cook as he promised. The food was spicy and sweet. There was bread, too, that Carlson had made from scratch. Katie’s taste buds were in Heaven.

      After the plates had been cleared, he brought out slices of pecan pie for both of them, as well as a nice bottle of Chablis to pair it with. They sat very close together and just talked for a while. It was nice, this sort of intimacy.

      “So,” he said to her. “Tell me what you were up to today.”

      “I just wandered around, mostly. I have a feeling there’s parts of New Orleans that I haven’t even seen yet.”

      “Well, you know what they say.” He smiled, and waved around a bite of the pie on his fork. “You haven’t lived, until you’ve lived in New Orleans.”

      Katie stopped with her own fork in her mouth, the pie sweet against her tongue. Then she swallowed, and set her dessert aside. “That’s exactly what Xavier said.”

      Carlson kept at his pie, bit by bit. “You can’t keep letting him get to you,” he said with a smile that was meant to be heartening. “I always thought him a friend. I’ve known him half my life. Now I have to rethink all of that, ma chere, but you don’t see me sitting and thinking on it over and over, no?”

      She hadn’t looked at it that way. Something had happened to her down there in that basement. Something unpleasant, whether it was real or imagined. If it was ghosts, or real people who put her through something, or whatever, she would have to live with that. But, she would get to leave New Orleans soon. Carlson had to stay here and deal with it.

      “I’m sorry,” she told him. “I thought I’d put it all behind me last night but then I went to see a fortune teller today and she kind of brought it all back up again for me.”

      His fork clattered onto his empty plate. He had finished the dessert with a gusto that she found oddly attractive, and now he was turning that intensity on her. “You saw a fortune teller? To get your palm read?”

      “Cards, actually. She used playing cards. I didn’t realize they did that here.”

      An odd look crossed his face, and he took her hands in his. “It disturbed you, what this fortune teller saw?”

      “Not so much what she saw.” Katie found it hard to explain exactly what had happened. “More like what she wouldn’t tell me. When she was reading the cards she was talking about loa, and about there being a space inside of me that got filled up, and that was just so much like my dreams...or memories...or whatever I’m experiencing that I wanted to learn more but then she touched the card in the middle and she told me the reading was over and basically threw me out of her shop. She even gave me my money back.”

      He listened, like he always did, until she was done talking before he said anything himself. “What was the card?”

      “It was the king of spades.”

      He sucked in a breath, holding it for a moment. “Well, from what I understand of these things, that can be a very bad card. It represents a dark presence, or a man with dark intentions, coming after you. Something like that.”

      Katie didn’t like the sound of that at all. “Do you think Xavier will come after me? He had to know about the house. He had to know what would happen to me. Damn it, I just realized he’s the one who told me to go exploring through the house by myself!”

      “I think it was actually you,” he said gently.

      “No, it was him, and that’s not my point. What if he’s still after me? What if that was what the cards were saying?”

      He settled back in his chair, scrubbing his chin with one hand. “I didn’t know you believed in such things.”

      “I don’t. I mean, not really. I’ve just seen too much not to accept the possibility, you know? Spirits talk to people in different ways. How do I know that woman didn’t actually get a message in the cards?”

      “Because she was a fortune teller. A hustler. The people who really have that power don’t set up a shop on a New Orleans street to con money out of tourists.”

      “But this wasn’t a tourist section.” Katie realized she should have thought of that sooner. That section of the city had been nearly deserted, and bleak. Tourists wouldn’t go there. She’d gone there purely by accident. “What if she was real? What if she saw something really dark and bad coming for me and now I’ll never know because she wouldn’t finish? She was too scared to even finish, Carlson! What does that mean? What does that mean?”

      He dropped out of his chair to kneel beside her, and hold her. Here was something else he was good at, Katie thought to herself. “Shh,” he whispered. “It’s okay. Listen, I don’t go in for all of this stuff myself. I run a nightclub, and it makes me a living, and after that I leave New Orleans to itself. I see how this bothers you, though. Why don’t you let me take you to a man I know tomorrow. He knows about this stuff. He’s deep in the voodoo religion. He will tell you that you’re fine.”

      As cooky as it sounded, that actually did make Katie feel better. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m being a real spaz.”

      He lifted her head, and kissed her lips, and her worries began to melt away. “You are not being a spaz,” he promised. “You are being you. I think I might be falling for you, Katie Pearson, so please don’t change. Even if we only have this short time together, always be you.”
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      “I have to warn you. Brian is a little strange.”

      It was about the fifth time that Carlson had told Katie that same thing, and she had believed him the first two times. Now, standing outside Brian Samedi’s apartment, she was starting to understand what he meant.

      The door to apartment twelve was decorated with tattered paper streamers in all sorts of colors. Stenciled grinning skulls peeked out from behind, a stark contrast in white and grays. Dangling from thumbtacks stuck all over, tiny animal bones were tied together with fishing line. Katie recognized a mouse skull, and a bird’s wing, and what might have been part of a lizard’s tail.

      So, yeah. ‘A little strange’ seemed just about right.

      Well, it couldn’t possibly be any weirder than what she had seen in New Orleans already.

      Carlson knocked on the door, and Katie braced herself for whatever she was about to see.

      “A moment, if you will,” came the answer from inside the apartment. It was a cultured voice, with maybe a little British in the smooth accent, and Katie tried unsuccessfully to match the sound of it to the bizarre look of the decorations on the door.

      Several locks were undone from the other side, including at least two sliding chains. Then, after a moment of silence, it opened to them.

      Katie contained a gasp. The smiling, tall man was wearing a sweater vest over a crisp white shirt buttoned all the way up to the top. His skin was a lighter shade of brown, like warm caramel, and his eyes were bright and inquisitive. His smile, when he saw Carlson, was warm.

      “My friend. It’s been too long. Do come in, won’t you?”

      “Thank you, Brian. It’s good to see you, too.”

      The surprises didn’t stop there.

      Katie had expected to see more bones, more skull decorations, more of the cultural references to a religion that was so closely associated with death. Instead, she saw a living room with simple, comfortable furniture. The rug had a plain spiral pattern. The curtains were open wide to let in the morning sun. A crucifix hung prominently on one wall.

      Nothing here would have seemed out of place in any of the several dozen houses Katie had purchased and sold.

      Seeing the look on Katie’s face, Carlson’s friend laughed. “I know. You were expecting to see me all tattooed and wearing a necklace of baby chimpanzee skulls around my neck. Perhaps a walking cane with a huge crystal on top? Or a bone through my nose?”

      Katie dropped her eyes to the floor with a helpless shrug. “I’m sorry. I’m still new to the whole voodoo scene. I didn’t mean to imply--”

      He laughed even harder at her discomfort, and put a hand gently on her shoulder. “Please, don’t trouble yourself over it. I am a devout practitioner of voodoo but this,” he waved a hand around the room. “This is my home. Here I am free to be all of who I am, rather than just a houngan sur pwen.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know what that means.”

      Brian turned his smile over at Carlson. “I like your new friend. She speaks her mind without fear.”

      Carlson reached over to take Katie’s hand. “I told you she was special, didn’t I?”

      Katie wasn’t sure how she felt about being the topic of conversation when she was standing right here, but it was nice to have found friends in a foreign city. Friends who were willing to listen to the crazy things in her life.

      Friends, unlike her boyfriend Riley, who weren’t going to just walk out on her when the mood struck.

      Brian sat her on the couch close to him. Leaning back, that wide smile still in place, he folded his hands over one knee while Carlson sat in a chair facing them over a low coffee table.

      “A houngan sur pwen is a junior priest,” Brian explained to her. “Consider me like a lay minister in the Catholic Church. I can do most things a priest can, but not everything.”

      “Oh.” That actually made sense to her, even though it had been several years since she had practiced any sort of religion at all. “I get it. I’m sorry. Creole is such a mashup of French and other languages that I can’t seem to get a handle on it.”

      Brian nodded. “Exactly. Voodoo is the same, and it has to do with our history here in New Orleans. African, French, American slavery, and a host of other cultural aspects all mixed together to create what we have today. That’s a discussion for some other time, however.” He took her left hand by the fingertips and held it up. “For now, I see that you are troubled.”

      For a moment she thought he was trying to read her soul, sort of like Mama Parlander the fortune teller had, but then she realized he was actually pointing out the onyx ring on her finger.

      “The ring? No, I just bought that from a street vendor.”

      Brian shook his head. “This is bad magic. You’ve had a fright, from what Carlson has told me. One that you’ve yet to get over. That being the case, you should avoid wearing anything that reminds you of it, and anything that will pull in the negative energies around you. What you need is something that will dispel those energies. Something that will increase your own positive force. I can tell you have a lot of positive energy in you, Katie Pearson.”

      She couldn’t help but smile back at him. The compliment was given with such sincerity that she could easily believe he meant it. Carlson had brought her to Brian Samedi because he trusted Brian. There was no reason why she shouldn’t trust him, too.

      “But it’s just a ring,” she insisted.

      “Then,” Brian said, “you will have no problem giving it to me. Let me guess. The vendor told you it warded off the ‘evil eye,’ right?”

      “Heh. Actually, yes. That’s exactly what they said. How did you know?”

      “Katie, that’s what all the vendors tell the tourists. There are so many little trinkets out there warding off evil eyes that there can’t possibly be any evil eyes left. I tell you what. You give me the ring, and I will dispose of it in a proper voodoo ceremony. In its place, I’ll give you a proper gris gris.”

      She looked at him blankly again.

      “Of course. Forgive me. You also don’t know what that term means. A gris gris is a voodoo charm to ward off evil. I have some here that are blessed, or perhaps if you have something of a personal nature that you’d like me to bless for you instead?”

      Katie immediately reached for her purse, and from inside she took out the ceramic horse that Carlson had given her. “Here. Can you bless this?”

      He took it from her hands, and turned it carefully to inspect it from every angle. “Why, yes. This will work nicely.”

      “You’ve been carrying that with you?” Carlson asked her, an amused tone in his voice. “I had no idea that it had that kind of effect on you.”

      “The figure isn’t what’s having an effect on me,” she said, a little shyly. “It’s you.”

      She could tell how much it made him happy to hear her say that. She hadn’t realized, until that moment, just how much she was starting to like Carlson. It was going to be really hard to leave him when her vacation was over, knowing she might never see him again.

      Then again, she was a free spirit, just like the ceramic horse. She had nowhere she needed to be. No one who had any claims on her time. It wouldn’t be the first time that she had just up and moved halfway across the country.

      Maybe she could spend some more time here in the Big Easy, and see where this thing between her and Carlson was going to go.

      “Oh, Carlson,” Brian chuckled. “I would watch out for this one. I think, perhaps, she figures prominently in your future.”

      “Is that a prediction?” Carlson joked with his friend. “Are the spirits talking to you?”

      “Not yet,” Brian said. “We will perform the ceremony, and then we will see what the loa say.”

      Katie felt cracks form in her good mood when she heard that word again. The loa, the spirits of voodoo, where everywhere here in New Orleans.

      Forget about it, her thoughts urged her again. Just let Carlson take care of you. Let him be what you need. Just forget.

      Just forget.

      Katie blinked, realizing that she had faded out there for a moment, coming back to herself with the onyx ring slipped off her finger and held out for Brian in the palm of her hand. She didn’t even remember taking it off, but there it was.

      “Thank you,” Brian was saying to her. He took out a handkerchief from a pocket and used it to wrap the ring so his fingers didn’t touch it. “Now. We will destroy this with fire, and with the aid of the loa. May the great spirit grant that you never see it again.”

      He compressed the handkerchief into his palm, squeezing it tight, tighter, tighter.

      Then it burst into flame in his hand. He threw it up in the air, making Katie gasp and shrink back. The fire quickly became ash, and the ash quickly became smoke. Just like that, the ring was burned and gone.

      Katie took in several deep breaths, watching his hands to see if the ring was going to reappear. Of course, it didn’t. “How did you do that?”

      He gave her a wink. “Some things are real magic. They can’t be explained. Only experienced. Like the reading you had from that fortune teller.”

      “No, but that...that wasn’t real. That was just mumbo jumbo. I was only worried because everyone here seems to know about loa, and what they could do to me, and I have no idea. That wasn’t real.”

      Carlson shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Brian looked at her directly, wiping ash off his hand. “No, Katie. That was real.”
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      Katie held the little ceramic horse in her hand. She’d been staring at it ever since leaving Brian’s apartment.

      He’d done a little ceremony to infuse the horse with what he called angelic energy. The horse’s eyes had sparkled, just for a moment, and then he’d handed it over to her.

      She folded her fingers around it now, remembering the rest of what had happened in that apartment.

      Brian had asked her what she had heard from the fortune teller. Katie told him everything, right up until the moment when Mama Parlander had disappeared again. Brian shook his head as he handed over the horse to her.

      “The cards mean something to a practiced voodooist. Like the king of spades means bad things, or a bad man, coming for you. All the cards have meaning. The numbers, the face cards, the jokers, the aces. They represent movements of the spirits. I’m afraid I can’t tell you what the fortune teller saw, but I can tell you this. The loa here in New Orleans have seen you. They know you. I think they have plans for you.”

      Plans for her. Katie did not like the sound of that.

      A long stay in New Orleans might not be in the cards after all.

      No pun intended.

      “You okay?” Carlson asked her. “Can I get you anything?”

      With a long sigh, she stretched across him to put the horse down on the bedside table. They were both naked under the sheets, but there was nothing sexual about it as she lay across him. “Just hold me. this is all just too much.”

      “Come now, ma chere. You are tougher than this. You have been through so much in your life. One of the things that attracts me to you is how you are a strong, independent woman. You’re tough, Katie Pearson. Maybe tougher than me.”

      She kissed the slope of his shoulder, and held onto him tightly. If she could hold on long enough maybe he could help her get through the night without another nightmare.

      So she closed her eyes, and let herself fall asleep.

      Faces hovered over her, blurring in and out of her vision, bathed by candlelight, shadowed inside deep hoods. Her own face was there, and gone again, and back once more.

      Katie realized she was dreaming. She was helpless to stop it. Now she was back in the basement, the cold floor under her ass, the sounds of chanting all around. Katie heard herself scream.

      But the sound didn’t come from her.

      It came from the other Katie Pearson.

      She felt something moving inside of her as everything continued to swirl and move and shift. It was something cold and slithering. Almost snakelike. Almost...

      Spiritual.

      Katie was fighting to wake herself. This had to end. This nightmare needed to stop. She didn’t want to see what was coming. She remembered some more of what happened now. There was something coming, and she didn’t want to see it.

      A shape hovered into view above her as she screamed and screamed with someone else’s mouth. The shape became a silhouette. A man, tall and dark, coming for her, reaching out a hand for her.

      Inside of her, the Katie Pearson who was riding in her skin made her raise her hand, until her fingers touched--

      Katie’s eyes flew open wide.

      It was dark all around her. She wasn’t in the bed anymore. That was the first thing she noticed. She was on her feet, and she wasn’t in Carlson’s bedroom.

      She wasn’t in the basement of that house, either.

      Her eyes slowly adjusted and she saw that this space looked vaguely familiar. She was standing here in the jeans and top that Carlson had bought for her. A pair of sneakers she didn’t recognize, either, and that Carlson must have bought just for her.

      When did she get dressed?

      What was that in her hand?

      Her finger wrapped around something hard, and wooden. When she brought it up closer to her face to look at, she could see the edge of a blade protruding out of the handle she held. A knife. She was holding a knife.

      Fresh blood dripped from the edge as she continued to stare at it in disbelief.

      What was happening?

      All around her, lights came on, blinding her until she blinked away the spots of afterglow on her retinas.

      Then she saw. She was in the club, downstairs from Carlson’s apartment. That was why it had looked so familiar.

      She shouldn’t be here. Somehow, she knew that this was a mistake. Something was so very, very wrong.

      Upstairs. She needed to get back upstairs. Back to Carlson. She would be safe there. She wanted to be safe with him.

      She took two steps toward the back, and the way up to his apartment.

      On the third step, she stumbled over something.

      When she looked down, she saw that it was a body.

      The woman wore a flowing purple dress, and under the blood that smeared her face, Katie could see her dangly earrings, and the mole on her one cheek.

      It was Madam Parlander. She’d been stabbed several times in her back. The blood on the floor had been streaked across the floor tiles, forming the lines of a pentagram.

      Her body was lying in the center of it.

      Katie looked down at her feet. She was in the middle of the bloody design, and she was trapped. If she took a step in any direction, she would step on the blood.

      In her heart, deep in her soul, she knew it would be a mistake to step on any of those bloody lines.

      She could taste a dusty sort of heat on the air and knew it was magic. This was the work of voodoo. This death was used to cast a spell, and she was in the middle of it.

      Katie looked down at the knife in her hand again, seeing it clearly for the first time. Seeing the blood all over her knuckles and wrist and forearm. The blood splattered on these nice clothes that Carlson had bought her.

