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Chapter 1: Still Here

	 

	Fear stalked the streets of Anger, New Hampshire.

	From dusk to dawn, no one walked alone. Groups of armed men and women escorted children across streets and to neighbors’ houses. They stood guard at bus stops and added solar-powered lights to dark corners. Pets were kept inside, and visitors were shunned. The New Hampshire State Police and members of the National Guard drove along the backroads and old logging roads. Officially, it was to keep an eye out for some of the people who had gone missing around Anger. Unofficially, it was to hunt down anyone who might have a hand in the killings plaguing the town.

	Yet not everyone believed there was any danger. Not everyone felt the need to keep close to home at night, or in the dawn hours. Some people, they felt safe from fate, and from anything the world might throw at them.

	A few believed they were strong.

	 

	***

	 

	Andrew and Liam Lathrop hunted ghosts. Not as a pastime, but as an occupation. They were funded by a small, private organization that believed hard evidence could be compiled and established on a scientific level. The two brothers, separated only by nine months, believed it as well.

	Quick-witted, courageous, and undaunted, the brothers prided themselves on their willingness to go where others would not.

	Anger, New Hampshire, had never been on their list, let alone their radar when it came to hunting ghosts.

	“This place looks miserable,” Andrew chuckled, looking out the passenger-side window of their van as they drove down Anger’s excuse for a main street.

	“Right,” Liam grinned, searching for a place to park. He saw a sign for Anger’s small library and signaled. There was always parking behind a library. Especially in a dead town like this one.

	When he turned the vehicle into the lot, he nodded in satisfaction. There wasn’t anyone parked there. Not even any staff.

	“Think they even know how to read here?” Andrew asked.

	“No,” Liam answered, laughing. “Not unless it’s the label of a Budweiser can.”

	Andrew snorted. “Like they can even afford a Budweiser.”

	The two brothers snickered as they got out of the vehicle. They left their gear in it as they buttoned up their corduroy jackets and pulled their woolen hats down over their ears. The young men, only twenty-two years old, were almost identical in the way they looked, dressed, and behaved. Each of them had dark red beards and brown eyes that seemed to take in everything around them. They were short, stocky, and enjoyers of fine brandy, as they enjoyed telling people.

	“Do you think we’ll find anyone who actually saw the ghost?” Andrew asked as they walked toward Main Street.

	“First,” Liam replied, “I think we should go to the neighborhood it happened in. I want to see if this place is real. If not, we head up to Concord and find a place that serves decent brandy. And if they don’t have any decent brandy, then we find a place that has palatable microbrews.”

	Andrew grunted his assent and the two brothers continued onto Main Street. They paused at the corner and Liam consulted the GPS on his phone. “Should be about a ten-minute walk straight up until we reach Thorndike Street.”

	“Cool,” Andrew replied.

	The brothers walked in comfortable silence. Twenty-plus years together had created a bond in which few things could penetrate. They did not need words to entertain each other, or to convince themselves that they were doing what had to be done.

	The brothers knew it, and that was all.

	As they walked, Liam reviewed the information they had gathered. They knew that Anger had seen a marked increase in fatalities. Both had seen the video of the man being killed and thrown off the deck of a home. It had taken only a small amount of internet sleuthing, and skilled use of Google Street View to identify the house in the video as belonging to victim Dave Lindner.

	All during the ride up from Pennsylvania, the two of them had taken turns driving and monitoring a slew of paranormal investigation websites. They watched to see if anyone bragged about identifying the house in Anger. If anyone managed to identify Anger itself.

	That was all big brother Andrew’s find, Liam thought with a smile. Andrew was far more technologically skilled than Liam. It was Andrew who had been able to find where the video had been taken, tracing links and data points in a way Liam could hardly comprehend let alone keep track of.

	They saw the sign for Thorndike Street on the left, and they took it. Despite the cool, pleasant evening air, neither of the brothers saw anyone on the street. Liam turned and glanced to either side. He couldn’t see any dogs, either.

	Yeah, the people being gone is strange, he thought, frowning. But what the hell happened to all the animals?

	A shiver of excitement raced along his spine and then settled between his shoulder blades.

	Is it possible we’ll get real footage, too? he thought excitedly. Liam and Andrew had gotten fantastic still shots over the years, and some phenomenal EVPs. But they had never been blessed with footage of a ghost. They had orbs and shadows, but nothing clear. Nothing definite.

