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This is for Brendan, my Jackie Chan buddy and the only sane one in the family


BLACK OAK #5: WHEN THE COLD WIND BLOWS


Previously, in Black Oak

A litmus test for those who would work with Ethan Proctor at Black Oak Investigations … and for some of those who use its services:

“Do you believe in ghosts?”

In Hart Junction, Kansas, Proctor and Vivian Chambers discover curious shards of what looks to be yellow glass in a ranch house where they both nearly lost their lives. Tests prove the glass to be an unidentifiable form of amber crystal. According to the test report, the shards are what’s left of a globe, its size undetermined.

In a private jet over Virginia, Taylor Blaine hires Proctor and his firm to find his daughter, Celeste.

“Thirteen years, Proctor. She’s been missing thirteen years, and I’ll pay anything to find her again.”

Celeste Blaine was last seen driving away from her Connecticut home with her two best friends, Maude Tackett and Ginger Hong. They were eighteen, on their way to their freshman year at college.

No bodies were ever found.

Neither was the car.

In Pludbury, England, in a mansion called Beale Hall, Taylor Blaine sees a photograph of his daughter.

It is much less than ten years old.

When he brings Proctor in to see it as well, the photograph has vanished.

“But I saw it,” Blaine insists. “I’m old, but I’m not senile. I saw it.”

In Atlantic City, Proctor meets a beautiful woman named Petra Haslic.

He has no idea if she is human or not.

It doesn’t matter; he cannot forget her.

do you believe in ghosts?


ONE

In the Pines …

… a breeze moves among the widely spaced trees like the current of a late-summer stream— lazily, easily, in no hurry to get from one place to another. Eddies of it near the ground for a moment spin dead leaves, or stir mounds of brown pine needles, or cause low weeds to quiver and let loose their seeds. Tufts of grass sway as though underwater; a fallen pinecone trembles; the feathers on a dead sparrow move not at all.

The trees are white pine, their boughs thick and heavy. The lowest ones soon snap at the bole and add their bulk to the woodland floor, while the highest ones form an interlocking canopy that allows the afternoon sun to reach the ground only in patches that shift erratically as the day passes from dawn to dusk. Not much grass, then, and little concentration of underbrush; languid ferns and the occasional thomed thicket; temperatures not as warm as the piedmont that surrounds it, and autumn cold at night, even on the hottest day.

There is quiet, but it is not silent. The breeze sees to that, and the movement of birds and animals and the infrequent hiker who’s taken a wrong turn in his walking tour of Burline County. The voice of the forest.

Peaceful, for the most part. Comfortable.

The breeze also carries with it the scent of the woods itself, and the fresh growth of a new spring, the warmth of the sunlight, loam and new blossoms vivid in the dim air, red earth and black dirt, and behind a solitary spindly thicket the old blood and rot of a fawn torn to pieces. Partially devoured.

In the pines …near their eastern boundary is a man-high boulder sunk into a shallow depression as if it had fallen from a star. Its dark rough surface is cut by lightninglike white cracks; a veil of moss on one side, a tiny blade of grass growing from a thimble-size hollow in the other. At the base, the depression is filled with a tangle of dead weeds, twigs and brown needles, clots of dirt, and a single thin white stick that looks remarkably like bone.

Five minutes later it still looked like bone, and Royal Blondell grunted softly. He sat cross-legged in front of the great rock, coonskin cap pushed back on his head, one eye half-closed as if that, somehow, would improve his vision and concentration. He rocked slowly forward, rocked slowly back, swayed slowly side to side before settling again. This was his routine, studying the protrusion from as many angles as possible without actually touching it. He wasn’t uncomfortable; he had done this a million times, and he was in no hurry at all.

“Damn, Royal,” his best friend, Garber, had once told him, “if we all worked like you do, we’d still be hunting for the first dinosaur bone.”

Royal had only shrugged. Point of fact, he had little use for the academic we’s of this world—except old Garber, of course. Sure, they wanted to learn and discover and figure things out, just like him, but it seemed like they ended up spending half their time working just as hard trying to find someone to pay for their expeditions, their excavations, all those new scientific gizmos to make the work easier. And get their names in the paper.

He, on the other hand, had no big degrees, no string of unpronounceable silly-looking abbreviations after his name. A high school diploma, nothing more, and proud of it. And a small inheritance from his mother to take care of his simple life, without anyone butting in.

A moth landed on the boulder, pale wings quivering.

Behind him some distance, he heard a couple of birds arguing, voices carrying a slight echo in the trees. It made the woods seem that much bigger. That much more empty.

One day, around his twenty-third birthday, he got tired of pumping gas in Alton. It didn’t seem like this was any way to live a life. So he quit, sat on his front porch for a couple of days, contemplating and figuring, then drove over to the high school after the last bell had rung. He made his way to Garber Kranz’s classroom, and said, “Garb, the hell with it, I want to be an archeologist.”