      She wasn’t just in the middle of this.

      She had done this.

      No. No, no, no, no, no! She was not a killer. She was not a killer!

      But the knife was in her hands. Madam Parlander’s blood was on her skin. She did not remember any of this, but she couldn’t deny the evidence in front of her.

      Her actions...weren’t her own.

      Someone else had made her do this.

      The other Katie Pearson. The loa. The spirit.

      Riding her.

      No...

      “Katie?”

      She heard Carlson’s voice from behind her. She twisted around to see him standing there, not daring to move her feet.

      “Help me,” she begged him. “Carlson, please help me.”

      “Katie,” he said again. “What did you do?”
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      Standing in Carlson’s shower, she couldn’t help but think what a horrible idea this was.

      The hot water poured over her, and washed away the blood, swirling pale pink down the drain between her feet. She stayed there, her head soaking under the spray, until the water ran clear. It didn’t matter. She could wash away the blood, but not the memory of what she had seen.

      Or what she had done.

      She cried for a time, but her tears mixed with the water until she couldn’t tell which was which.

      Covering up a murder didn’t seem like the right thing to do. It had been Carlson’s idea, but she hadn’t argued him out of it. She wanted this to go away. All of it. She wanted none of it to have happened.

      So, when suggested getting rid of the body, and the blood, and not saying anything to anyone, she had simply nodded her agreement.

      If they called the police, her life would be over. No one would ever believe that a spirit made her do it. Not even the police here in New Orleans.

      Carlson had picked her up out of the pentagram, and swung her to the side so her feet wouldn’t touch the blood, and then carried her back upstairs. He’d stripped off her clothes. Started the water. Then he put her in the shower and told her not to move until he got back.

      How long ago had that been, she wondered. Long enough to make a body disappear?

      Forget about it, an inner voice urged her. Let it go, and forget about it.

      No. She couldn’t do that. A woman was dead at her hands.

      No. Not hers. The other her.

      More than ever, she was convinced that what she had seen in that basement was really real. Somehow, Xavier had managed to put a loa inside of her.

      What was she going to do?

      She felt it when Carlson stepped into the shower behind her. The curtain screeched back across the bar, and then it was just the two of them. Katie stood there, under the water, with her hands against the wall, and her back to him. She couldn’t face him. Not yet.

      But she loved the way his hands felt as they smoothed their way up her back, onto her shoulders, massaging her muscles and helping her to relax.

      After a moment, she was finally able to talk to him. “Did you do it? Is she gone?”

      “Oui, Cherie,” came the answer. “She is most definitely dead and gone. You did good work, you did.”

      That was not Carlson’s voice.

      That was Xavier.

      A scream caught in her throat as she whirled around on him. Her feet slipped on the sluicing water and she nearly found herself dropping ass first in the tub but she caught herself, and pushed her wet hair aside, and stared into the skeletal face of a man who had done horrible things to her in the basement of his house.

      His dark eyes grinned at her. “Hello there, dearie. You and me are gonna have some fun now, I guarantee.”

      The press of his naked body against hers was a foul sensation. She tried to push away from him, but there was nowhere to go. She tried to make her body run away, or fight back, or do anything, but she couldn’t move.

      Then he spoke again as water ran down his face in rivulets. “What? You ain’t got a kiss for your lover? Kiss me, now.”

      Katie felt herself smile. Now her body moved, closer to his. Her lips puckered, and she closed her eyes, and no matter how hard she tried she could not stop her body from obeying him. It wasn’t hers to command anymore. It was his. He commanded her.

      He spoke to the spirit inside of her, and it obeyed.

      This Katie Pearson wasn’t her. It was the loa.

      Xavier laughed at her, as she helplessly gave herself over to him in a kiss...

      “No!”

      The scream echoed dully around the bathroom and now Katie’s arms flailed like wet hammers at anything and everything around her. One hand caught the shower curtain and tore it from the hooks and pulled it down to the floor. The other found something soft and unyielding and she knew it was a body and she slapped against it with all of her strength.

      “Katie. Katie! Stop it. Stop it, it’s me!”

      It took her fogged brain a long moment to realize it wasn’t Xavier in the shower with her. It was Carlson. The rest had been an illusion, or her nerves getting the better of her.

      Or, she thought, it was part of a voodoo spell.

      Xavier had reached out to her from wherever he was, commanding her mind and body here in this room to see what he wanted her to see. To do what he wanted her to do.

      The water from the shower head went all over the bathroom as she fell into his arms and let him hold her and tried to pull herself together. This was too much. This was all too much.

      She needed it to end.

      Forget it all, her inner voice told her again. Forget, and be free...

      “No! Shut up, shut up, shut up!”

      “Katie, stop.” His voice was gentle but insistent, and he held her fast even as she tried to struggle against him. Finally she realized there was no reason to struggle. Not with Carlson. He was her safety net. She was falling, and he was here to catch her.

      “I don’t know what’s happening to me,” she said, in a voice that shook so hard she could barely understand her own words. “Please help me. Please.”

      He nodded, and reached past her to shut off the shower. Still holding her closely he patted her dry with a comfortable, fluffy towel, and brought her into his bedroom to lay her down. Sleep. Yes. She needed sleep. Maybe when she woke up, all of this would just be another nightmare.

      There was no chance of that, she knew. A woman was dead, and Katie had killed her. She was possessed. A madman was trying to control her with voodoo.

      Nothing was all right, and there was no way she could fall asleep, even with his arms around her, and his comforting voice whispering in her ear, and the scent of him filling her with a sense of calm.

      That thought didn’t even finish itself, before she was gently snoring.
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      Katie had never been so scared in all of her life.

      In her life, that meant more than it did for most.

      Somewhere during the night, Katie had started chewing on her nails. It was a nervous habit she had done when she was little, living with her mother. When things went wrong, or bad things came their way, she would run to her room and throw the covers over her head, curl up into a ball, and chew on her nails until her mother came to find her, and make it better.

      It was a childish. She told herself to stop.

      She blinked her eyes open, and there was Carlson, sitting on the edge of the bed, watching her.

      “Hey there, beautiful woman. Did you sleep well?”

      Katie pushed herself up, curling under the blankets as she did. She was still naked from the shower and a little cold. Nobody thought of this stuff when they said they wanted to stay naked with their boyfriend for days on end. There was only so much bare skin a woman could take.

      Well, at least when her ass was in danger.

      “Did you do it?” she asked him, her voice raspy from a dry throat. “The...mess downstairs, I mean. Did you take care of it?”

      He nodded, his hand covering her knee over the blanket. “Please don’t ask me the details.”

      “I won’t, believe me. Oh, Carlson, what are we going to do?” Tears were in her eyes. “I killed someone. That fortune teller. What was she even doing here? Why was she here, Carlson? Why would I kill her?”

      His face looked so serious. There was obviously something he wanted to say to her. She was terrified what he thought of her now. How could he want to be anywhere near her? Not only was she a murderer, but now he was an accomplice for covering it up. She’d done that to him.

      She’d ruined both of their lives.

      What was she going to do next? What was this voodoo spell going to make her do?

      “I need to leave,” she decided suddenly. “I need to just get away from New Orleans and put some distance between me and all of this. I’m sorry, I just need to not be here.”

      “I don’t want you to go,” he told her. “I’ve gotten used to you being here, to be sure.”

      She didn’t want to leave him behind. He might be the best thing that had wandered into her life in a very long time. It wasn’t fair that she had to leave him.

      At the same time, she couldn’t live with herself if someone else died. She might not be able to live with this one death on her conscience, either. That would be something she found out about herself in time, she supposed.

      Right now, she just needed to get away from all of this.

      “No, Katie,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “I have a better idea. You and I can figure this out. If we go back to Xavier’s we can find the answers to why this is happening. We need to put a stop to it here. Even if you leave, it might not end.”

      She’d thought of that, too. It was an unpleasant thought that anywhere she went in the world, Xavier might still have a hold over her. If she hadn’t believed in voodoo before, she certainly did now.

      Amazing how much things could change in a matter of days, when you were in a place like New Orleans.

      The thought of going back to Xavier’s house, however...

      “No, Carlson. I’m sorry, but I have to go. I can’t stay here. Not any longer.”

      “Not even for me?” he asked her, taking one final try at getting her to change her mind.

      She reached out, and cupped his face. She wondered, was it her moving her hand, or the other Katie Pearson? Was her mind still her own, or did it belong to this spirit infecting her body?

      “Come with me,” she offered. “I want you to be with me. I want whatever this is turning into. I really do.”

      His smile was sad. “I can’t, Katie. My whole life is here. I can’t just up and leave New Orleans. Believe me,” he added, kissing her forehead. “I wish I could.”

      “Then that’s it,” she said, feeling her heart sink in her chest. “You can’t go, and I can’t stay. Carlson, don’t make this any harder on me than it already is. Help me get my things together, and take me back to my hotel. Please?”

      “Of course, Katie. Whatever you need.”

      He lingered on the edge of the bed a moment longer, his eyes staring deep into hers. Then he got up from the bed and left without another word. She could hear him walking down the hall, further into the apartment.

      Katie dropped her head into her hands the moment he was gone. This was such a nightmare. All of it. She should’ve never came here. She should have stayed in New England. Or gone out west to visit her friends out there.

      She couldn’t help but blame Riley for all of this. He was the one who had ruined things back home for her. He was the reason why she’d needed to get away. If it wasn’t for him, she’d still be home, and everything would be perfect.

      If she had him here, right now, she’d wring his neck. She’d tell him off in no uncertain terms and then she’d slam his balls so far up his body that he could taste them. If she didn’t cut them off. Just pick up a knife, and carve her initials into him so that he would never forget her.

      Cut him. Drive the knife into him.

      Watch him bleed.

      Make him pay.

      “Katie!”

      When she heard Carlson cry out, she stopped. There was a knife in her hand. She was standing over him, lying there on the kitchen floor, his hands up to protect himself from whatever she had been about to do.

      The knife was in her hand.

      Katie gasped and threw the weapon on the sink top. Throwing her hands over her mouth, she stumbled over to the table and sat there, naked, wondering what had just happened. She’d been thinking such violent thoughts. That wasn’t like her. She never wanted to hurt anyone. Not even Riley, after he’d hurt her so bad.

      And certainly not Carlson!

      She was crying hysterically when he came over to her and held her and pressed her head down against his shoulder. She couldn’t take this. She couldn’t keep letting this happen.

      This had to end.

      “Katie,” he asked her. “Are you sure you don’t want to go back to where this started? I want to help you, and I think that might be the only way.”

      She knew he was right. Dear God, she had almost killed Carlson. She hadn’t been in control of herself and whatever had her in its grip had almost made her kill Carlson!

      It had to end. No matter what the cost.

      Even if it meant going back to that basement.

      “All right,” she finally agreed. “Take me there.”
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      Katie got dressed in Carlson’s bedroom, putting on the clothes she’d been wearing yesterday, before the death of Madam Parlander. Over on the table she saw her little ceramic horse.

      “Blessed by a junior priest,” she muttered, picking it up and staring into its painted eyes. “Some gris gris you turned out to be.”

      She picked it up anyway, and slipped it into the front pocket of her jeans. Any protection was better than nothing.

      They drove in Carlson’s vintage 1967 Stingray. Katie did not want to walk the streets of New Orleans in the dark. Not only that, but she would never have been able to find her way back to that house on her own. Not with all the winding side streets. She remembered the houses, mostly, because she had an eye for that sort of thing.

      When they got close again to Xavier’s house, she didn’t need her eyes. She could feel it.

      Like there were reins around her head, and a bit in her mouth, and someone was tugging on it.

      In the dark, the house loomed over her, staring down at her through its windows. She didn’t want to go in there. She didn’t want to be this close to it.

      She couldn’t bear to go in, and at the same time she couldn’t bear to keep herself away.

      “It’s all right,” Carlson told her. He took her hand, and squeezed it quickly. “I’ll be right here with you.”

      “You know that makes me feel better, but--I'm still scared.”

      “I know. Don’t worry. We’ll find Xavier.”

      The thought of seeing that man again, in the flesh instead of in some spirit-induced fever dream, chilled her. The only warmth she could feel was the touch of Carlson’s hand.

      “All right,” she told him. “Let’s make this bastard pay for whatever he did to me.”

      It was eerie in this part of New Orleans at night. There was no one around that she could see and yet, whispery bits of conversations filtered to her from the shadows. If there was music somewhere else in New Orleans it didn’t penetrate to these streets. Somewhere a dog barked, and then went suddenly silent.

      Above them, a nearly full moon layered a silvery light over everything, which only made the darkness that much darker.

      The perfect night for a horror story.

      They skulked their way to the front door, slipping past the first floor windows, right up the steps. Carlson slowly turned the knob, only to find it was locked.

      He took a key out of his pocket, and smiled at her. He’d been thinking about buying the place after all. Katie was almost happy about that in this moment.

      There were lights on inside. Small plug-in lights along the hallway gave just enough illumination to see the way forward, and the gaping holes of the doorways to left or right. It occurred to Katie suddenly that they hadn’t thought this through at all. They weren’t armed. They didn’t have any flashlights. Hell, did they even know if Xavier would be here?

      “Is he living here?” she whispered to Carlson.

      “What?”

      “Does Xavier live here? I thought he lived somewhere else.”

      He stopped for a moment to take a look inside the kitchen to their left. “He has an apartment somewhere else in New Orleans but I think he’s been spending his nights here. Something about the way the house looked when we were here last makes me think him saying he wants to sell was just a lie. A ruse, to lure people in.”

      “Like me.” She felt little tingles all along her skin. Of course. How could she not see that before? Selling this house to be a nightclub made no sense. It had to be Xavier’s way of luring in victims for his rituals.

      Victims like her.

      They moved further into the house, careful of their footsteps on the creaky wooden floor, straining their ears to hear everything around them. If anyone else was in this house, they were hiding themselves very well.

      Katie cringed at every room they passed, expecting something to jump out at them. Expecting Xavier to grab her and pull her down to the basement. She kept pinching her arm, wanting to make sure this was her standing in this hallway next to Carlson. Her, and not a loa in her skin.

      Nothing came for them. The house was silent.

      At the end of the hallway was the staircase, and the door built into the side of it. The door that led down to the basement.

      Katie froze. She couldn’t go another step closer. Carlson’s felt the tug on his hand as she pulled back, and he stopped with her.

      The basement.

      She could not go down there.

      He realized the problem immediately. “It’s okay, ma chere. You stay here.” He took out his cellphone and turned on the camera’s light. It looked as bright as the sun. “I’ll take a quick look down there. If I find anything, I’ll come right back. Okay?”

      She nodded, because there were too many words trying to come out all at once for her to say anything. She wanted to tell him not to leave her, to call the police and let them handle it, to take her with her not because she couldn’t go down there but he had to go because the nightmare had to end and there was no way she could stay in this house alone--

      The words stopped tumbling inside her brain. Instead, she held onto a simple thought that gave her at least a little bit of courage.

      Forget it all. Just, forget.

      She took a breath, and nodded to him that she would be all right.

      With another quick squeeze of her hand he turned and opened the basement door.

      Then he turned to look over his shoulder at her. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      The door stayed open behind him. The gaping darkness reached out for her. She could smell the dankness now, the same odor that she remembered from the nightmare of laying inside that pentagram, naked and vulnerable, while those hooded figures chanted over her and invited a spirit entity to invade her body.

      Deep in her belly, something squirmed.

      She whined behind lips she kept tightly pressed shut, and she wrapped her arms around her stomach, pressing down on the thing that had moved in her.

      This was her body. She would be damned if she gave it up willingly to something else.

      Only, she had no idea how to stop it.

      She began counting seconds in her head, listening for Carlson to be coming back up the basement steps, or to shout to her, or scream, or any other of a hundred horrifying scenarios that she came up with as she counted the minutes slowly away.

      At five minutes, the panic she had been fighting off threatened to overwhelm her.

      “Carlson?” she whispered.

      And then she counted. A minute passed.

      “Carlson,” she said, a little louder. “Where are you?”

      This time she lost track of what number she got up to.

      She snatched her own cellphone out of her pocket, turning on the flashlight app just like Carlson had, and she aimed it into the basement doorway.

      There was nothing there.

      The door creaked on its hinges.

      Katie stared at it. Hadn’t this been locked when they were here before?

      “Hello there, pretty lady,” a deep and dry voice said from behind her. “Welcome back to my home.”

      She spun and lifted the phone in front of her as if it was a magical shield that could protect her. The light cast harsh shadows against the face of Xavier Holsten. He grinned the morbid smile of a corpse.

      “I knew you would come back to me, Katie Pearson.”
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      Katie ran. It was surprising just how often that was the answer to the problems in her life.

      The light in her phone swung wildly around her as she moved through hallways and made turns and collided with furniture that was draped with sheets.

      In her wake, the sheets billowed up like ghosts.

      “Hey, pretty lady,” Xavier said from behind her. “Where you going?”