	Nothing for us to show to the world and say, Hey! Check it out! Liam thought with a grin.

	“Where to now?” Andrew asked.

	Liam snapped himself out of his reverie, squinted and pointed to the next intersection. “Turn right at Monroe Street.”

	“Cool,” Andrew said, yawning. The yawn was infectious, and Liam found himself doing the same.

	We should find rooms or something, he thought, rubbing at the back of his neck. We’re exhausted.

	“You know,” Andrew said, “we should get a couple of rooms before we get all involved. I’m tired as hell.”

	Liam chuckled, nodding. “Yeah. I was just thinking the same thing.”

	The two brothers lapsed into silence, and after several more turns, they found themselves on the right street.

	It was a quiet neighborhood, and Liam wondered if it was that way normally, or because of what had taken place.

	Maybe a little bit of both? he thought.

	“That’s the house,” Liam murmured. His brother nodded. They passed by the building slowly, and it was then that Liam noticed a trio of middle-aged men and a woman standing on a corner across the street.

	They were all armed with shotguns.

	Liam raised a hand in greeting, and they nodded. The armed group kept their eyes focused on him and Andrew, and for the first time, Liam felt vaguely uncomfortable. What the hell is going on here? This isn’t normal. He wanted to ask what was going on, why the weapons, but the body language and the facial expressions told him it would be a bad decision.

	Possibly the worst I could ever make, he realized.

	Liam could feel their eyes on him even after he and Andrew passed them by. When they were a safe distance away, he looked at Andrew and asked, “What the hell was that about?”

	His brother’s face was pale as he shook his head. “I have no idea. That was scary. What’s going on here?”

	“More than a ghost,” Liam muttered. “Come on, let’s finish the loop and head back to the van. I don’t like this. I want to be off the street.”

	Andrew nodded his agreement, and they quickened their pace.

	The road curved to the right and houses became scarcer. Several more groups of armed people were seen, and Liam felt he and Andrew couldn’t turn and go back the way they had come. It would seem too weird. It would attract too much attention. We have to keep going straight.

	His shoulders sagged slightly, but he knew it would be done soon enough. There was plenty of daylight left, and he hoped to find someone who wasn’t toting a gun to speak with.

	“Liam,” Andrew hissed.

	Liam looked up as his brother came to a stop. “What is it?”

	“Look,” Andrew answered, and pointed.

	Liam followed the line of the finger, and his breath caught in his throat. Across the road from them, at a slight angle, was a vaguely-human shape hidden in a group of pine trees. Liam watched as the shape faded in and out of focus, as though someone was adjusting the lens of a camera. He saw a man, rough-looking and unforgiving, staring at them.

	“I see him,” Liam whispered, and the shape vanished.

	Without a word, the two brothers crossed the road and plunged into the trees after the shape. Liam’s heart raced as excitement built within him. It was rare to see a ghost at night, but to see one present itself during the daylight was an experience they had yet to enjoy. They ran long and hard through the trees, with Liam eventually taking the lead from Andrew. A thrill raced through him as he led the way, crashing through the underbrush and coming out onto a wide, dirt road. He skidded to a halt, looked to either side and frowned, frustrated with the specter’s sudden disappearance.

	Liam turned to converse with Andrew about the missing ghost and realized his brother was gone.

	He couldn’t hear anything, either.

	“Andrew?” Liam’s voice rang out against the trees as he stood on the edge of the road. He twisted around, trying to see where his brother might be, his thrill of excitement transforming into a shiver of fear. “Andrew!”

	His throat tightened as he glanced around, ears straining for the slightest hint of his brother’s presence in the woods. A soft groan issued from where Liam had stepped off the road and Liam felt a surge of relief. “You scared the hell out of me.”

	He entered the woods and stopped, fear immobilizing him.

	Andrew stood a few feet away, his eyes wide with fear. Tears ran down his cheeks, which were swollen with rotten leaves jammed into his open mouth. A branch also protruded, and blood dripped out from either side of his mouth and his split lips. His back was pressed against a tree, and something, Liam understood with painful clarity, was holding his brother’s arms behind the trunk. An unknown entity Liam would have to face if he was to free Andrew.