To his credit, Garb hadn’t laughed. He only said, “Why?”

“’Cause I’m tired of stinking of grease and gas.”

Royal grinned at the memory. No grease and gas now, just twelve years of dust and dirt and age and a few things he’d just as soon not remember. Not one second of which he would trade for anything.

The moth left; the birds fell silent. And finally, convinced he would disturb nothing important, do no irreparable harm to the site, he dug into the backpack lying on the ground beside him and pulled out an old but expensive pair of chef’s tongs padded with soft rubber. He reached out to snare the bone and gently tugged at it. It was loose, and he tugged again, pulled it free, and held it up, head cocked, squinting.

“Y’know,” he said with a rueful smile and sigh, “you can be dumber than a post sometimes, boy. Maybe you need your sorry eyes checked.”

What he held was nothing more spectacular than a long twig with its bark recently stripped, not long enough in the air for the wood to darken, except at the bud knobs, which could be taken for small knuckles.

A morning and most of an afternoon wasted.

Still, he couldn’t expect to hit pay dirt every time. If he did, what would be the fun of it? Where would be the adventure? Come up with a treasure every time he waved his trowel or spade, the whole thing would become downright… boring. And the one thing he could say about his life ’til now was, it sure as hell wasn’t boring.

A little lonely sometimes, but that ain’t the same thing.

“Up, boy,” he muttered. “Your bones’ll settle. They’ll be digging you up next.”

Another look at the twig, and he tossed it over his shoulder, packed the tongs away, and rose easily, slinging the pack into place. A stretch of each leg, each arm, his back and neck, and he settled his cap where it belonged. Then he slapped at the dust gathered on his baggy army pants and dark green shirt, checked to be sure nothing had fallen from the pockets, and decided maybe it was time he headed on home.

Maybe, in fact, he ought to hurry a little.

He had a feeling he was pressing his luck. Gone from his house for almost a week, tramping around, doing his work… yeah, maybe he was pressing his luck a little.

More often than not Royal wasn’t a superstitious man, but he couldn’t help it when he was here, in the pines. The spotlights of sunlight, the serenity, the way the air held glittering bits of dust, the way footsteps were cushioned by layers of fallen needles … it should have retained that pleasantly surprised sense of reverent awe he had felt when he’d first discovered it.

It should have.

It didn’t.

As he walked eastward, following a trail only he could see, he glanced over his shoulder. Nothing there, of course. There never was. But it felt like it. Back there where the light didn’t quite touch the ground, where the ferns resembled hands reaching out of the earth, something should have been there. Watching him. Measuring him. It was a foolish idea. A man of his experience ought to know better. Nevertheless, he gripped the backpack’s straps and moved a little faster.

What he would do, he figured, is get himself home and have a good bath. Then something to eat while he watched TV to catch up on the news he’d missed the past six days. Then get on the phone and try to find Garb.

He scowled.

Garber was a man of strong habit, especially since he had retired from teaching. He would make a schedule for each day and stick to it. But every once in a while, as if one of his internal circuits got shorted, he would drop everything and light out of town. One year it was up to Myrtle Beach to play three days’ worth of miniature golf; one time it was over to Savannah to sit by the river and throw rye bread to the gulls; last time it was to use a dugout Royal had made for him, paddling into the Okefenokee to, he claimed, track down Pogo and discover the Meaning of Life.

This was the first time, however, that he’d left town without slipping a message under Royal’s welcome mat, letting him know where he had gone.

Royal huffed, and adjusted his pack. A line of sweat gathered around the rim of his cap, and he could feel his thin black hair matting to his scalp. As he topped a low rise, a stitch in his side made him grunt. He was startled he’d been traveling so rapidly. He stopped and leaned against a bole, bending over, bracing his hands on his knees. He sniffed and spat, spat again and scolded himself for acting like a frightened kid.

Still…

He looked to his right, saw how the pines began to give way to bulky oaks and fat-waisted cedar, a few twisted tall sycamore, long-limbed maple with scars in their bark. More grass, more underbrush. More light. He could see large fragments of darkening sky and the pale, almost transparent rise of an early-evening moon.

Word had it there was a pack of wild dogs making the rounds of the county. Some livestock chewed up, a couple of kids missing. This, he thought, would be a good place for the pack to hunt …

Great; a real good way to keep your nerves, you fool.

He began to hum an old folk song, one his momma used to sing. Used to be he thought it some kind of love song, some poor guy wondering why the lady he loved wasn’t around anymore. Used to be that’s what he thought.

In the pines

He looked left.

In the pines

Not any longer.

Where the sun never shines

Night had already arrived in the white pine forest, and with it the certain knowledge that he wasn’t alone.