      Wherever she turned, he was there. She was lost after ten steps. The rooms were endless. The hallways turned on themselves in impossible ways and she was sure she should have crossed over that central hallway at least once more by now. She knew about building layouts. She understood the way houses were built.

      This was impossible.

      In front of her the hallway ended in a wall. It was a dead end.

      When she spun around, wanting to dodge away before Xavier could catch her, there he was. Standing there, as if she hadn’t moved at all. Just waiting for her to turn around.

      Katie found herself back at the stairway, right beside the open door to the basement.

      She held her cellphone up, pointing the light in his face, trying to surprise him enough that she could do...something.

      “Stay away from me!” she shouted. “Stay back, I’m calling 911. I mean it!”

      Through his teeth, his pink tongue slithered obscenely.

      She never saw the hand he swung at her until it was smacking her in the side of her head. Loud noises deafened her ear, and stars pinpointed themselves on the darkness that swallowed her up.

      When she woke up, she was tied to a chair.

      She struggled, and she tried to tear her arms away from the ropes holding them tight. They burned her skin, and refused to let go.

      Take a breath, she told herself. Take a breath, and think. She opened her eyes to find candles burning on a table, and on shelves, and nothing else in the room except the chair she was sitting on, and the chair Xavier sat on.

      He was facing her with the chair turned around backward, with his arms crossed over the ridge of the low back. His right foot was tapping along to music that only he could hear.

      “There’s my pretty lady. I want to tell you a story.”

      Katie tried to scream for help. The gag in her mouth prevented her. Now that she felt it there, it gagged her, nearly choking her, and for a moment she had to fight to breathe through her nose. She tried to push the wad of fabric out with her tongue but it was stuck fast, and the more she tried the more she gagged and at one point she felt like whatever was in her stomach was about to come up and she knew that if it did she would aspirate and drown to death on her own vomit.

      So she slowed down, because there was no other choice. She met his grinning face with a glare, hoping her eyes conveyed every vile thing she was thinking about him in that moment. She tugged on her bonds again, and found that it wasn’t just her hands that were tied down.

      She was similarly bound at the waist, and at her feet, and at her elbows. Xavier had thought of everything. She was trapped as surely as if she was a fly in a spider’s web.

      And Xavier was the spider.

      “You listening now?” He hummed a little bit of his tune before nodding, as if she had given him an answer. “Good, good. Now. This be a long tale, so make yourself comfortable.”

      Then he laughed like he’d made the funniest joke in the world. Katie tried to kick at him but her foot was held to the chair’s leg so tight, and all she could do was shake her chair back and forth.

      Maybe if she got the chair to tip, and fall. Maybe it would break. Maybe it would make so much noise that Carlson would hear her and come running--wherever Carlson was.

      Where was he?

      “Okay, now, story time.” Xavier slapped his slender fingers together and rubbed them with glee. “Once upon a time, there was a woman named Madame Marie Laveau, lived here in New Orleans. She was a powerful voodoo queen. Very pretty, too. Had such big power that even now, people visit her grave and leave little gits asking for her favor. That was how powerful she be. Major big power in the voodoo world. That was Marie Laveau.”

      Katie glared, but she felt the heat of it melting away. The story he was telling her, about this Marie Laveau woman, was flowing through her. It was pulling at her mind.

      Reigning her in like a horse being ridden.

      “Ah. See you listening now. So.” Xavier made a motion with his hands that somehow conveyed the importance of what he was saying. “Madame Laveau was born of White folks and Black folks. Her mama was Black. Her father was half of each. Born free she was, not in slavery. That was a big thing back in 1800. Made her something special right from the start.”

      Katie had an image form in her mind. There was a woman, a beautiful dark-skinned woman, proud and free and confident. She smiled, and looked straight at Katie.

      The breath caught in her lungs. Except for the color of their skin, they were identical. It was like looking in a mirror darkly.

      It was the face she saw in the memories of what had happened in the basement. The other her, the one who forced herself into Katie’s soul.

      Madame Marie Laveau, the voodoo queen.

      “Never been a woman as strong in voodoo as Madame Laveau. Cured illnesses. Raised up politicians and brought down the evil. Made a White salve owner break out in boils all over his skin. All over,” he chuckled. “Wife wouldn’t go near him no more. No one wanted to touch him. Made him so angry he swore he’d kill Madame Laveau. Too bad all those boils popped, all at once, and his heart with them. Nasty bit of business. Never cross a voodoo queen. Bad things happen.”

      Katie shook her head to clear her thoughts. The image of Madame Laveau disappeared. She stared hard at Xavier. She couldn’t talk, not with the gag, but he seemed to know what she wanted to ask.

      “What this have to do with you? Oh, easy enough, that is. Been a long time since voodoo had someone to champion the faith like Madame Laveau did. Like Papa Doc Duvalier. Like Emmanuel Arthur Edwards.” He stood up, swinging his leg up over the chair. Then he cupped a hand to her face, holding it pressed there as she tried to pull away. “And now, like you. You gonna be the new Madame Laveau. Just need some education. Just need some help.”

      His fingernail scraped along her cheek.

      “Don’t worry, pretty lady. I’m gonna see to it.”
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      Katie wasn’t going to let him do this.

      He was going to have to untie her to get her down in that basement and when he did she would beat on him until every bone in his skeletal-frame body was broken.

      She sat, patiently waiting for him to undo her feet, or her hands. Her feet would be good, too, because then she could get back to running away. Unless the hallways shifted and twisted on her like they had before.

      Her muscles tensed as he stepped around her. This was it. This was it!

      From behind, he grabbed the chair. He tilted her back until she was looking up into his face. Then he smiled at her again, and dragged the chair.

      He was pulling her across the room. The sound of the legs against the sagging wood across the floor was loud in her ears. He wasn’t going to let her go. He was going to keep her as his captive, and force her to be part of his whacked out vision.

      She thrashed around in the chair, cutting the skin of her wrists against the ropes. Her ankle twisted the wrong way. The gag was in the way, and she needed to scream.

      Tears stung her eyes as she shouted against the gag, the sound muffled and shrill and beyond panicked. There was terror in her voice. Stark, naked terror.

      “Gonna make you understand,” Carlson kept saying, over and over. “You will lead us into a new great age. You will lead all voodoo and the loa will bow to your will.”

      The back legs of the chair caught against something, and he tugged, and tugged, jarring the bones in Katie’s spine.

      “Gonna make you see.”

      Thud. The chair smacked against something.

      “Gonna make everyone see.”

      Thud.

      “Even--”

      Thud.

      “If--”

      Thud.

      “It kills--”

      THUD.

      The chair toppled over to the side with Katie still strapped to it. She could see the way her blood had soaked into the restraints at her hands now. How much had she lost? How much could a woman lose and still not die?

      Above her, Xavier swore in both French and English. Katie didn’t understand it all but she got enough of it to get the gist. He took hold of the back of the chair again, starting to lift her back up, to drag her to the Hell that was waiting for her in the basement.

      Desperately, Katie tugged her right hand against the ropes, just as hard as she could.

      A raking sort of pain lanced its way up her arm as skin tore and blood drooled from her flesh. Her hand moved.

      And then it was free.

      She was blinded by the pain for a moment but the reality of what was happening to her woke her up again. She was injured, and it didn’t matter. This bastard was going to end her life in a voodoo ritual that would either kill her, or rape her mind away until she was someone else. She would be his puppet, and someone else would be pulling the strings.

      Like Hell.

      She spun her arm around behind her and caught his face with her nails. His skin tore under her fingers.

      His screech split the silence around them. He let go of the chair and it crashed her to the floor again, this time landing her on her shoulder. She felt something go crunch that should never make that sound.

      “You witch!” Xavier shouted at her. “Why you do this to me? Why? Why?”

      Katie wasn’t listening to him. With bloody fingers--her blood and his--she tugged at the cloth wrapped around her face and stuffed into her mouth but her fingers were slipping and she couldn’t get a grip but then, but then, it was unravelling and she pulled it away and the gag came spooling out of her mouth and she could pull in a deep, deep breath.

      “Carlson!”

      She screamed his name just as loud as she could. Screw it, if there were other people in this house and they heard her she didn’t care. She wanted to be out of this nightmare. They’d come to learn why Xavier had done this to her and now she knew and it didn’t matter if she died here, in this spot, tied to a chair.

      So she yelled for him again.

      “Carlson!”

      It was Xavier who came to her, not Carlson. It was Xavier who slapped her with the back of his hand, leaving her ears ringing. It was Xavier’s bleeding face that hovered over hers, grinning still, eyes wavering with madness in the candlelight. Blood ran down his cheek from the three gaping lines where she’d scratched him.

      “I can make you a queen,” he promised, “or I can make you dead and give your body up to the loa. You decide.”

      She found the will to spit bloody saliva at him. It struck him on the side of his face, and she watched it trail down the line of his jaw, and drip from the edge of his chin.

      His smile never left his face.

      “Your choice,” he told her.

      What she hadn’t seen, until that moment, was the knife he slid out from behind his back. The edges of it were wavy like a river, tapering down to a point that caught the candles’ glow and gleamed with a hunger for blood.

      He raised the knife up in a two-handed grip, closing his eyes, chanting words of voodoo power.

      Katie couldn’t move. Her legs were still bound. Her body was still tied to the chair. The only thing free was her one arm and she heard herself begging him don’t do it, don’t do it, as she twisted herself over as far as she could and put her bloody hand to the floor and tried to drag herself away from him. Her fingers slipped along the floor boards in the mess of her own warm, red blood.

      Tears in her eyes, she looked back up at Xavier.

      In the hollow of his throat, a steel blade appear, slicing through his neck from behind, blossoming with red gore like some obscene flower.

      Xavier’s eyes went wide, and his lips still tried to form the words of his voodoo spell even as blood began spurting out of his mouth.

      His hands dropped his knife. It landed point first into the floor, inches from Katie’s face.

      Then he fell away, crumpling like old bones no longer held together by their body. He crumpled into a heap on the floor with his blood still oozing out of him.

      Carlson stood there, breathing heavily as he bent to pull the butcher knife out of Xavier. He must have gotten it from the kitchen, Katie thought, hysterical laughter threatening to overwhelm her if she didn’t stuff it back down inside.

      She was alive.
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      “Sorry it took me so long

      He didn’t waste any time using the knife to cut her free. Then he was holding her, and her blood was soaking into his shirt but he didn’t care.

      “You saved me,” she whispered to him. “Oh, Carlson, I can’t believe it. He was going to kill me. He wanted me to be the reincarnation of some voodoo queen. He was going to do...I don’t know what. He was insane, Carlson. He was going on and on about making voodoo great again. That it needed leaders and I was going to be one and oh, damn, Carlson! I saw my face. I mean, not my face, but it was my face and I just can’t...I can’t!”

      “He’s gone now,” Carlson promised. “You’re lucky I found you in time. Hard to say what he would have done with you if I hadn’t gotten back in time.”

      “I don’t want to think about it.” Katie clung to him. Now that things were calm again she could feel the pain everywhere in her body. From the ropes, from being tossed around, and from the torn skin at her wrist. She hurt everywhere.

      He stepped back from her, just enough to carefully hold Katie’s arm, examine her wound, purse his lips in thought. “This needs to be wrapped. You can’t leave it like this.”

      “It hurts,” she moaned. Dear God. Dear, dear God, how did this get so messed up? “Is it over? Can it please be over?”

      He reached over to a nearby end table that had been draped in a white cloth. It was dusty, but as he pulled it off he shook it off, and slapped it against his thigh, before tearing off a long strip of it. He wrapped it tight around her wrist several times like a bandage. The blood had already started to stain the cloth red as he tied it off with a square knot.

      “That will do for now, ma chere.” He told her. “Let’s get going.”

      She flexed her arm, and wiggled her fingers. It still hurt, but not as much. “What about him?” she asked, pointing down at Xavier’s body. “We can’t just leave him here.”

      “I think I’ve disposed of enough dead bodies for a while. Let tomorrow sort him out.”

      “That must be one of those voodoo sayings,” she said, although the joke fell flat. “I’m serious, Carlson. He’s dead. Does that mean it’s over?”

      “Some things that smell done, are just beginning to boil.” He shrugged. “That’s another bit of voodoo wisdom. I think it fits the moment pretty well. Just like the one about how you haven’t lived, until you’ve lived in New Orleans.”

      Katie looked down at the death mask that was Xavier’s face. She wasn’t sure that any saying about living had much to do with this moment in time, here in this house, where death and black magic had found them, sight unseen.

      “I just want to go,” she told him. “We came here to find out what Xavier had in mind for me. Now we know. I just want to leave this place behind and forget any of this ever happened.”

      “I agree. We should go. Xavier might be gone, but if he called on the loa of Madame Laveau, then we really do need to get moving. Before she finds us, I mean.”

      She searched his face, seeing the urgency there. “Then you think this was all real, too? You don’t think it was just ghosts?”

      His fingertips played over her chin. “Not just ghosts, no. I never doubted you. This was always happening to you, but you aren’t alone. We’re together. You and me.”

      She practically fell into his arms again. “Thank you.”

      “That’s what I’m here for. To believe you even when the world is crazy.”

      “But no ghosts.”

      “No ghosts.”

      “And no hallucinations.”

      “No. There’s just you and me.”

      “Mmm. I like that. Just you, and me, and--”

      She stopped talking. Something was not right.

      Forget it, a voice inside her head whispered. Let it go.

      It was her voice.

      Or was it?

      No, no, no. There was something important pressing on her thoughts, demanding her attention. Something she’d just said, or maybe something she was going to say. The face. She was thinking about the face of Madame Marie Laveau, the one she saw in the basement, and the one she saw in her mind’s eye when Xavier had been telling her the woman’s story.

      Madame Laveau’s face, just like Carlson had said.

      Only...

      With a gasp, she pushed back from him, cradling her injured hand to her chest.

      “Carlson, I...”

      His smile was oddly out of place. “Yes?”

      “I never told you.”

      “You never told me what, ma chere?”

      The walls around her felt like they were closing in. A moment ago, she’d been free.

      Now she felt trapped again.

      “Carlson,” she said to him, her voice low and hollow sounding. “I never told you that it was Madame Laveau who Xavier was talking about. I told you he wanted to raise a voodoo queen. I never said which one.”

      The candlelight reflected off his eyes. “I knew you were a smart one, Katie Pearson. I knew it when I saw you there on the street that first day. Was just a matter of time, before you saw the truth.”

      “Truth? Carlson, what truth?”

      “The truth of who you are. The truth of who I am.”

      She took a few steps back from him. “I’m me, Carlson. I’m Katie Pearson. I’m not anyone else and I don’t need to figure out who I am.”

      His hands waved at each other, just an inch apart. The language of New Orleans, spoken in hand signs. “Then who am I, hmm? If you’re just you, then who am I?’

      “You...you’re Carlson Hastings. You’re the guy I met on my trip. You’re the guy who was making me feel special, and loved, and safe.”

      She wanted him to agree. She wanted him to take hold of her, and kiss her, and tell her it was all right.

      Instead, he shook her head.

      “No, Katie. You’re the one who is at the heart of everything and I...”

      He put his hand to his chest, fingers spread out wide. “And I’m the guy who is going to take your heart from your chest and replace it with another. You will be made whole by being turn apart. You belong to us now, Katie.”

      Her back pressed up against a wall. She was sure there had been a hallway behind her. Now, there was nowhere to go.

      “You belong,” he said, “to me.”
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      Her heart was hammering painfully against her chest. Each beat rattled against her ribs. She stared at this man she had trusted with her life and with her heart and irrationally she wished that he would die right there where he stood.

      “Oh, now, don’t be like that,” he chuckled. “We had a good time, me and you. This is just the next step in our relationship.”

      “You want to use me,” she managed to say. Her mind was reeling. “You’re going to use me like just like Xavier.”

      He clucked his tongue. “No, not at all. Xavier was a misguided man. He thought he could shake a divination wand over your head and chant a prayer or two, and make you convert to the faith of voodoo.”

      “Never,” she whispered. “I would never do that.”

      “I know!” he smiled, as if that had been obvious from the start. “My friend Xavier, he was a little naïve. You can’t make someone be voodoo. They have to want to be voodoo.”

      Damn it, if only her thoughts would settle down and stop racing off in a hundred directions at once. “But the basement. What he did to me in the basement. You said it was real. You said you believed me!”

      “I do believe you. It really happened.” He took another step closer. “That was a ritual voodoo sacrifice of your body to the loa.”

      “Xavier was going to--” she started to say.

      Carlson shook his head. “Not Xavier.”

      If the wall hadn’t been there to support her, Katie would have toppled down to the floor as the memory of her experience in the basement overwhelmed her. Flashes of that experience came and went like bits and pieces of a movie that her spirit was trapped in.

      She was in the circle, on the cold floor.

      The cloaked figures chanted. The candles burned.

      Katie screamed.

      No, that was the memory.