	Swallowing his fear, he hurried to his brother’s side, stepped around the tree, and as he did so, he saw his brother’s hands fall to either side. Twisting around, Liam tried to catch his brother but failed. Andrew dropped to the earth.

	Liam fell to his knees beside his brother, tried to turn his head so he could remove the leaves and branch and noticed for the first time how a portion of the wood, bloody and flecked with flesh, protruded from beneath Andrew’s left ear. Reaching down to try and take hold of his brother’s hand, Liam stopped.

	The flesh around both wrists was blackened and flaking. Beneath the cracks, Liam could see raw, red meat.

	Andrew’s body shook, his eyes rolled up into his head, and pinkish foam gathered around the offensive branch stuck in his mouth.

	He’s dying. The thought struck Liam with the brutal force of a baseball bat, demanding that all attention be focused on his brother’s survival.

	Reaching into his back pocket, Liam removed his phone, swiped it open, and watched with disbelief as the battery drained in front of him. A second later, his phone was dead.

	“No.” Liam’s whisper was surprisingly loud, and it was only then that he realized he couldn’t hear any birds or animals in the wooded area. The land was perfect in its silence. Looking down at his brother, Liam saw Andrew was staring at him, his eyes wide and terrified.

	“Hello,” a man said behind him, and as Liam turned to see who the speaker was, something heavy struck the back of his neck.

	Liam whimpered as he slumped onto Andrew, black spots rolling across his eyes and a dull, thudding pain building in his head. He tried to move, but something cold wrapped around his throat and squeezed.

	“Struggle.” The voice was as cold as the hands against his flesh. “I like it better that way.”

	Liam did, but it wasn’t any use.


Chapter 2: Feelings

	 

	“How are you feeling?” Dr. Lee asked.

	Dan shrugged, then winced at the pain that flared through various parts of his body.

	She smiled in understanding. “Well, I suppose that answers my question.”

	“Guess so.” Dan stretched as well as he could. “Nose still hurts a bit. Ribs twinge now and again.”

	“How about emotionally, Dan?” Her question was put gently, but directly. As always, it cut him to the quick.

	He swallowed back a tinge of sadness. “I’m a little rough right now.”

	“How did your meeting go with your children?” she asked.

	“Not great.” He scratched at the back of his head. “Not terrible, either, I suppose. I was a little more distant than I wanted to be. Thankfully, Jessica did what you asked.”

	“I didn’t ask her to do anything.” Her mild reproach brought a flush of heat to Dan’s face.

	He cleared his throat. “No. I suppose you didn’t. I did. She agreed to stay in the diner, keep an eye on the kids and me. The kids were great. They were focused on me and what I’d been up to. Emily was really upset about my nose. I told her not to worry about it. Wasn’t the first time it’d been broken.”

	“How did she take that?” The question was gentle and probing.

	“She was upset by it.” Dan looked down at his hands. “I never told the kids how handsy my mom could be. Or my dad, when he was upset.”

	“Would it bother them?” Dr. Lee asked.

	Dan nodded. “Sure, it would. Both of them, Aaron and Emily, they’re great kids. Really worried about me. Kind of why I’m so upset with how I might behave around them. How I did behave around them when we were together during our visit.”

	“How was that?”

	“A lot of my OCD stuff came out.” Dan’s voice was low enough so that Dr. Lee had to lean forward to hear him. He cleared his throat. “It was hard. My hands shook when I ate. It was before six and my head, it still doesn’t like that.”

	“Ah.” Dr. Lee picked up a pad of paper and a pen, jotted something down, and then smiled at him. “Dan, there’s something I want you to try to do for me. Are you willing to give it a shot?”

	“Depends on what it is you want me to try.”

	“Good answer.” She smiled at him, tore the top page free from the pad, and brought it to him. Each day of the week was written down, and beside the days were numbers, one through seven.

	“What’s this?” Dan looked up from the page and at the doctor.

	“That is how we’re going to work on your time concern. I know that you weren’t able to consistently change your time with the first few attempts. So, this coming Monday, I want you to eat one minute earlier than you normally do.”

	“So, five fifty-nine.” Dan’s stomach turned uncomfortably.

	Dr. Lee shook her head. “I don’t want you to think of it that way. Not at all. What I want you to do, Dan, is at two minutes of six, I would like you to count sixty seconds. When you reach sixty, get up and prepare your dinner.”

	The paper trembled in his hands.

	“Repeat the process on Tuesday but start at three of.” She peered at him. “Do you understand?”

	“Yeah.” Dan’s throat was dry. He tried to speak again, but fear of the upcoming change in schedule tugged at his voice and attempted to silence him.

	“I know it’s going to be hard.” Her calm voice helped soothe him. “I’m not saying it’s going to be easy, Dan, but I know you can do it. Of that, I’m certain.”

	Dan’s voice was less than a whisper.

	“Okay.”


Chapter 3: Walking

	 

	Manny coughed, cleared his throat, and spat a wad of phlegm onto the dirt road. He paused, took a pint bottle of Salinas Whiskey out of his back pocket, and took a slug of it. Chuck glanced over at him, grinning.

	“Good?” the dead man asked.

	“Damn right, it is.” Manny chuckled, his mirth rolling down the long logging road. He paused, scratched an itch on his lower back, and took another drink. “So, bodies are up there a ways?”

	“Uh-huh.” Chuck gestured up the road. “Little bit off the left side. Best get there quick. I seen a few people walkin’ earlier. Hate for you to lose out.”

	“Appreciate it.” Manny started to walk again. “Hope they got cash on ‘em. Don’t feel like goin’ to Manchester or Concord to try and fence anything. Been too long. Don’t know nobody no more.”

	Chuck grunted his understanding.

	The evening air was cool as it coursed down the logging road, ruffling the leaves on the trees which lined either side and carrying with it the sinister tinge of winter. Manny shivered.

	“Cold?” The dead man’s question caught Manny off guard.

	“Yeah.” Manny pulled his coat tighter around him. “You bet I am. Ain’t as young as I was. Got no meat on these bones. Think ‘bout winter and how damned nasty it can be.”

	“Don’t worry none,” Chuck told him. “See, we’ll get you a good supply of beer and whiskey. That’ll hold you right. Won’t have nothin’ to worry ‘bout. Damn sure ‘bout that.”

	“‘Preciate it.”

	Chuck angled toward the left side, peered in, and laughed. “Hey! They’re still here. Prettier ‘n ever.”

	Manny quickened his steps, and a moment later he stood where Chuck was, peering into the woods. A short ways in, he could see a pair of bodies. Neither of them looked to be in good condition. Chuck had enjoyed his hunting.

	Manny spat again, tugged his gloves on and made his way to the bodies. He ignored the horrific condition they were in and quickly checked their pockets. Not surprisingly, he only found a small amount of cash, and nothing easily movable for him to try and take to a pawnshop. He resisted the urge to take the jackets. They were undoubtedly tailored, which meant, Manny knew, that there was probably a name tag or some such in the clothing.

	When he finished going through the pockets, Manny made certain to replace the wallets in the same positions as before.

	Cops ain’t dumb, he reminded himself as he straightened up. Far from it. Don’t need any hassle from them.

	“Good?” Chuck’s question reminded Manny of the ghost’s presence.

	“Yeah.” Manny stood up and picked his way back to the road. “Got thirty-five bucks. Ain’t much, but it’s better than nothin’.”

	“Yup, that’s for damned sure.” Chuck glanced around. “You care if I go out ‘n look around for a bit?”

	“Hell no!” Manny took out his pint bottle and drank a little more of the sharp whiskey. “See you at the house.”

	Chuck laughed and vanished a second later. The dead man’s Houdini move always surprised Manny. Hell, he thought, could be worse. He coulda killed me.

	With that thought squarely at the forefront, Manny whistled as he left the road.

	 

	***

	 

	Wilt Nagel rode his bike along a back path roughly halfway between Anger and Route Three. Off to his right, he could hear the sounds of traffic when the wind shifted. To his left, nothing but bird song. It was a strange duality, one Wilt enjoyed tremendously.

	He had decided, at the end of the summer, to take a semester off and travel the backroads of New Hampshire and Vermont. His parents had been outraged, which of course had been part of the pleasure of the plan, but he had successfully defended his decision by bringing one of his professors into the conversation with them. Without his support and argument that taking off a semester was good for the soul and brain, Wilt doubted he would have won the battle.