      She screamed, and the chanting grew louder.

      Pran fi sa a, fe l’pou ou. Pran fi sa a, fe l’pou ou.

      In front of her now, Carlson grinned. “That’s right. Remember.”

      Katie fought against the memories returning but there was no help for it. She was plunged again into that scene.

      Naked on the floor between the lines of the pentagram.

      Candles burning around her.

      The chanting.

      The figures in their dark cloaks.

      And someone approaching her like a dark shadow.

      Katie gasped and threw her head back against the wall as she faced Carlson. “No. That was Xavier! He did that to me. He made me do things. He made me kill Madam Parlander!”

      He slowly shook his head. “Xavier didn’t make you do that. In fairness, Katie, it wasn’t you who killed her. That was me.”

      Now the tears started falling from her eyes. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t fair! All this time she’d been living with the horror of what she had unwittingly done to that woman, only to find out she didn’t do it?

      “You’re a monster,” she hissed through trembling lips. “What are you trying to do to me?”

      Carlson spread his hands wide and took another step closer. “Needed you to believe, ma chere. Needed you to come right here, to this point, all on your own.”

      “But...why?”

      He almost looked sad about it. “You weren’t going to come back to this house on your own. Not unless you thought you had no other choice. You had to come back voluntarily or the loa wouldn’t accept you.” He took another step closer. “This had to be your choice. So I drugged your dinner with a little Haitian zombie powder. Makes you sleepwalk. Makes you forget moving around in your sleep.”

      “But I killed her...”

      “No, that was me. I needed to scare you back here. That meddlesome fortune teller almost spilled to you about the loa riding your soul. She needed to die, just in case she grew a conscience and came looking for you. She would have ruined everything.” He shrugged again. “I figured, she needed to die anyway. So I brought her to my club and I stabbed her in her heart. I drew the pentagram. I put the knife in your hand. You didn’t notice I had blood all over me, too, when I picked you up?”

      Katie had been so scared, thinking she had killed someone in a fugue state, that she hadn’t noticed anything else. It hadn’t made sense that Madam Parlander had just shown up at the club like that, ready to be murdered, but now it did. Carlson was the killer, not her.

      Which also meant...

      “I didn’t try to kill you either!” Damn it. Everything with him was a lie! “That was the final thing that made me come back here. I didn’t try to stab you with that knife. You drugged me!”

      “Sure did. Sorry. Don’t like to use that powder but it’s got it’s uses, I suppose.” He was close enough now that she could see the pulse beating in the hollow of his throat. “I prefer real voodoo. The magic. The power. Nothing like it in the world.”

      Katie saw everything about the last few days unravelling right in front of her eyes. Lies. It had all been lies. Carlson had been manipulating her from the start.

      The memory of the basement came to her again, this time with crystal clarity. She was lying helpless, in the pentagram. The chanting filled her ears. A dark figure approached her through the others in their cloaks...

      Now she saw the man’s face. It had been blocked from her memory before. Like she didn’t want to see it. She didn’t want to know who it was.

      Now she saw that it wasn’t Xavier who had done that to her in the basement.

      It was Carlson’s face she saw. It had always been Carlson.
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      In that moment, she realized something else.

      Everything he had told her was a lie. Everything. All of it. There was no evil spirit within her. He had been drugging her to make her do things. He had been manipulating her all this time, right from the start, even to the point of taking her into his bed. What had seemed like love making had been just another form of control for him.

      She felt violated, in every possible way.

      Everything with him had been a lie. Which meant the voodoo nonsense of magic and spirits and something squirming inside of her was also a lie.

      There was no loa inside of her. It was just Carlson, making her believe.

      Her eyes narrowed on him as the cold dread of her fear was slowly replaced with an angry heat. She was Katie Pearson. She had faced down ghosts and evil spirits and bad people. She was stronger than this. She wasn’t going to cower in the hallway of this old house and let this man make her feel weak and powerless.

      Not anymore.

      Her hand curled into a fist and she pushed away from the wall, closing the distance between them, and swung at his face just as hard as she could.

      He stood there, unimpressed, as her hand stopped in midair.

      Katie pulled her arm back, staring at it. The cloth around her wrist was now dark with her blood, but it was her arm. Her hand.

      There were no strings on her.

      She swung her fist at him again.

      And again.

      Each time, her body froze before she could touch him.

      “You can’t hurt me,” he told her. Then he leaned in closer, his eyes looking through hers and into the hollows of her soul. “She won’t let you. Not while she’s inside you.”

      Katie whimpered. The magic was real. The evil was real.

      The loa inside of her...was real.

      Her panic from before threatened to overwhelm her now. Her mind couldn’t take this. Everything was going wrong and she was really possessed and Carlson was trying to kill her or use her or manipulate her and she didn’t know what was real or what was fake anymore!

      Voodoo was real.

      Voodoo was real!

      Quickly reaching into her front pocket she felt the familiar, comforting ceramic hide of the horse. Her little horse, that she loved so much. It had been blessed. It had been made into a gris gris with power to ward off evil.

      Evil was standing in front of her.

      She thrust the horse out in front of her like a shield, silently begging it to protect her from this man.

      Carlson looked down at it.

      Then he looked back up at her.

      And he smiled.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me, chere. I gave that to you. Do you really think I’d put a talisman in your hands you could use against me?” He reached out, and simply plucked it from her fingers and all Katie could do was stand there and let it happen. “You are the horse, remember? That’s why you were drawn to this. It represents your body, now that the loa is riding in you. This was a talisman for me, not for you.”

      Katie felt the tears again. “Wh-what do you mean?”

      He trotted the horse through the air, mocking her. “It helps me keep track of you. Helps me find you. My friend Brian Samedi tied this to your soul, and wherever you went, it watched you for me.”

      She put her hands up over her mouth, holding in the scream that wanted to burst out of her lungs.

      “Oh, come on now,” he told her. “I had to do something. When you bought that damned onyx ring from the street vendor, it pushed off my power. Happens sometimes. These peasants in the city fall into a real item of voodoo power without even realizing it. When you put it on, I felt my power leaving you. The loa cringed away from me when you had that on. Had to convince you not to wear it.”

      He held the horse up in front of her eyes, making it trot again. Katie realized now that even though it was sculpted to look free, it was trapped in the bonds of its creation. It wasn’t really free. It never had been.

      Nether had she.

      Wrapping his fingers around the figurine, Carlson pressed it into his palm, harder, and harder, until the tendons were sticking out like cords and then there was a loud SNAP and the horse was crushed to powder.

      “You,” Carlson said to her, “should have kept that ring.”

      Opening his palm, he blew the powder of her horse into her face.

      Everything went black around her, and she tumbled into darkness.
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      The cold of the basement floor woke her as it seeped into her bones.

      Katie screamed, remembering everything that had just happened.

      Xavier, dead on the floor.

      Carlson, smiling at her fear.

      Her, trapped in a nightmare.

      So she screamed, as loud as she could.

      Silence. Only silence.

      Katie thrashed her arms and her legs and tried, tried, tried to get up.

      Her body stayed completely still, lying there on the floor.

      It wasn’t her body to control. It wasn’t her mouth scream.

      Something else was in control.

      The thing inside of her.

      Carlson’s voice reached her. Wherever she really was, she could hear him. She couldn’t see him.

      “I knew you,” he said, “from the first moment I saw you. That face. That face is famous to any true practitioner of voodoo. You weren’t wrong when you thought you saw someone with your own face coming for you. Floating into you. The loa owned you from that moment.”

      She felt his hand touch her cheek and she reached up to swat him away.

      Her hand never moved.

      “You’re the spitting image of Madame Marie Laveau. I don’t want to use the word reincarnation, but it happens. People come back after they die. You came back to us. You will be her way back to the Earth.”

      Katie wanted to run away. She wanted to be anywhere but here.

      Her body wouldn’t move.

      “That idiot Xavier was going to ruin everything,” Carlson kept going. “He didn’t know the true power of voodoo. He didn’t know the way to bring Madame Laveau back completely. He only knew you were pretty, and people would follow you, if you embraced our ways. Only, you would never do that, would you? Not the good little Katie Pearson. Not the woman who faced ghosts and big bad things and sent them all back to Hell. You were too pure of heart to do that.”

      Katie tried to argue that wasn’t her. She believed in right, and she believed in wrong, but she wasn’t pure of heart.

      Hell, she’d been screwing him for the past few days, right after a breakup with Riley. She could still smell Riley’s scent on her, sometimes, and now she was spreading herself for a man she had only just met.

      A man she obviously didn’t know at all.

      “So I’ve been helping you come to this point for days. I guess I should apologize for all the nasty things I did to you. Making you think you were a murderer...that was hard on me. I didn’t want to put you through that but you had to come here willingly. It had to be your choice.”

      Katie tried to move again. She tried to push herself off the floor. She tried to do anything at all that would make her body be her own again.

      Her fists hit something.

      The floor, she thought. It must be the floor. Whatever Carlson had done to her was wearing off and she could feel the floor underneath her now. That meant she could escape. That meant she could beat him.

      She pounded her fists against the floor.

      Only, it wasn’t cold. It wasn’t hard as stone like concrete should be.

      It was soft, and warm.

      Katie pounded her fists, and she screamed. She could hear herself now, and she knew she must be waking up from whatever had been done to her.

      She could open her eyes now.

      What she saw made no sense.

      It was her face in front of her, only it was backwards. It was reversed. Not like a mirror. Like...

      Like she was seeing her face from the inside, looking out.

      Her fists pounded against her own flesh.

      No one could hear her screams, because she was crying out from inside her own mind.

      The loa of Madame Laveau rode her now, and she had no choice but to obey the will of her rider.
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      The world around her was contorted. It was like she was looking through a distorted pane of glass at a world that had gone completely loopy. It was worse than looking into a funhouse mirror and seeing the world all twisted around itself.

      Like she had fallen down the rabbit hole, and nothing was going to be the same again.

      “Now,” Carlson said, his voice booming, “rise up. Rise up, and be yourself again!”

      Katie saw candles ignite in the room. Her head lifted up off the basement floor. She blinked around the room. She smiled.

      Only, Katie wasn’t doing it. She didn’t move her head. Didn’t move her lips. None of that was her but she was helpless to stop it.

      Her body wasn’t her own. She was just an observer.

      The candles were at the points of the pentagram, stuck to the floor with their own wax. She smiled to see it. This was the way. This was the truth. Magic had brought her back to herself.

      She was Madame Marie Laveau.

      Lifting her hands up in front of herself, she examined them closely, and the rest of her new body. Long, graceful fingers. Strong arms. The curve of her hips. The way her breasts filled out her shirt. She was young again!

      Carlson gave her a moment to get acquainted with her new body. “When you died, it was 1881. You were eighty years old. It’s been a very, very long time since you could enjoy being a young woman.”

      Katie--in her own mind--heard everything. She felt everything, every time Marie Laveau put her own hands all over some intimate part of her body. Her soul was fading away. She was still here, still herself, but she was buried so deeply that she wondered if she would ever see daylight with her own eyes again.

      She wanted to scream. She needed to scream.

      Instead, all she could do was watch.

      “People still come to your grave,” Carlson told her. “They honor you with gifts. They ask for your blessings. You will forever be a part of this world. We will forever be in your debt.”

      He knelt in front of her, and Katie tried to make her arms move, to reach out to strangle him. She wanted him to die, for what he was doing to her.

      Her hand stretched out toward Carlson.

      She smiled at him. She knelt down with him, and took his face in her hands.

      No, she told herself. No don’t do this.

      She kissed him, a slow and eager movement of Katie’s lips over his. Carlson responded to that embrace by putting his hands all over her. Her own hands did the same, roaming up and under his shirt, feeling the tight movement of his muscles as he leaned into her.

      No, no, no! I will not do this!

      Forget it, that voice in her head repeated to her.

      It was like having a conversation with herself, where all she could do was listen.

      Forget your life. Your life is mine now.

      No, no, no, no...

      Yes...

      She felt the need for him begin to swell within her. The desire blossomed quickly and swept through her until it was all she could feel. The heat of it burned away her silent protests and then she was just floating along inside herself as she stripped off her clothes, and stripped off Carlson’s clothes, and pushed him down on the floor.

      She was more forceful with him than she had ever been with a man. She was wild, and free, and she mounted him across his hips, teasing his throbbing manhood with mischievous touches of her slick heat until he was begging her to take him, ride him, use him however she wanted.

      So she did.

      Her body moved on him in ways that she could never have imagined. They both screamed in wordless songs that seemed like voodoo spells unto themselves. As if they were chanting to each other, and making the temperature lift higher, and higher--both inside, and out.

      The climax knocked Katie into a spiral of warm, euphoric darkness. It was involuntary, and intense, and left her wanting to do it again.

      She lost herself for a long time in the feeling of what had been done to her. Everything was slipping away. She wondered if she would become tatters of herself, like a shredded tapestry that could never be put together again.

      She could feel herself, somewhere in here, circling around her own mind. If she could just--

      Catch herself.

      Somehow.

      From eyes that weren’t really there anymore, Katie cried. She cried in ecstasy, and she cried in utter despair.

      And, she cried in the grip of the overwhelming fear that quivered through her being.

      For a time she drifted, recovering from the feelings and emotions that Carlson’s sex had filled her with. It was a minute, or twelve hours, or a year. There was no way of knowing how long. Time had no meaning in the place where she was.

      Then her eyes opened, and she saw what Madame Laveau saw.

      They weren’t in the basement anymore.

      This was the first floor. This was the room where Carlson had killed Xavier.

      Katie’s arms were outstretched, hands draping loosely at her wrists, chanting words she didn’t know through lips she couldn’t control.

      Something was moving inside of her. A force like electrical energy. It ran through her veins and filtered through her fingers, through the air, layering over the bloody mess of Xavier’s body.

      Magic. Black magic. This was voodoo.

      Katie had never felt it before in her life but there was no doubting what this was. The voodoo queen riding her body was performing voodoo magic.

      Somehow, she felt more herself now. She could almost feel herself distinct from Madame Laveau now.

      The chanting grew louder. The magic crackled.

      Xavier’s eyes opened.
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      Xavier blinked, and moaned, and his body shook.

      He’d been dead. Katie knew that for sure. The image of Carlson’s knife spurting through Xavier’s neck was sharp and clear.

      Dead. He’d been dead.

      Katie moved closer to the focus of her vision, still looking out through her own face. The candles still burned, which she thought was dangerous, and in the light she could see Xavier’s cold, blank eyes. They were a liquid gray. There was no life in them.

      He wasn’t alive. He was still dead.

      Katie stared, unable to do anything but watch as Madame Laveau animated a corpse.

      Xavier stood with jerky, stiff movements. His joints popped. His one arm bent completely the wrong way before coming back around. The blood on his clothes and around his neck had turned black and crusty already.

      When he was on his feet, he stood with his back hunched, one shoulder lower than the other, his mouth hanging open with bloody drool pouring out.

      “The first of many,” Carlson said. His voice was receding in Katie’s hearing. Now that Madame Laveau wasn’t using her magic, her personality was becoming dominant again. She was losing herself.

      Did Carlson say the first? Xavier was the first?

      Yes, Madame Laveau said to her inside of her own mind. Voodoo will be respected again. I will make our faith respected. I will make it feared. I am Madame Laveau, and I am reborn.

      This is my body! Katie screamed in her mind, the words silent and full of her fear and anger. This is mine! You don’t belong--ahh!

      Pain wracked her soul, like lightning shooting through her soul. Katie had never experienced anything so...so pure. This was complete agony, with no reprieve. Not until Madame Laveau took a breath with Katie’s lungs and settled her thoughts.

      You won’t be here much longer, she said to Katie. You’re already fading away. Understand that I can end you at any moment, or I can choose to let you ride along with me and watch as the world is remade in my image. The choice is yours.

      Katie tried to claw her way to the surface of her own body but her hands couldn’t find anything to grab hold of. There was no escape. This was insane. This was impossible. Voodoo wasn’t real. Zombies weren’t real. Madame Laveau couldn’t be making zombies! It had to be more of that powder stuff that Carlson had used on her. That must be it.

      There was no such things as zombies.

      Around her, Madame Laveau laughed. “Wait and see. The world will bow before me, or the world will suffer. My poor Xavier here is just the first of many servants loyal to their voodoo queen.”

      He can’t be a zombie. You can’t just turn people into zombies.

      Madame Laveau’s laughter was an eerie echo of Katie’s own voice. “People are zombies, Katie Pearson. They walk through this world with no care for themselves, no care for no one else. They wander through life and they go from moment to moment with no care what happens to no one. Heart as dead and cold as stone, they are. Everyone around you is already a zombie. I’m just gonna make their outsides match their insides.  That’s all I be doing.”

      Anger outweighed Katie’s fear for just an instant. How are you going to make more? she asked Madame Laveau. I don’t see a line of dead people waiting for you to cast your little voodoo spells. Do you? It’s not like you can use me. I’m not dead.

      That laughter again. The laughter that was Katie’s, but not hers at the same time. “Are you sure?”

      I’m not dead.

      Laughter, pure and mean.

      I’m not dead!

      “Think so?”

      Yes.

      “Hmm.”

      What’s that supposed to mean?

      “Well, Katie Pearson, did you ever think that maybe this be what Hell looks like?”

      The cold realization of that landed like a physical slap against a body that she couldn’t feel.

      She was a prisoner, in Hell.

      Before too much longer, there would be nothing at all left of her.

      “Besides, Katie Pearson, I don’t need your pitiful soul to create my adoring servants.” She shrugged, swirling Katie’s consciousness around with her own. “I have volunteers who want to become mine.”

      She turned her attention to the doorway, bringing Katie’s attention that way as well.

      A procession of men in hooded cloaks walked in, carrying candles, and chanting words of voodoo power.
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      These were the men who had held Katie down on the floor in the basement, and performed their black magic on her. She saw their faces now, and the remaining pieces of her memories fell into place.

      The house had guided her down there, knowing what she would find. This house, built on a foundation in a shadowy corner of New Orleans, where even the history had forgotten the events of centuries long past.

      Under the city, in passages once used by French revolutionaries, lay the bones of the forgotten. The City of the Dead it was called. From the long trapped souls of the wounded, and the sick, and the unwanted who filtered into those tunnels to escape from society, voodoo queens like Madame Laveau drew their powers. The ground was seeped in the blood of the dead.

      And now Madame Laveau was going to raise the dead and make them a gathering of animated corpses loyal to herself.

      That was the story Carlson had told her while she lay in the darkness, on her back, helpless from whatever drug he had puffed into her face. She remembered breathing it in now. She understood why she felt like there were parts of that experience in the basement that were missing for her.

      Carlson had made sure she wouldn’t remember.

      Now that Madame Laveau had taken over her mind, she remembered it all clearly. She knew the insanity that was about to happen.

      All she wanted was for it to stop.

      She opened her mouth to scream.

      “My friends,” Madame Laveau said through her lips. “You have come here to give yourselves to me. Remove your robes. Show yourselves. Set yourselves free to me.”

      One by one, they did as she commanded. The robes slipped off over shoulders, and fell to the floor to pile themselves around the ankles of the faithful. Katie saw most of them were men, but two were women, and none of them were wearing anything. They didn’t seem to care. No one’s eyes wandered to their neighbor. The men stood flaccid, the women with their heads back and eyes only for Madame Laveau.

      Or rather, only for Katie.

      Her arms were lifted up, just as they had been before, hands held at the same angle as she started to chant those unknown words. Katie felt the power stirring through her again, from someplace deep inside that wasn’t any part of her. It coiled and flowed, dripping off her fingertips and cascading through the room.

      And as Madame Laveau called on that power, Katie felt cracks forming in her prison that her mind could slip through.

      It occurred to her that the more Madame Laveau had to draw on her powers, the less power she had over Katie.

      Could she use that? Could that be her way out?

      Around her, Laveau laughed maniacally. There is no way out for you. I will not give up my new body.

      Pain shot through her like before, but maybe not as strong. Maybe Katie was on to something, after all.

      She pushed against the barriers all around her, trying to slide back into her body like a set of clothes.

      The pain pushed her back, and for a while she didn’t know if she was still here, or if she had been completely erased from existence.

      Then she snapped back to herself. She was Katie Pearson again, held hostage by the loa of a dead voodoo queen, but definitely herself.

      Through her eyes, she saw the seven naked, subservient followers of Madame Marie Laveau. They stood very still, all in a row, like sculpted nudes. Katie wasn’t sure they were moving a single muscle in their body. They certainly didn’t look like they were breathing.

      It was their eyes that held her transfixed. Completely white, from corner to corner. At first she thought they had rolled back into their heads, but then she saw that the color had simply been leeched out of the irises, and the pupils were now the same uniform, murky white.

      They were blind, yet they stared straight at her.

      “You see?” Katie heard Marie Laveau crowing in triumph. “They follow, and I lead. They will encourage others to join, and soon all of New Orleans will be ours. And then, no one will stop me.”

      Katie felt the world spin around her.

      Carlson was there suddenly, catching her body as it began to topple. A dizzy spell that left a loud ringing noise sounding through her brain. Katie actually felt it. She felt Carlson’s arms around her. This was the first thing she had felt with her own body since this nightmare began and she clung to it like a rope thrown to a drowning person.

      If she could feel her body again, then she could take control.

      She pushed against Carlson’s chest, wanting to get away from him, wanting to run and never look back, but she was too weak, and the dizziness was getting worse, and now there was a voice clamoring in her mind and shouting, shouting, shouting.

      It was her voice, but it was the words of Madame Laveau.

      No! Not now. I was so close. So close! Give me back the world. Give me back my life!

      Katie used the last of her strength to close that voice away, and push it down deep. This wasn’t over, but for now, she was still herself.

      Carlson’s hand stroking her face was both comforting, and repulsive to her. “Shh,” he said. “It’s all right. You used too much, too fast. You need to get used to this new body. Shh. It’s all right.”

      She tried to push herself free one last time before the world closed in on her and she blacked out to the sound of his cooing.

      “It’s all right...it’s all right...”
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      Katie creaked open one eye and examined her surroundings.

      With a groan, she got out from under the blankets and sat on the edge of Carlson’s bed. She would have expected it to be old hat now, waking up in this man’s bed.

      Only now, it wasn’t funny anymore.

      She needed to get out of here. Right. Now.

      Everything came back to her in a rush and she felt over her body with her own hands, just to make sure she could do it. This was her. It was just her, and nobody else was inside of her. She couldn’t hear Madame Laveau’s voice. She couldn’t feel a loa squirming inside. She was alone with herself again.

      For the moment, she was alone in the room as well.

      She was still in the jeans and shirt from before. She only had socks on her feet but she wasn’t going to wait to find out where he’d put her shoes. She didn’t need them. There were probably two dozen shoe stores in New Orleans, if not more.

      She just wanted out.

      At the door to the bedroom she stopped, and listened. There were no sounds. The apartment around her was quiet. From the way the sunlight was coming through the window she could tell it was about midday. The club downstairs would be empty.

      If she was really, really lucky then Carlson had left her here alone.

      She didn’t know what was real and what was made up in her memories of last night. Witchcraft. Voodoo. Zombies, for the love of God. How was she supposed to believe any of it? No sane person ever would.

      Then again, sane people didn’t see ghosts like she did, or know that there really were more things in Heaven and Earth than anyone could ever imagine.

      So maybe it wasn’t too crazy to think voodoo could be on that list, too.

      Katie didn’t care anymore. Something was wrong here, and she wanted out. Of this apartment, of Carlson’s life, of this whole damned city.

      She turned the knob, and yanked to open it.

      It rattled against the lock, and nothing else.

      No. Oh, no.

      Katie twisted the lock on her side, first one way and then the other, but it stayed locked. The door wouldn’t open.

      It couldn’t be locked from this side. Locks were meant to keep people out, not keep them in. She pulled, and tugged, until she realized how much noise she was making. Then she stopped, and stared at the doorknob.

      If Carlson had built the lock to be locked from either side, that would explain it.

      Or, if he slid the key in the outside handle and snapped it off. That was supposed to keep a door locked, wasn’t it? That’s what they always did on TV.

      Maybe he had it braced from the outside, or maybe she was just too worked up to realize what she was doing wrong, or maybe a hundred different other maybes. None of that mattered. She had to go before Carlson came to check on her.

      The window was the only other way out.

      She rushed over and pushed the curtains aside. It was bright outside, just like she thought, but the window opened on the back of the building. There were no people out there. No one to hear her if she screamed, and no one to call the police.

      The police! She searched in her back pockets, and then her front pockets, but there was no phone. All she had was the playing card that she’d picked up from the failed fortune teller reading. No help there.

      It hadn’t been any help for Madam Parlander, either.

      Pushing on the window’s sash did nothing. She looked for a lock but there wasn’t one. It should open. There was no reason why it shouldn’t open.

      Then she saw the edges of the sill. In each corner, the head of a screw was nearly hidden under a thick layer of paint. The window was actually screwed shut.

      She lowered her forehead down against a pane of glass. He’d thought of everything. No phone. No way out.

      That wasn’t going to stop her. She’d find some way to free herself. Maybe if she just--

      “Are you all right?”

      The question had come from the other side of the door, from out in the hallway. It was Carlson’s voice. He was back, coming to check on her.

      Or rather, to check on Madame Marie Laveau.

      There was no more time. She had to go. She had to get out.

      On the bedside table was a lamp with a twisting metal base. Katie quickly picked it up and yanked the cord out of the wall, and brought it back to the window.

      “Hello?” Carlson called into the room. He added a knock, and Katie wondered why he was being so polite to someone he was holding hostage. “Are you all right? I’m coming in.”

      No time, there was no time!

      Hauling back the lamp, she swung it as hard as she could.

      Glass shattered. The wooden framework between the panes cracked and splintered. She threw her arm up over her eyes--a little late--to keep the glass fragments from cutting her face.

      “What’s going on in there?” Carlson asked, his voice raising and his accent as thick as she’d ever heard it. “Hold on!”

      Katie heard the handle rattle as he unlocked it from his side.

      She had to act fast. Using the base of the lamp she broke away the pieces of the window still left in the frame. When the hole was wide enough for her to get through, she leaned out past the wall and looked down.

      It was only the second floor, but it was a ways down. There was no fire escape. No rescue ladder. No way to get down.

      Except jump.

      Behind her, the door opened.

      That was it, then. She was leaving. If she broke an ankle getting out of here it would be worth it.

      Leaning further out she put her hands on the sill and levered one leg over and out.

      Then Carlson had her by the elbow, pulling her back in.

      “No,” she told him. “No! Let me go! Let me go!”

      “What are you doing?” he sounded frantic to get her back inside, and she could only imagine the things he would do to her now that he had her caught again. “Stop it. Stop it!”

      “Leave me alone!”

      She was already being dragged back into the bedroom. She stopped trying to get out and threw a fist at him instead. He blocked it easily, but didn’t try to strike back.

      “Katie, stop it! You’re safe here! It’s over!”

      She stared at him, all thoughts of leaving forgotten. He wasn’t trying to hurt her. He wasn’t trying to control her.

      And...he called her Katie, not Laveau.
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      “So, it was all a dream?”

      Nothing made sense about any of this. Carlson had sat with her on the edge of his bed for a few hours now to explain everything to her. He’d been patient, and kind, and he’d made sure not to sit too close once he saw how terrified she was of him.

      Only, the story he told her was very different than what she remembered.

      “Katie, you’ve been having horrible headaches for the last couple of days.” He reached out for her hand, but then pulled back. “Sorry, I know this is a lot to take in. You haven’t been feeling right. I took you to the hospital but they just sent you away with some aspirin and told you to rest.”

      She ran her hand through her hair. “So it was a dream.”

      “Ma chere, you’ve been sleeping for two days straight. You’ve been having nightmares almost nonstop and one time I found you wandering around downstairs, convinced that you’d killed someone. I brought you back up here, and put you to bed, and after that I kept the door locked so that you wouldn’t wander off again.”

      “Sleepwalking.” Katie couldn’t believe it. It was all a dream. A fever dream by the sound of it. She hadn’t seen any zombies. She hadn’t been held down on a cold basement floor while maniacs chanted over her.

      And, she had not been invaded by a voodoo queen’s spirit.

      It was almost a relief to know she had hallucinated it all.

      Or it would be, if she believed him.

      “Well. That sort of thing’s never happened to me before.” She stretched, keeping an eye on him as she edged a little further away on the mattress. “I mean, I don’t usually walk around in my sleep.”

      He leaned over to kiss her cheek. “I like a woman with a few quirks.”

      She cringed at the feel of his lips on her skin, even though she tried to hide it. She didn’t want him to see how she was just biding her time until she could bolt from here. Getting into a relationship without knowing anything about the guy was always dangerous. Kind of like buying a house sight unseen. Only this time, it had been a hundred times worse.

      He had to be lying. All the things she remembered couldn’t be made up. Her imagination wasn’t that good. She could remember the feel of psychotic voodoo acolytes all over her. The smell of burning candles still lingered on her skin. She could still hear the chanting.

      “Tell you what,” Carlson said to her when she didn’t say anything. “How about I go and get for us some fantastic takeout for lunch? You’ll feel better after you get some real food in your stomach, I guarantee.”

      This was her chance. Yes. Once he left, she could wait a few minutes, make sure he wasn’t coming back, and then leave.

      “I think that would be great,” she said, jumping up from the bed and putting on her brightest smile. “Thanks. Maybe something from that place you took me to with the shrimp gumbo.”

      He stared at her blankly, like he didn’t know what she was talking about.

      “You know,” she told him. “The one on Bourbon Street. Where you took me for lunch.”

      His expression was twisted. “Katie, we never went to lunch on Bourbon Street. We’ve been having a good time right here. Lots of delivery food. Takeout. I made you shrimp gumbo here, but we never went out for it.”

      Katie sat back down on the bed. No. This wasn’t possible. He was so convincing. So certain that nothing she was describing had ever happened. If she didn’t remember it so clearly, she might have even believed his lies herself.

      Were they lies? Could she be remembering things wrong, could he be right, could she be crazy?

      No, she told herself. Swallowing back a lump in her throat she made herself a promise that she wasn’t insane.

      But what if she was?

      “It’s all right,” he told her, again. “I won’t push you until you feel up to it. Stay here. I’ll go get us some food and be right back.”

      “Carlson...”

      She stopped herself. She had been about to say she couldn’t stay here forever. She had been about to tell him she knew he was an evil bastard who dabbled in black magic.

      Forget it, a faint voice said in her mind. Forget it all.

      Katie froze, her gaze stuck on Carlson’s. That voice in her mind. That was the same voice she’d been hearing for days now.

      That proved that at least part of this horror was real.

      He kissed her forehead again, and she was too tangled in her own thoughts to do anything but let it happen.

      “See you, ma chere.”

      He hummed to himself as he left the room, and closed the door behind him.

      Katie tensed. Her hands gripped the edge of the mattress. She put her feet flat against the floor. Then she counted up to one hundred.

      And then she did it again, just to be sure.

      Then she ran to the bedroom door.

      The door was locked.

      Katie panicked, because he’d locked her in again and there was no other way out--

      But then she remembered. The window. She’d broken out the window and it was a long drop but she could make it if she took it easy and went slow.

      Yes. That would work. She could get away.

      Turning around, she practically lunged for the window. She had to get away.

      The window wasn’t there. She was facing a blank wall.

      No window.

      Katie felt a scream building inside of her, coming out as a little whimper. Not again. Not again. The world could not reshape itself again. There was a window there. A window right there!

      On that wall, across from the bedroom door.

      The bedroom door that was...right here...

      When she turned back to the locked door, it was only another wall.

      The room had shrunk down to a narrow space, walls all around, no matter where she turned, there were walls.

      Walls.

      Walls...
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      Katie took a breath. She had to believe she was still in Carlson’s bedroom. She had to believe that some part of this nightmare wasn’t her imagination.

      She was not crazy.

      Banging her fist against the wall didn’t change what she was seeing. The pain of it lanced up her arm to her elbow. It was real.

      This was real.

      She wasn’t crazy.

      Katie swallowed, and held back the tears. It would have been better if she was insane. She just wanted out.

      She just wanted out!

      Turning around nearly in a circle, she found a hallway stretching away from her. At the end, it turned to the right, and kept going out of sight. There was no other way for her to go. Whatever force was holding her hostage wanted her to go this way.

      There was no source of light, but she could see everything. The cracked ceiling molding. The peeling wallpaper.

      She recognized that wallpaper. It was the same from the hallway that had led her down to the basement in Xavier’s house.

      Was that where she was? Could she possibly have gone form Carlson’s apartment, back to this house of horrors?

      For that matter, had she ever really been in Carlson’s apartment in the first place?

      Katie shook her head, walking straight ahead with her hand feeling along the wall for support. This was how she’d found that door before. The one that led her to the basement. Was that what was going to happen this time?

      She put her other hand on the opposite side. The seams in the paper strips flipped under her fingertips rhythmically. She didn’t want to miss it, if another door popped up out of nowhere.

      Around the corner, she stopped. A woman in a long black dress stood there. She blocked Katie’s way, a scowl tugging at the mole on her pale face. Those dangly earrings hung limply from her lobes.

      Madam Parlander.

      She stared at Katie without saying a word. In the silence, Katie could hear her heart beating. She almost sighed in relief.

      “You’re alive,” she whispered, never happier to say those two words in all of her life. “I was sure that I saw you dead. Um. Murdered, I mean. Not by me, except I thought it was me, then I found out it wasn’t. I think. It’s a long story, I guess, but the point is that if you’re alive then maybe it wasn’t real, after all, and I can just--”

      Madam Parlander put a finger up over her lips, asking Katie to be quiet.