	The bike had cost nearly six thousand dollars and, while the price had been steep for Wilt, it had been worth it.

	Wilt applied one of the brakes carefully as his front wheel thudded loudly over a series of large roots. The trail curved away from the road, and he found himself in a far quieter area. Birds sang out loudly, almost absurdly so. The sounds of the highway had faded away, and his ears were dominated by the joyous natural environment.

	Absolutely beautiful, he thought, sighing happily.

	The trail widened, and Wilt came to a stop. Off to his right was a small grove of trees. It looked pleasant and inviting, and on a whim, Wilt decided to stop and have a little something to eat. Maybe enjoy a smoke and try to think of where he might like to bed down for the night.

	He dismounted from the bike, leaned it against a tree, and took a long look at the little place around him. Damn. He whistled in amazement. Fantastic.

	Wilt shivered, took his traveling pack off the back of his bike, and settled down to make himself something to eat. He glanced up at the sky through the leaves and saw bits of sunlight. How the hell did it get so cold? he wondered. The forecast didn’t say anything about low temps.

	He took out a package of peanuts and opened them, shelling several and putting the husks on the ground beside him. I may have to get a sweatshirt out if this keeps up.

	Wilt considered tossing the husks out onto the path for the squirrels, but as he picked them up, he stopped. Frowning, Wilt tilted his head to the left and then to the right. The animal noises had ceased. He couldn’t even hear any insects.

	Weird, he thought, shrugging. What’s scared them all off?

	As the thought faded away, Wilt had the distinct impression that he was being watched. He twisted to either side, then back, then let out a terrified yelp.

	Wilt stared at a dark shape a few feet away from him. At times, it was a man, at others, it was nothing Wilt could identify. He shivered again and wondered if he shouldn’t move on.

	Maybe this place isn’t so great. He hated the fear he felt, but something in his gut was telling him it was time to leave.

	Quietly, as though any sound he made might alert something foul to his presence, Wilt got to his feet. He heard a whistle from behind him, and he smothered a scream as he twisted around. The darkness was there, lurking beneath the branches of a weeping willow tree.

	“Run.” The voice was low and frightening, and Wilt ran.


Chapter 4: Tea with Friends

	 

	Janet smiled and wished she could reach across the table and smack Sharon Boire in the mouth, just to get her to shut her mouth for more than thirty seconds. She’d probably talk right through a bloody lip to tell me how much it hurt to be slapped like that.

	The thought made Janet’s smile widen.

	“So,” Sharon concluded, “it was just a perfect end to a perfect date. That’s when I knew that Mike was the man for me.”

	“Amazing.” Janet put as much heartfelt ‘I believe in true love at first sight’ into her tone as she could. While she didn’t believe it herself, she saw that Sharon did. That’s all that counts, Janet reminded herself. “Where is Mike?”

	“Golf.” The tone of admiration in Sharon’s voice was obvious, although Janet couldn’t understand why. Mike was, as far as she could see, the exact opposite of what a man should be.

	Who wants a thirty-something mid-level executive who golfs and has probably put on ten pounds every year since college? Janet wondered. Mediocrity. Ugh.

	“You know,” Sharon began, and Janet forced herself to pay attention to the woman. “I was speaking with Lindsey the other day.”

	Janet feigned concern. “Oh, how is she?”

	“Terrible.” Sharon’s sigh seemed to fill the kitchen. “She’s absolutely terrible right now. I had to help her finish with the plans for Larry’s wake. The kids, they’re in rough shape, too. She’s even had to go and medicate them. The whole trauma with their father’s death.”

	Really? Janet wanted to ask. You mean kids shouldn’t know their father murdered a man?

	Instead of speaking, Janet merely nodded.

	“Well,” Sharon continued, “Lindsey is trying to be better. Trying to keep herself together for the kids. I was talking with Marnie Sands this morning, telling her about how horrible everything is for Lindsey right now, and that’s when Marnie told me about her problem.”

	Janet straightened up. Sharon was oblivious to the movement.

	Sharon shook her head. “It’s terrible. Evidently, she’s having trouble with a ghost, too. She lives right over by Old Coffin Cemetery, and it seems like some of those ghosts have been drifting into her house. I mean, that’s what she told me. It doesn’t sound like any sort of ghost information I’ve read before.”

	Janet tuned Sharon’s voice out and ignored the desire to tell the woman that she knew absolutely nothing about ghosts. She’s a cash cow, Janet reminded herself, milk her for all she’s worth. Who knows when Beverly’s going to get around to paying me again after what happened with Lindsey’s house.

	“I told her,” Sharon was saying, “how you helped me, and how you helped poor Lindsey as best you could before Larry interfered, and she was wondering if you could help her as well.”

	“I certainly can.” For the first time since they had sat down to tea, Janet’s smile was genuine.

	 

	***

	 

	“I said I wanted tea.” Detective Evan Coffin shook his head as he set the coffee cup on the desk and stared at it with disgust.

	“Huh.” There was no concern in Trooper Andrea Harlan’s voice. “I’m pretty sure I said that I didn’t care, and you’d get what you’d get.”

	“You’re a terrible person.” Evan scowled at his friend, then grinned. “Thanks, though. You didn’t spit in it, did you?”

	“Nope.” She shook her head. “You’d have to pay extra for that.”

	“I didn’t pay at all,” he reminded her.

	“Which is why you’d have to pay extra.” Andrea sat down in the chair across from his desk and set her hat on the small table beside her. “News?”

	“None.” Evan leaned back and rubbed his eyes. “It’s been six days since we’ve had a murder, an assault, or a disappearance.”

	“Don’t jinx it.” Andrea’s tone was half-joking, but Evan heard the underlying seriousness as well. Neither of them wanted any more crimes. None of the law enforcement personnel seconded to the investigation wanted it.

	It’s a nightmare, Evan thought, taking a sip of the bitter coffee and frowning.

	“It’ll put hair on your chest,” Andrea told him.

	“Oh, so that explains it.” He nodded and chuckled, dodging a magazine she threw at him.

	“I will beat you to death.” She smiled sweetly at him as she sipped her coffee. “No one would blame me. Hell, I’m pretty sure they would help me hide your body.”

	Evan winced. “Ow. My pride.”

	“Shut up.” Her growl was playful and familiar. It vanished as his phone rang.

	Evan picked up. “Detective Evan Coffin.”

	He felt the blood drain from his face, and he muttered, “Yes. Thanks.”

	He hung up the phone and looked at Andrea. “Want to go for a ride?”

	“Where to?” She got to her feet.

	“Anger,” Evan answered. “We’ve got a vehicle parked behind the library there. The registration was run, traced back to a couple of brothers who investigate ghosts for a living.”

	Evan got to his feet as he told her this and pulled on his coat. He looked around for a travel mug, found a relatively clean one, and poured his fresh coffee into it.

	“Any idea as to where they might have gone?” she asked as she put her hat on and opened the door.

	Evan shook his head. “Nope. Guess we need to just try and figure that one out.”

	“Lead on. You’re the detective.”

	“Yeah,” Evan muttered. “I am.”

	In silence, they left the barracks.


Chapter 5: Angry Books

	 

	Dan stopped and turned to face the door.

	In front of him was a new store.

	Angry Books, the gold letters on the glass door read. Elbridge J. Copp, Proprietor. Fine Books, Used Books, and Paper Ephemera. Hours: All.

	Dan took his hat off, rubbed the back of his head, then settled his cap back into place. The glass was tinted ever so slightly, repelling the morning sunlight. He glanced at his watch and saw it was eight thirty-three.

	Is it really open? he wondered. Dan hesitated. His finances were tightly regulated. He had enough to survive and take care of child support. The library’s free. I need to remember that.

	Still, Dan stared at the door, then he stepped forward and gave the handle a cautionary tug.

	The door opened.

	Instantly, he could smell the sweet, delicate scent of old books mingled with the crisper, cleaner odor of newly printed works. A soft brass bell chimed once as he let the door close behind him. He looked around at the tall bookcases which stretched from floor to ceiling. The shelves were crammed with a bewildering array of books, all of them demanding his attention.

	Dan felt his head spin, his eyes seeming to shake in their sockets. Sweat exploded on the back of his neck, and his fingers twitched uncontrollably.

	The next minute, Dan felt a hand on his elbow, a gentle push guiding him toward a chair he hadn’t seen before. Around him, the world pulsed

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpg
RON RIPLEY