      “What? Why?” Katie lowered her voice anyway, even though there was no one around to see them, let alone hear them. “Listen, please, I’m trying to leave and I’m all turned around. I just want to get out. Can you help me?”

      Instead of answering, Madam Parlander lifted a hand, and turned it over, revealing a deck of playing cards.

      “I don’t have time for a reading. Look, I’m sure you’re really good at all of this voodoo stuff but I just want to get out of here.”

      She reached over to grab hold of the fortune teller’s arm, to shake some sense into her if that was what it took.

      Her hand went right through. The woman’s body was as substantial as smoke.

      Katie gasped and stepped back. Madam Parlander looked down at the spot where Katie had touched her, frowning as if not sure why she wasn’t solid flesh and blood.

      The answer came easily to Katie. Parlander really was dead.

      She was a ghost.

      A ghost who wanted something from Katie.

      “I didn’t kill you,” she was quick to repeat. “Just, you know, head toward the light. I need to go. Please, I need to go.”

      Madam Parlander upturned the deck of cards and let them all slip out. They fluttered to the floor like bizarre butterflies, spreading themselves out in a pattern that looked random at first, until more and more of them fell into place. They landed edge to edge, something that wouldn’t be possible if a ghostly hand wasn’t guiding them.

      They formed a five pointed star surrounded by a circle. A pentagram.

      It wasn’t quite a perfect circle around the outside. Katie saw a gap, where a single card should go.

      There was a card missing from the deck.

      Katie squinted down at the design on the floor. All the cards had landed face up, but she couldn’t tell which one wasn’t there. She wasn’t going to take the time to find each one in sequence, either, because if her memory served her there were fifty-two cards in a deck and she just didn’t have the time to count off each one.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t understand. Maybe if you could just tell me what you want we could both get on with--"

      She’d almost said “with our lives” but she stopped herself in time. She might have a life, but Madam Parlander didn’t.

      “Just let me go,” she said. “I just want to get out.”

      She turned to run back the way she came. There must be a way out. There must be.

      The walls had moved again. There was no hallway behind her. Just a wall with peeling, ugly wallpaper. Her only way out, was through the ghost.

      The cards on the floor fluttered, and stirred, and turned themselves around. They leaned on each other, forming rows of tented triangles, flat cards slipping in between. A house of cards built itself up between herself and the ghost.

      Madam Parlander directed them as they went, waving her finger like a conductor directing a symphony.

      “Stop,” Katie heard herself saying.

      When the cards were assembled, Parlander pointed her finger at the very bottom. Where the basement of a house would be.

      “Stop it,” Katie said.

      Parlander pointed harder.

      The cards at the very bottom began to smoke.

      Katie felt a heat rising in herself as well. A feeling of something inside that wasn’t her.

      Like someone else was waking up deep, deep inside.

      The cards burst into flame, an angry red and orange fire that burned from the center until it consumed the whole thing from the bottom up.

      “I said, stop it!” Kate was screaming now, and as she did her voice became darker, shadowy, and less her own.

      Her vision swam, and then separated, and she was looking out from the inside, less herself and more...someone else.

      Madam Parlander opened her mouth, about to say something connected to the cards, and the burning house.

      Katie’s hand shot forward and into the center of the ghost’s chest, and when she did a power flowed through her that was dark and gritty. It exploded through Parlander and shredded her apart until there was nothing left but wisps of color that clung to the ratty wallpaper all around.

      The way forward was clear. Katie stumbled blindly down the hallway, tears brimming in her eyes as she tried to ignore what had just happened.

      Parlander was really dead. Really murdered.

      Worse than that, something was inside of her. Something was riding her.

      The loa of Marie Laveau.

      Katie was possessed.

      She needed to escape. She needed to leave.

      All she could do was stumble down the hallway, wherever it was taking her.
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      If she ran fast enough, maybe she could outrun her fate.

      Or maybe, a darker part of her mind said to her, she would just run until she died.

      The hallway turned corners, left and right, and suddenly began to slope downward. She slowed her steps, even when every bit of everything inside of her told her to just keep flinging herself headlong toward wherever this was leading her.

      She was afraid she knew where this was going, and she did not want to go there. Not again.

      Not the basement.

      There was no way to avoid it. She didn’t turn around but she knew if she did that there wouldn’t be a way back. The hallway was pushing her. She was trapped.

      Another right turn brought her to a door.

      “Please don’t make me go in there,” she whispered. “Please. I just want to leave.”

      The voice that kept telling her to forget about everything snickered in her mind. It is time. I wasn’t strong enough before. Now I’ve rested. Now I have grown. There is less of you, and more of me.

      “I am Katie Pearson,” she insisted, wiping tears away with the palms of her hands. “You can’t take that away from me.”

      I can. I have. Carlson has played his part, and given you just enough of a lead to send you running down here. You are mine. I am you, and I will be me again. You will die so I may live.

      “No. Please, leave me be. Let me go.”

      Go? You have nowhere to go. Nowhere but where I let you go.

      In front of her, the door opened. There was darkness ahead, and Katie knew with all of her heart that if she stepped through there would be no coming back. She would be lost forever.

      She planted her feet. She wasn’t going through that door.

      Behind her, the wall pushed into her back. It was moving, and it wasn’t going to allow her to stay where she was.

      Katie tried to push back. She braced her hands against the doorway. She strained every muscle in her body and still she was pushed inescapably toward the darkness in front of her.

      The wall crept forward, and pushed her through the doorway, and then it was pressing against her fingers on the frame of the door. It began pressing down on her knuckles. She felt the pain of it and the crushing weight of it and she knew that if she didn’t pull her hands out she was going to lose her fingers for good.

      She screamed. It hurt, and she screamed.

      The darkness swallowed her, and she screamed.

      She tugged her hands free of the pressure but not before she felt her skin tear and blood running down her hands.

      With a hollow thud, the wall joined with the door, and there was nothing but the darkness around her.

      She fell to her knees, cradling her hands to her chest. “Damn it,” she whispered to herself. “Damn it all to Hell.”

      No, she reminded herself. She was already in Hell. This was as close to Hell as anyone could get, and still be alive.

      Not that she would be alive for long, once Laveau took over her body again.

      She couldn’t think like that. Her thoughts kept wavering back and forth between this being real, and this being all some sort of nightmarish dream, and she wanted so badly just to know this was a dream and she was going to wake up in Carlson’s bed again with his arms around her and one more lame excuse about how this was all in her head.

      “Snap out of it, Katie,” she growled at herself, there in the dark.

      Mockingly, Madame Laveau said the same thing back to her.

      Snap out of it, Katie.

      Laughter followed, ringing in her ears, deafening her, pouring up from some place inside that Katie had never known was there before the dark spirit of a voodoo queen had chosen to ride inside her.

      Around her, the room began to brighten. Katie held her hands at her side, willing this to be the end of it. If there was a way out she would take it and never look back and never come back here to New Orleans ever and the rest of this nightmare could stay here and burn just like that house of cards the ghost had showed her.

      Shadows became objects she could barely make out. Pipes as wide as her waist. Boxes stacked on themselves. Cinderblock walls. Racks of metal shelves.

      The basement. The bottom of Xavier’s house, where a voodoo temple once stood. The magic of New Orleans had brought her here from Carlson’s house. It would never let her go. Ever.

      She belonged to it now.

      Just like you belong to me, Madame Laveau said in her mind.

      “No, I won’t let you.”

      You’ve no choice.

      “The Hell I don’t.”

      In front of her, shadows detached themselves from the stacks of things against the wall. It lurched and moved toward her in jerky, halting motions that were freakish. Monstrous. Twisted.

      When it fell into view, Katie was looking at what was left of Xavier Holsten.

      His flesh had turned a pale shade of brown with the dried blood around the wound in his neck creating a black stain. That insipid top hat was barely perched on his head, slipping low over his forehead.

      Blank eyes glared at her. Impossibly cold hands gripped her arm like a coiled metal band.

      His mouth fell open, and the breath of the grave flowed out.

      “You are here. You are returned to us.”

      Katie tried to pull away. Katie tried to scream. The world spun around her as a zombie held her fast.

      And then she smiled, and she relaxed. She was back. Now the world would know her power.

      From behind her own face, staring out through Madame Laveau’s eyes, Katie screamed where no one could hear her.
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      In the middle of the basement, the naked people stood. These were the ones from before, with their robes still piled on the floor, their eyes still blank. They had been here the whole time, waiting for her.

      Queen Marie Laveau.

      From further back in the room, Carlson emerged, holding a red wax candle in one fist. His smile was full of pride and desire. “It is you, my queen? I waited, as instructed.”

      “You have served me well.” Katie heard the words coming from her lips, spoken independent of her own thoughts. “I am stronger now. I won’t pass out, next I use my magic. My acolytes here have been waiting for me to turn them completely. For now, they exist between the two worlds of life and death. They wait for me to make them fully dead, and fully mine. I am strong enough now to bring them over. Yes.”

      Carlson nodded at her. “I stayed in the bedroom with you--I mean, with her--for as long as I could stand it. I swear she was going to try making love with me again.”

      The scene played out around Katie, like she had paid her ticket to watch this show, and she was powerless to stop it.

      Madame Laveau turned all the heat of her soul onto Carlson with a stare that would have withered a lesser man. “You will never speak of her again. She is gone. The remnants of her soul are trapped within me and will soon disappear into the vasty nothingness of Hell. There is a spot reserved there for my enemies.” She moved very close to him and cupped his chin in her hand. “You aren’t my enemy, are you Carlson?”

      His smile stayed set in place, but his eyes betrayed how suddenly terrified he was. “No, Madame. Of course not, Madame. I am forever your faithful servant. I found this girl when she came here, as I promised I would. Didn’t I bring her right to you? Here, where your magic was always strongest. I brought Katie Pearson right to--”

      Her hand came around in an arc that sliced through the air with a humming sound to land against the side of Carlson’s face.

      He spun off his feet and tumbled to the floor, sliding along the poured concrete until he was laying in the center of the pentagram, surrounded by the mindless, blank-eyed minions of Madame Laveau. The candle in his hand dropped hard, and cracked at the middle. Its flame went out.

      “I told you,” she said in a quiet fury, “never to speak her name again. She is dead to me, and to you, and to this world.”

      From somewhere in the prison of her own mind, Katie latched onto those words. Dead to this world. She was dead. Her spirit would evaporate away, and there would be nothing left but the loa of this psychotic voodoo queen.

      She drifted, unable to catch herself.

      “Now,” Madame Laveau said. “Let’s begin.”

      She didn’t offer a hand to help Carlson up. She turned her back on him, circling in place, examining the room.

      “I need a mirror,” she told Carlson. “I wish to see my glorious body while I perform this ceremony.”

      He sat up, rubbing the back of one hand against his cheek where she had struck him. “Of course, my queen,” he muttered.

      Then his eyes got wider as he realized he was sitting in the middle of the pentagram. He went to stand up, but his hand was about to touch one of the red painted lines and he stopped himself.

      “Uh,” his voice waivered, “Madame...”

      “Oh, for the love of the spirits,” she swore at him. “Get up, Carlson. The circle is not closed, and my power only hurts my enemies. Again I ask you, Carlson. Are you my enemy?”

      He swallowed, and slowly shook his head. “No, Madame. I am most definitely not your enemy.”

      He gently placed his hand down on the floor next to him, cringing when his fingers barely brushed one of the lines of the pentagram. Nothing happened, and he picked himself up, hopping over the outer circle of the voodoo design.

      Madame Laveau curled her lip at him. “Now, go fetch me my mirror. Or should I send Xavier to do it?”

      The monstrosity that was the corpse of Xavier Holsten shambled forward, aiming a hateful and blank stare at Carlson.

      “No need, Madame,” Carlson answered. He bowed low from his waist. Somehow, he made it clear that he would do anything for her, in a way that barely concealed he was terrified, and was only now realizing he was in over his head.

      He scampered off into the basement. The space had never been fully cleared out and a lot of the things that had belonged to Xavier’s family still sat around collecting dust.

      “It needs a little work, I admit.” Madame Laveau spoke to herself as she stared around the room, scowling at what her one-time voodoo temple had become. “My followers will recreate the former glory here. I will have my power. I will have my respect. This house will be torn down and rebuilt in my honor. Hmm. Too bad Carlson didn’t get his little girlfriend to give him tips on how to refurbish this place. Katie Pearson was supposed to be very good at that. Isn’t that right, Katie?”

      She laughed, and shook her head, feeling the loose ball of fading thoughts and emotions rattling around in her brain. That was all that was left of Katie Pearson. Just a tiny shadow of what used to be a person.

      Soon, she would be gone. Then there would only be the voodoo queen, Marie Laveau.

      It didn’t take long for Carlson to return dragging a full length standing mirror with a thick wooden frame, carved and painted in gold. She vaguely remembered that mirror belonging to her family years and years ago. He set it so it was facing the pentagram, and the naked men and women standing there, waiting for Laveau to pour her magic into them.

      She faced herself in the mirror. Beautiful black hair. Hazel eyes. A body that men would fight over. A smirk that showed humor and disdain in equal measures. This body would do. Yes. It would do very well.

      The thing she wasn’t used to was that light skin. It wouldn’t be suited to the heat and the humidity of New Orleans. Not at first. It would take some getting used to.

      Well, no one had ever accused Marie Laveau of shrinking away from a challenge.
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      It was time for the magic. Deep within her black soul, dark things coiled and stirred. She remembered the power of voodoo. She had been born with it. The power to hurt. The power to crush.

      The power to ruin lives.

      She stepped into the middle of the pentagram, and took a deep breath.

      Somewhere in her mind, Katie Pearson was trying to scream. Madame Laveau heard the noise like the buzzing of an insect, and ignored it. This was her time. The world was going to be hers.

      Starting with these few people here.

      “I call upon the loa,” she said on the exhale of her breath. “I call upon the spirits of the sun and the moon. I call upon the dead of New Orleans to rise to my command.”

      The blood in her veins became slimy as it rushed through her racing heart. It was sludge churning through her body, hot and oily and seething with the powers of heaven and earth.

      Not far from her, Carlson eagerly rubbed his hands together as he watched.

      Next to him Xavier slumped, breathing shallow and ragged breaths into his dead lungs.

      Madame Laveau kept chanting. She felt her blood. She felt it connect to the people attending her, waiting to be made more than they were.

      Waiting to be made immortal, in exchange for their souls.

      She felt Katie Pearson open one single eye, deep inside, to watch this all happen. Let her watch. She was already dead. She just didn’t know it yet.

      But Laveau did.

      In Haitian Creole, and in English, and in languages that had been forgotten since the time of the written word, Laveau continued to chant at her naked followers. Their blank eyes teared, and their muscles tensed, and their faces contorted in agony.

      The nipples of the two women under her thrall stood out bulging and stiff.

      There was a sexual feel to the spell, to be sure. Being used like this. Giving yourself over completely to the voodoo queen who would ride you until you died--it was like being on the cusp of an orgasm, and never being allowed to find your release.

      Laveau found herself turned on in a similar way. Her core was an inferno of rising heat. It spread through her limbs, and into every little fold and recess everywhere on her body. She was alive like never before. She wanted to experience everything. In that moment, she wanted to throw Carlson on the floor and take him until he cried for mercy.

      Then she would take each of the naked men waiting to serve her and teach them what that really meant.

      Then, the women.

      Her hips twisted as she concentrated on the words she was speaking. She gasped as she felt the raw power, both physical and spiritual, running through her. Her hands paused in the intricate motions they were making to weave the spell, and she felt over her own body for a moment. From her shoulders, down her chest and the firm roundness of her breasts, across her flat stomach, down the slope of her hips...

      She caught Carlson staring at her with hunger in his eyes. She laughed to see how badly he wanted her. He would leave him there, wanting her, until he begged to speak her name for just a taste of her lips. Until he agreed to kill anyone who stood in her way, just for the pleasure of laying in her bed.

      Then she would make him stab himself through the heart, for the honor of seeing her pleasure herself.

      NO.

      Laveau shook her head. That thought had not been hers. The one she rode, this Katie Pearson, was waking up.

      She scowled. It couldn’t be helped. The more of her magic she drew on, the less control she had over things like that. No matter. If need be, she could always put herself in a voodoo trance, staying in a coma-like state for months.

      During that time, her new body would meld with her completely, while Katie Pearson withered away and disappeared.

      “You are dead,” she whispered to the roiling, formless ball of Katie’s soul. “Accept your fate.”

      No.

      Even now, the voice was weaker. There was less of Katie Pearson now than there had been just a minute ago.

      I won’t let you...

      Laveau smirked, and ran her hands tantalizingly over her body again. “You have no choice. I am all powerful. You are nothing. Less than the dirt I step on.

      Her hands settled on her hips. Wouldn’t this be more fun if she was naked, too?

      The men and women who chose to give their lives to her were now completely blank shells waiting for a word from their mistress. Without her, they would all cease to be more than just empty flesh.

      Now, with a few words and with a pulling motion, she hooked her fingers into the souls of those mindless followers.

      And pulled.

      They came to her, each and every one, filling her with energy and power like few mortals had ever known. The oily blackness of her blood surged with the souls of these men and women. She gasped in spite of herself. The power.

      The power!

      Throwing her head back and laughing hysterically she gloried in the feeling of it. This was life. This was her life!

      Now she turned to her reflection in the mirror, prepared to throw off her clothes and see herself in the glory of her new, energized body.

      What she saw looking back at her, was the face of Katie Pearson.

      I said no!
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      Katie could feel herself, but only just barely. She was here. She was still here, and Laveau had not taken her away. Not yet.

      Not yet.

      Her hands were feeling over her own body in a lewd way and she wanted to stop but she couldn’t. Now they rested on her hips, at her ass, and she liked the way it felt. There was something else. Something that her hand was touching. She wondered why she could feel something else, something besides the sexual arousal and the gut-wrenching filth in her blood.

      Madame Laveau performed her magic, putting her concentration into controlling her mindless followers. The more she put herself into her voodoo, the more Katie was able to come back to herself.

      She was terrified. She was caged and she was trapped. She had no control over her own body.

      But when her fingertips touched that thing in her back pocket, she felt something else. Like she might have a power of her own.

      What power? she wondered to herself. She wasn’t a witch. She couldn’t use magic. She couldn’t stop Laveau.

      Her fingers felt along the edge of the thing in her pocket, and a memory came to her. Something about the ghost of the fortune teller. The cards, stacking themselves into a replica of this house. It had burned from the bottom up, from the basement where she stood staring out of her own eyes, up to the attic.

      The cards.

      Her spirit, her soul, that part of her that was still just her--whatever it was called, it stirred and swelled when she realized what she had in her pocket.

      The cards.

      One card, in particular.

      “Are you watching, Katie Pearson?” Her voice was mocking. She turned her gaze inward, and glared at Katie. “Do you see what I can do? I can command even life itself. What can you do to stop me? Nothing.”

      Katie cowered back from the baleful hatred in those eyes, and tried to think. What about the cards? What had Madam Parlander said to her during that sham of a fortune telling session?

      Laveau’s face pressed inward, and her teeth snapped at Katie, and then she snapped back to the outside again. Katie was left alone, looking out through her own eyes. Stronger, and weaker, and completely lost.

      She was going to die, if she couldn’t get out of her own body.

      The card. The card!

      Now that Laveau’s attention was elsewhere again she could see the room around her. The naked people standing and withering as Laveau took her lifeforce. The face of Carlson, watching with a hunger that showed exactly how depraved the man was. The deformed, dead body of Xavier.

      The mirror, reflecting a body that was hers, being ridden by the loa. Used and defenseless, she looked into her own eyes.

      Her fingers caught hold of the card in her pocket, and pulled it free.

      She faced it toward the mirror, and the smiling face of the joker stared back in the reflection.

      A scream split her mind, and Katie thought it was her making that godawful sound--but it wasn’t.

      It was Madame Laveau who screamed.

      “Put it away! Don’t do this! Put it awaaaaaaay!”

      The joker card terrified her. There was power in the voodoo tarot cards, even if they looked like just regular, ordinary cards to anyone else.

      To a voodoo queen, they were pure magic. A gris gris that would banish her from the world once again.

      Carlson saw what she was doing, but too late to stop her. His body lurched toward her and now Katie knew that she only had seconds to act before he got hold of her, or Madame Laveau took control of her again, or she simply lost her mind. It was a miracle she could still think at all. After all those haunted houses in her past, now she was the one who was haunted.

      She needed to save herself.

      It felt like she was moving through molasses as she made one step, and then another, toward the mirror. Time slowed to a crawl around her. Every noise became a buzzing drone in her ears. A single breath stretched out into infinity.

      Madame Laveau threatened her with eternal damnation, a never ending horror of pain, if she didn’t stop.

      Katie pushed her arm forward. It felt like it was made of lead. It felt like her muscles were carved from ice. She couldn’t move fast enough. The card was telling her what to do, and she ached to make it happen in time because if she didn’t then she knew in her heart that there wouldn’t be a second chance.

      NOOOOOOOOO she heard Laveau scream.

      Her hand reached the mirror. The joker card slapped against the glass.

      Flames burst into being around the edge of the card, searing into the glass, sending radiant cracks along the surface that cut through Katie’s image and splintered here into distorted fragments. In some of those pieces, Katie could see herself.

      In others, she saw the loa of Madame Laveau wearing her skin, her clothes, her face. One eye was Katie’s, one eye was Laveau’s. The one that belonged to the voodoo queen glared menacingly.

      “You can not get rid of me,” Laveau spoke to her. “I am forever. The power of voodoo preserve me--”

      Whatever else Laveau was going to say was lost forever when the mirror finished shattering into tiny bits and fragments that fell in harsh, discordant chimes to the floor.

      The only thing remaining in the frame of the mirror was the joker card, the edges of it melted to the wood baking.
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      The fires didn’t stop with the card.

      Katie was covering her face with her arms to protect her eyes from the flying glass. She was desperate to know that Laveau was gone. There was no time to check for sure before the entire room erupted in flames.

      A muffled boom was followed by a bright flash of dark flames. Then another. And another. Katie peered through her fingers in horror as the dried up bodies of Madame Laveau’s followers all spontaneously combusted. Their link to their mistress had been the only thing keeping them around. With Laveau gone the magic was burning them up.

      Their skin melted, and smoked, and turned to charred ash. The fire ate through to their bones, and scarred the basement floor. Katie could smell them dying. She could see the fire doing things to their bodies that she would never be able to unsee.

      The flames were hot, and they screamed with a life of their own. Katie dropped to her knees and now she covered her ears to shut that sound out.

      Her overworked brain finally clued in that this house was on fire. She needed to leave. She needed to get out.

      Before the fires of the dead consumed her.

      She crouched, and crawled a few steps in what seemed like the right direction to find the door out but then she wasn’t sure. There was smoke in the air now, greasy and putrid smoke. She couldn’t see two feet in front of her face.

      She was crying, and babbling fragments of words that didn’t go together and didn’t make sense even to her. Death was all around her. It wanted her. She wanted to get away.

      Something grabbed ahold of her by the back of her hair.

      Pain shot across her scalp and she yelped in surprise, throwing her hands back to grab hold of whatever had her in its grip. The flames of the dead behind her spread to the stacks of odds and ends in the basement around them. Old boxes. Newspapers. Wooden furniture. Everywhere around her became an inferno as she was roughly lifted up off the floor.

      Her hands caught hold of the muscular arms of her attacker.

      Carlson.

      She barely got her feet under her when she was spun around to face him. He held her there like that, pulling her closer with his fist in her hair. His eyes radiated the same sort of heat burning around them in the basement.

      “You,” he growled. “I thought you would be happy to give Queen Laveau a body again. I thought you would understand how much of a gift this is!”

      Katie saw the fires getting closer through the smoke. She knew Xavier’s zombie was still out there. Or maybe he was part of the flames like the empty followers around the pentagram. She didn’t know. She just wanted out of this horror show.

      “You’ve ruined everything!” Carlson yelled in her face. “Everything!”

      Katie’s focus narrowed down to this man keeping her from escaping. This man who had lied to her, seduced her, brought her into his bed--all to trap her into being a host for an evil voodoo queen. This man had given her body to Laveau and damned her soul to oblivion.

      She wasn’t going to let him do this to her. She wasn’t going to die because of a man like this. Her life was her own.

      Her heart was her own. This guy didn’t get to mess with it like this.

      He yanked on her hair again.

      It brought her feet up until just her toes touched the floor.

      Gritting her teeth, she swung her knee up into his groin.

      He dropped her immediately, holding his hands to his wounded junk, and Katie felt the sweet relief as he let go of her hair.

      It wasn’t good enough. She wanted him to pay for what he’d done.

      With a cry of absolute frustration she brought her knee up again. This time, right in his face.

      She felt the crunch of his nose as it broke against her kneecap.  He tumbled backward, falling into the flames. They caught hold of his clothes immediately, and his hair...and his flesh.

      Katie didn’t wait to see if he died. She didn’t want to see any of that. She closed her eyes, and crawled down the hallway to where she knew the door waited.

      Try as she might, she couldn’t block out Carlson’s screams. They followed her to the door, and they followed her when she was through and on the other side.

      She doubted she would ever get the sound of it out of her head.
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      Plane rides weren’t cheap, but thank God they were quick.

      After escaping the madhouse of Xavier’s family residence Katie had gone right back to her hotel room. The plan had been to collect her things and leave New Orleans immediately. She didn’t want to spend another minute in that city.

      Her plans changed when she found out the next flight home wasn’t leaving for four hours.

      Since she couldn’t leave for a while, she decided to take a shower. A long, long shower. The water washed away the smoke, and the ash, and the blood. She smiled, to remember the way the desk clerk at the hotel had stared at her coming back. She made quite the spectacle, and no doubt about that.

      Now, she stood in the shower with her fists pressed against the wall as the hot water beat down over her head and shoulders. It felt like the first clean touch she’d had since coming to this Godforsaken city. Gentler than a man’s hands, the water coursed over the curves of her body, touching every intimate spot, teasing her like a lover.

      She let the emotions of the past few days slide away with the dirt and the filth, down the drain. It wasn’t easy. It dredged up all the memories of what she had done, and what had been done to her, and it left her wondering once again what was real and what wasn’t.

      There was a taste in her mouth she couldn’t quite identify. Lifting her face to the spray she filled her mouth with water and swished it around and spit it out, again and again.

      After a while she began to feel like a prune. The water had left her fingers wrinkled and her body feeling scrubbed and refreshed. She was more than a little aroused, too, which surprised her. It brought back a few tattered memories of Carlson, which she sent flying away as she shook her head and let water fly everywhere from the ends of her damp hair.

      It also brought back memories of Riley.

      She was heading back home, and she wasn’t sure how she was going to confront him. Not that she needed to confront him, really. Riley had made it obvious to her that they were over, even if she hadn’t wanted to accept that when she came rushing down here to this damned city of wonder and magic--neither of which had been what she expected.

      But she was going back to her hometown, and Riley would be there. Could she talk to him? Could she tell him everything that had happened to her and make him understand that she needed him in her life, even if it was just to be her anchor when things went totally insane?

      If he’d been here with her, none of this would have happened.

      Or would it?

      Feeling less refreshed by the shower than she had just a minute ago, Katie threw the cheap plastic shower curtain aside and stepped out onto the linoleum of the floor.

      In the mirror, the face of Marie Laveau smiled back at her.

      Katie startled and slipped and nearly fell on her ass in the tub. She managed to catch the edge of the curtain, ripping it off the first two rings, and that saved her from a nasty bruise on her behind.

      It was only her face. This was her body, and no one else’s.

      She was fine, and she was safe now.

      That was the last fright that New Orleans was going to give her. Toweling off, she got dressed and packed her things and called a cab to take her to the airport. So what if she was early. She could wait right there in the airport until the plane boarded and took off and got her away from this place.

      Which was exactly what she did.

      It wasn’t until she was landing again in New Hampshire at Manchester-Boston International that it really hit her that she was home. The nightmare was over. She could go back to just being Katie Pearson again. When the wheels bounced on the pavement and the plane started to slow down on the runway, she let out the breath that she’d been holding.

      She was home.

      Well. She was just a short car ride away from home, anyway.  Hour and a half, tops.

      She could rent a cab to take her all that way, and use up the rest of the cash she had in her wallet, or she could just rent a car and put it on her Visa. Not like she couldn’t afford either, but she hadn’t really thought this through when she took off after her big fight with Riley. All she’d wanted to do was just get out of Twilight Ridge, where she lived, and worked, and had her whole life.

      That had been her mistake. Not leaving Riley, but leaving home without a plan. It was exactly like her to do that, to just live in the moment, and come what may. It was how she’d lived since she was a teenager and it had served her well up to this point.

      Then again, she’d always been running toward something before. This time, she’d been running away from something. That one change made for a world of difference.

      The long drive home gave her time to zone out and just let her mind wander. The world blurred by outside the windows. Past the city limits it was all green trees and sporadic houses out here. One of the things that Katie had fallen in love with about the area was the remoteness. The connection to nature. The easy life.

      It had been a new beginning for her and Riley, together. It hadn’t been all quiet. Not with the ghosts that seemed to be hiding behind every single house and tree in Twilight Ridge, but it had been home to her. Now...she wasn’t sure if she could stay here any longer.

      Maybe it was time to move on again. She could always go back west again, back to where she still had her best friend Mel and a few other friends and lots of contacts in the real estate business. She could move to someplace where nobody knew her, on the other hand. Like Wisconsin. Nobody she had ever known in her life lived in that state. She wasn’t sure anyone actually lived there.

      Katie laughed at her lame joke, and it felt good to laugh. It felt like forever since she’d been able to laugh.

      When she saw the lights of her hometown coming into view, her laughter stopped. Now she was going to have to face Riley. Maybe she’d be lucky, and he wouldn’t even be at the Inn they owned and operated together.

      Katie winced. That was another thing she hadn’t given a single thought to when she up and left for New Orleans. They had reservations booked at their Inn for the next few weeks. Without her here to help him, Riley would have had to take care of everything his own self. Not that she minded making him pull his own weight. He deserved that and a whole lot more.

      What she cared about was losing a business that she had worked so hard to build up.

      Through the streets of Twilight Ridge, past the local restaurant, she came in sight of her Inn. She actually stopped in the middle of the street, her hands gripping the wheel, while she stared at the beautiful redone lines of the building. A lot of work and a lot of dreams were standing in front of her.

      She didn’t want to go in.

      It didn’t matter what she wanted. She either had to close out her life here and move, or make peace with what she had here and stay.

      Her stomach was in knots as she put the car back in drive and rolled right up to the front steps of the Inn. One way or another, she needed to end this.
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      The sign on the door said “Closed for Season.”

      Katie stared at it for a moment. It must have been the only thing Riley could find to hang on the door. Probably the only one in stock at the local hardware store.

      With a heavy sigh, she plucked it off the window and tossed it aside to the floor. If there was a closed sign on the door, that meant Riley had already cancelled the reservations for any incoming guests. Apparently, her Inn was closed for business. Well, that was an answer to one of her questions, anyway.

      It was time to go inside.

      To her surprise, Riley was there waiting for her. He was standing at the check-in counter. The expression on his face was carefully neutral. No smile. No frown. Just him.

      Bright green eyes, unruly brown hair, strong jaw and a great body under that broken in work shirt and favorite pair of jeans. He was a dream in brown Carhart boots. Any woman would be lucky to have this man in their bed.

      Katie never knew how literally true that was going to be. Any woman turned out to be not just her, but a casual acquaintance who Katie never would have expected to find under the sheets with her boyfriend. Until she did.

      “You’re back early,” he said.

      “Well. Hello to you, too.” Katie didn’t know what she had been hoping for in the way of a greeting from him, but it certainly wasn’t that. “I don’t want to fight, Riley. I’m tired and I’m worn out from a trip--you just wouldn’t believe it.”

      “Coming from you, that’s saying a lot.”

      His smile was exactly like she remembered it. Quirky, and beautiful. Somehow, she had expected him to change in just a few days.

      “Don’t try to sweet talk me now,” she told him. “You and I have way too much to talk about and I’m not doing it now. Right now, I’m going in the kitchen to make myself something to eat--”

      “Katie, I’m sorry,” he said over her.

      She ignored him. “--and then I’m going to bed. Alone. If you don’t want to give me the bed, then I’ll just sleep in one of the other rooms. I see you’ve closed the Inn so I’ll have plenty of them to choose from.”

      “I had to,” he tried to explain. “I couldn’t keep this place running by myself and you didn’t exactly give me warning that you were going anywhere.”

      “I don’t have to tell you anything!” she nearly screamed at him. “You’re the one who cheated on me. I don’t owe you a damned thing.”

      “Katie...”

      “Don’t ‘Katie’ me! Riley, I have never in my life given my heart to a guy who betrayed me like you did.”

      She stopped talking after she said it, because she most certainly had. She’d given her heart to Carlson down in New Orleans, at least a little bit, and he had betrayed her harder than she would have thought possible. Compared to what Carlson did, Riley was still a saint.

      That didn’t mean she was going to forgive him. Her stomach was in knots again, queasy and sick.

      “Just stay away from me,” she told him, and headed for the kitchen with long, stiff strides.

      Of course he didn’t stay away from her. He followed her, just like she knew he would. Well, she knew she wouldn’t be able to avoid him when she came back here. This was his home too, at least for now. They were going to have to make some decisions come tomorrow, but for now she was going to do exactly what she told him. Food. Bed.

      Without him.

      She took out the cutting board and a loaf of bread that didn’t smell too stale. The turkey and cheese from the refrigerator, and a tomato. She didn’t realize how hungry she was. Maybe some chips to go with it later.

      A few long seconds of silence was all that Riley could stand before he started babbling at her. “Katie, please just let me explain. She didn’t mean anything to me.”

      Katie ignored him. She ignored the growing icky feeling in the pit of her belly, too. Damn him. She set her jaw so she wouldn’t be tempted to tell him exactly where he could go as she selected a tomato from the bag and brought it over to the cutting board.

      Only, he wasn’t done.

      “Katie? Katie, please listen to me. I thought it would be exciting and fun and it wasn’t either and now that you’ve been gone this long I just wanted to let you know that it’s you I’m in love with.”

      Katie sliced the knife through the tomato, a little harder than she needed to.

      “It’s always been you. There’s never been--no, there never will be anyone else but you.”

      Slice.

      “It doesn’t matter what me and that girl did.”

      Sli-i-ice.

      “I mean, it matters, sure, but what I mean is it doesn’t matter for what I feel about you.”

      Sl-i-i-i-ice.

      Katie waited for the next meaningless string of words. They didn’t come. Mildly surprised, she looked up at him for the first time. His gaze wasn’t on her, it was on her hands.

      He pointed, and she looked down at the cutting board again.

      Without realizing it, she had driven the knife right through the side of her palm. She was bleeding.

      The blood wasn’t red.

      It was black.
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      Katie pulled back from the countertop, grabbing up a towel as she rushed to the sink. The towel pressed against her hand helped stopped the bleeding, and elbowing the lever to turn on the faucet let cold water run over her hand and wash away the off-colored blood.

      Her stomach was really doing flip flops now.

      There was something in her blood. Something evil and dark. Her stomach lurched at the thought, threatening to come up through her throat. If she’d brought something back with her from New Orleans, something evil, then what was she going to do?

      She gagged again. Something was definitely trying to come up.

      Riley was there without warning, holding her makeshift bandage to her hand, holding her arm gently. “What’s going on? What happened to you down there?”

      “Let go of me,” she told him. “I don’t want you to touch me.”

      “Katie, don’t be ridiculous. You’re bleeding. And it’s black! What happened to you in New Orleans?”

      “That’s none of your business,” she snapped. Dear God, her stomach was going to vomit itself all over him and the sink and everywhere. “Let go!”

      “Katie, you need help. That was a deep cut. You might need stitches but I don’t understand why is the blood...look at this. Look at it dripping into the sink like this.”

      “Let go of me.”

      “Katie we have to do something. I think there’s some Ace wraps in the bathroom upstairs.”

      “Let go.”

      “Just hold it right here and I’ll run up and get them.”

      “Let go.”

      “Hold this against the cut, Katie. Oh, dear God it’s still bleeding.”

      “Let GO!”

      She screamed, and couldn’t stop screaming, and everything that was in her started coming out on the exhale of that breath. She couldn’t stop it.

      Nothing could stop it.

      Riley let go of her and practically ran away as what she spewed took on form and substance and pooled on the floor. It grew and grew as it continued to rip itself out of Katie’s body. It was a wavering, gelatinous tower of filth and Katie was helpless to stop it.

      All she could do was stand there and watch as it took on a life of its own.

      Like she had given birth to this staggering, wavering six foot tall pile.

      When it was over, Katie felt like she’d been hollowed out. She dropped to her hands and knees, shaking, dizzy, nauseous from her toes up to the roots of her hair. Black dots swam in front of her eyes. The room spun in and out of focus.

      In front of her, the disgusting mound of what she had just puked up squiggled and jounced, shaking itself like a living thing. Legs shaped themselves. Arms pushed their way free. A head with a face and a mouth pulled out of the slime.

      Katie stared in disbelief at this thing that had spewed out of her. This ghoul had been riding in her. No doubt it had been there since New Orleans. What was it?

      What was it?

      The eyes popped open in the face with a wet sort of slurping sound. Black ick poured away from the whites of those eyes. Black ick poured away from the face everywhere.

      Now, Katie recognized the thing in front of her.

      Its lips parted, more black and gray and reddish gore falling away as it spoke to Katie.

      “You thought you had gotten away from your queen,” the ghost of Marie Laveau said to her. “You can not escape me, Katie Pearson. I am with you forever.”

      “No,” Katie said, but her voice was so weak that she wasn’t sure if she said it out loud or if she just mouthed that single word.

      Laveau stepped out of the mound of gelatinous muck. It slid away from her naked flesh. It pooled into liquid on the floor and then seeped into the spaces between the tiles. Soon nothing was left but the loa of a dead woman.

      Katie was powerless to do anything but watch as Laveau came closer.

      And closer.

      “Yes,” she said in a voice like a whirlwind, “you are mine.”
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      Katie couldn’t move.

      The ghost of Marie Laveau knelt down in front of Katie. It no longer looked like her at all. Now it was an old dark-skinned woman with malice in her eyes and a permanent smirk at the corner of her lip. There were still traces of whatever otherworldly substance Katie had vomited hanging from Laveau’s hair and skin and fingertips.

      Laveau reached out, and cupped Katie’s chin in her one hand.

      “My dear,” Laveau said to her. “You will be mine forevermore. I will climb up inside of you and make your flesh be my skin. You will never be free. Accept it. All the things you want for yourself? Forget them. Forget it all.”

      There was that voice. The same one that had been in Katie’s head all this time, telling her to forget everything. To let it all go.

      Give up.

      Forget it all. She wavered on her hands, her arms weak as spaghetti noodles. She’d lost too much blood, she realized. The cut on her hand had bled too much.

      And the loa of Marie Laveau had taken part of her soul with it when it erupted out of her.

      She was drained. She was spent. She couldn’t fight back or stop Laveau or run away or do anything.

      Her knees shook.

      Her elbows buckled.

      Laveau grinned like the fiend she was. “You be mine, Katie Pearson. Carried me here inside the dark places of your heart, you did. Now you’re gonna take me into your head. Gonna rest in that brain of yours, and make you mine. Ride you like a horse, I will. Manter le cheval.”

      Ride the horse, she said in that broken French Haitian language of voodoo magic. Katie saw a red and orange static discharge of power flash across those dead, ghoulish eyes. Her power was growing. It was too much for Katie. This was all too much.

      She laid her head down on the floor, bowing in front of the demon voodoo queen who was going to kill her. There was nothing she could do to stop it. Nothing.

      Laveau’s hands trailed down the back of her head, to her shoulders.

      Her fingernails dug into Katie’s flesh. The pain was layered over her exhaustion. She felt more blood seeping out of her. She didn’t have the energy to look and see if it was black.

      Laveau’s hands sank deeper into her.

      She was pushing her way into Katie’s body.

      Her head touched Katie’s, and began to merge with her. Their minds touched, and Katie wanted to scream. There was no energy for it. There was no breath.

      With an explosive bright flash of something more concrete than light, Laveau’s form went spinning away from her.

      Katie forced herself to look up. She forced herself to ignore the pain and the bleeding and the impossible tangle that her thoughts had gotten twisted into. She looked up.

      And she saw Riley standing there with a frying pan in one hand from the rack over the stove. He was holding it in a double-handed grip like a weapon. He’d beaten Laveau’s ghost off her with a frying pan.

      Whatever had happened to make the loa physical to the touch also allowed Riley to beat her off.

      He turned to look down at Katie. “Cover your eyes.”

      Katie didn’t want to. She didn’t want to miss what came next.

      From his back pocket, Riley took out a can of lighter fluid. They kept it around the kitchen for those times when they barbecued. Without aiming, Riley sprayed it in an uneven line that ended in the hunched form of Marie Laveau.

      The loa of the dead voodoo queen screamed at a pitch that made Katie’s ears pop. Her face contorted in a way that wasn’t humanly possible and that flash of red energy went across her eyes again.

      The ghoul swelled, growing larger, her wrinkled skin smoothing out and stretching like it was going to pop. Her breasts stuck out from her swollen chest. Her nails thickened into claws. Her teeth grew out like jagged spikes.

      Katie had dared to let hope build inside of her when she saw that Laveau could be beaten back with something as simple and commonplace as a frying pan, but now that hope sunk again. They couldn’t stop something like this.

      Riley dropped the frying pan to the floor. It clattered and spun on its rim and fell flat. For a moment, she thought that he was giving up as well.

      Then he pulled something else out of his pocket.

      A lighter.

      Katie dropped her head into her arms, and flattened herself out on the floor, but not before she saw Riley flick the little wheel and spark a flame into existence. He locked the flame on, and dropped the lighter. Katie’s brain processed everything in slow motion as Riley jumped back to cover her with his body and the lighter fell...

      Fell...

      Fell.

      The flame caught hold and raced a path along the line of the lighter fluid until it jumped from the floor to Laveau.

      The explosion that followed rocked the Inn around them and threw fire everywhere. It caught along the walls, and the ceiling, and across the countertops. Everything was burning.

      In the middle of it, Marie Laveau’s spirit danced and swirled as it tried to escape the fiery death that had been called down upon it one more time.

      This time, there was no escape for her.

      No escape for us either, Katie thought to herself. She and Riley were going to die here just as surely as Marie Laveau. The whole place would burn to the ground and they would be rid of the evil voodoo queen, but it would mean giving up their own lives, too.

      She found that she was oddly at peace with that.

      In the next moment Riley’s hands were beating along her back and arms, putting out the sparks of flame that threatened to grow and consume her the same way they were consuming Laveau. He had to swipe flames off his own sleeve, and then he was pulling her up to her feet and putting his shoulder under her arm and they were hobbling together to the doorway of the kitchen.

      Salvation was in this direction, away from the flame.

      Death was what roared behind them.

      The screams of the loa died away to nothing as Katie gave in to the inky black swirl of unconsciousness that overwhelmed her.

      Whatever happened next was fine with her. If she woke up dead, then that was okay with her.
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      She did wake up.

      But she wasn’t dead.

      It took her a moment to acclimate to her surroundings. She wasn’t at the Inn. She wasn’t in New Orleans, either, but for a moment that had been the foremost thought in her mind. That this had all been an illusion, like when Carlson had woken her up in bed all nice and warm and safe--and naked--but she had really been just two steps away from that basement with Madame Laveau.

      She wasn’t there, and she drew a heavy sigh of thanks for that simple fact.

      It burned to breathe. It hurt everywhere in her body when she moved even a few inches. The bed under her was thin and probably the furthest thing from comfortable that she had ever felt. The head of it was raised up. The sheets were crisp and scratchy.

      She reached out with a hand and felt a metal safety bar at the edge of the bed. Then she heard the beeping of monitoring equipment and felt the tug of stickers on her chest and arms. When she looked down she saw the flowered hospital gown that she was wearing. She saw the lead wires from her body to the monitor.

      This was a hospital.

      Katie blinked again, and focused on the room around her. It was hard to do because the aches and pains of her body kept trying to pull her attention away from everything else. It felt like there was sandpaper in her throat. Like she’d swallowed live embers and a ton of smoke besides.

      But when she got her eyes clear again, she saw Riley sitting there in a chair opposite the end of the bed. He was asleep, and he looked just as bad as she felt.

      One of his hands was bandaged with a white cloth wrap. There was a bruise on the side of his face. With his head titled back, his mouth hung open with a little drool at the corner as he snored.

      She smiled in spite of herself. He was always a good looking man. He had always been a good man, for that matter, until he decided to have sex with another woman. Katie might be able to forgive him for that one day. She would never be able to forget it, though.

      There had been men in her life who betrayed her trust before. She had never once gone back to a man who had done that to her. Never.

      Would she do that with Riley?

      Her smile slipped away. No, she would not do that. Whatever had been between them before was over now. The man had followed her all the way across the country and changed his entire life to be with her, but he had thrown that away himself. That was his fault, not hers. They had saved each other’s life more times than she could count, but that didn’t change what he had done to her.

      It was sad, really, to think that part of her life was over. Her time with Riley Harris was done.

      The haunting of the voodoo queen was over, too. She could feel that in between all the hurt inside. The loa was gone. She was just herself again. It might take her some time, but she would be able to go back to her old life in Twilight Ridge, running her Inn and flipping houses for a living.

      Maybe she would skip buying them sight unseen for a while, though. She needed to be more careful about what she stepped into in the future.

      With a snort, Riley woke up, sitting up straight in his chair and blinking at everything around him. When he saw she was awake, he flashed her a bright smile.

      The smile slipped away when he saw that she didn’t smile back.

      “The doctor says you’ll be okay,” he told her. “They weren’t sure if you’d wake up today or tomorrow. Um. Because of the medicine they had to give you for the procedure.”

      “Procedure?” Everything she wanted to say to him went out the window when she heard that. “What procedure?”

      “Blood transfusion, for one. Apparently there was some sort of virus in your blood and there was medicine they had to give you for that. They had to run a scope down your throat, too. You got a double lungful of smoke, is how the doctor put it.”

      Katie took a breath, and the burning in her throat caught her attention again. Smoke. She remembered the fire, and Marie Laveau dancing in the flames as she got burned up. That must be where the smoke came from.

      She coughed, and pushed herself up in bed, waiting until she had her breath again. “Well. I suppose I should thank you for saving my life.”

      “Yes. You should.”

      “Don’t even start, Riley. You have too much to make up for. Even killing that damned ghoul isn’t enough to make up for that.”

      “But it’s a start, isn’t it?” he said hopefully.

      “No, it isn’t. You need to have your things packed up and have yourself out of the Inn by tomorrow. I’ll figure out what your financial stake is in the place and pay you what you deserve, but we’re done.”

      He stared at her for the longest time. “Just like that? Can’t we talk about it?”

      “No. You lost your right to talk about us as anything other than you and me. You lost that right when you cheated on me. I’m the sole owner of the Inn now. You aren’t part of it. Not anymore. Get your things and go. Just...go.”

      He was still staring at her when she got done talking. Like he had something to say and couldn’t make himself come out with it. Well, whatever it was, she didn’t want to hear it.

      “Did you hear me?” she demanded, wheezing out the words because her lungs still hurt. “Get your things out of my Inn, and leave me alone!”

      “Katie...I thought you knew.”

      “Knew what, Riley? Knew that you weren’t the man I thought you were? Knew that you’re a lousy cheat and a horrible person?” She had to pause to take a breath. “Yes, Riley. I know that.”

      “No, not...Katie, I hope that someday you’ll forgive me for all of that, I really do--”

      “Don’t hold your breath.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about right now.”

      “Then what are we talking about?”

      He stood up, wincing and holding his side, obviously still in pain. “Katie, listen to me.”

      “No! I won’t listen to you any more. We’re done. We’re done!”

      “Katie, please.”

      “No!”

      “The Inn is gone!”

      That brought silence into the room. Katie couldn’t understand what he was saying. The Inn was gone? How could the Inn be gone?

      He saw all the questions in her eyes that she couldn’t make herself put into words. “Can I explain now?”

      “I don’t know.” Suddenly, she didn’t want to hear anything he had to say. Even less so than before.

      “I know this is rough.” His hand rested on her ankle, over the blanket, but she didn’t push him away. There was something serious going on here and she didn’t know what it was.

      She really wanted to know.

      “Riley?” she asked. “You’re scaring me.”

      His smile returned. “You just fought off a voodoo ghost, and you’re scared of what I’m about to say?”

      Now she did move her leg away from him. “You’re scaring me,” she said again.

      

      His hand slowly moved back to his side. “Right. Well, I guess it’s good that you’re laying down. What do you remember about what happened?”

      Fire. She remembered fire and the dying screams of Madame Laveau.

      After that, it was all a blank.

      She shook her head.

      “The fire spread from the kitchen. It turned that damned ghost to ash and it just kept going. Nothing could stop it. The fire department got there and tried but the fire just kept raging. The only thing they could do was save the buildings closest to ours.”

      Katie felt her eyes getting wider. The fire...the Inn...

      “It’s gone, Katie,” he told her. “The whole thing is burned down to the ground, right down into the basement. It’s all gone.”

      Katie closed her eyes. That was possibly the worst news she’d had in her entire life.

      Time passed around her while the world spun under her hospital bed. This couldn’t be happening. It just couldn’t be happening. Marie Laveau couldn’t take her, so she took away her home. The ghoul had her revenge after all.

      She curled her hands into fists until the nails were digging into her palms.

      When she opened her eyes, Riley was still there.

      “Get out,” she told him. “Get out and never come back. I don’t care where you go, Riley. I just don’t want to ever see you again.”

      She thought he was going to argue with him. Instead, he just nodded his head, and walked to the door.

      He hesitated for just a second, to look back at her with sad eyes. “I love you, Katie Pearson.”

      Then he was gone.

      Katie held the tears off until the door to her room closed again. Then she let it all flow, all the emotion from the last week. What day was it, even? She had no idea. It was like the beginning of a whole new era. She was starting over. This was her new beginning.

      From where her fingernails cut her skin, drops of blood dripped onto the sheets.

      Black blood.
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