Fool, he thought, but that didn’t stop him from shifting quickly from a walk to a trot, heading for the dirt road just a half mile away where he’d parked his old station wagon just after dawn. He couldn’t remember the next line, but it didn’t matter. Dumb song anyway.

Fool, he thought again, but he didn’t look back.

And he didn’t look up, in case he’d see the moon.

Darker now; so much darker.

The backpack thumped heavily against his spine; his left knee began to ache, legacy of a serious twist he had given it a few years back; it felt as if a hair had settled in his throat, and he finally began to cough, causing him to stumble and veer back and forth off the trail as if he were liquored. He spat, and coughed, and spat again hard, cleared his throat so many times it began to bum. Coughed and spat, wiped an arm over his eyes to clear away the sweat, blinding him just long enough to miss the way the ground dipped sharply and rose again, throwing him forward onto his hands and knees, his head so low he scraped his chin against a rock. A curse, as strong as he could make it, as he flailed upright. Looking back.

Darker; so much darker, and the moon so much stronger.

He wasn’t sure, he wouldn’t swear to it, but up there on the rise he’d left only a few minutes ago he thought he saw something weave among the trees … something low to the ground, russet  and black. Following him.

Fox, he thought, but it was too damn big.

Calm gone and daylight nearly so, he ordered himself to run like hell, and so he did, seeing the road up ahead, not feeling anything but his legs and his arms and the weight on his back, the air like fire in his lungs.

With mouth and eyes wide he tripped through a patch of ivy onto the road, panicked for a second before he spotted the wagon only a few yards away, roof and rear bumper gleaming in the moonlight. He had to grab the door handle to stop himself from going too far, yanked the door open and threw the pack inside, fell behind the wheel and slammed the door closed behind him.

He sat for a moment, then used a fist to slam down all the locks; another moment to scrabble the keys from his pocket, jab the right one into the ignition and fire it, laughing aloud at the sound, laughing louder when he punched on the headlamps and watched the early night retreat into the woods.

“You’re an idiot!” he yelled as he gripped the wheel and gunned the engine.

“You’re an idiot,” he whispered, as the adrenaline faded and shame at his panic took its place. “Idiot. Idiot.”

He tossed his cap into the back and took his foot off the accelerator. “In the pines, my sorry ass.” This was definitely something he would not tell Garb. No sense compounding his foolishness by giving his old friend a fresh target for some ribbing.

When he was sure he could drive without driving into the nearest tree, he said, “Home, you idiot, get yourself some food,” and frowned slightly when his breath fogged the windshield.

He blew lightly, blew again, and wondered how it was possible the temperature had dropped so much so rapidly. Like goddamn winter, for God’s sake, and he reached for the heater just as something, something large, slammed into the station wagon’s back, snapping his head forward to slam against the steering wheel.

He didn’t bother to look.

All he could do was drive, and pray that the old crate still had some speed.

All he could do, out here in the pines.

Where you shiver when the cold wind blows.


TWO

Deep blue skies, a comfortably cool breeze, puffs-of-smoke clouds taking their time drifting out toward the Atlantic. Below the New Jersey Palisades a tour boat sails up the Hudson River toward West Point; a silent silver airliner heads low for the airport at LaGuardia; along the top of the cliffs low, thick evergreen shrubs, yew and hemlock, tremble as something small races through them, chittering softly to itself.

New flowers, new foliage, the smell of overturned earth in new gardens.

The overhead sun warms the low redwood deck only fifteen feet from the shrubs. A young jay sits on the railing for a few seconds before twitching its tail and vanishing in a flurry of dark blue and vivid white. A crow talks to its shadow on the pitched roof as it preens beneath its wings. Somewhere in the neighborhood a ball meets a bat, no sound like it in the world; all that7s missing is the roar of a crowd.

A car horn; a little girl shrieks into giggles; on the other side of the long single-story house, hammering and inventive swearing.

It is about as perfect a spring day as a day can be in northern New Jersey, the eighth day of April, the second day of the week.

“I’m telling you right now,” said Ethan Proctor, nodding toward the river a hundred feet below the cliffs, “if a pair of goddamn chipmunks jumps on the damn railing and starts singing and tap-dancing, I’m going to jump. I swear to God, I’m gonna jump.”

He sat with his back to the house, jeans, a dark long-sleeve shirt rolled up twice at the cuffs, a pair of sunglasses that hid his eyes. A quick quiet laugh to his right, and he swiveled his head slowly. Eriko Nagai sat near the door that led into the living room. In her lap, a large legal pad; on the floor by her feet, a dozen folders. Her head was down, shoulder-length, gleaming black hair parted in the middle covering her face. Three fingers of one hand tried to hide her grin. Despite reminders that jeans or slacks were perfectly acceptable, she wore as always a loose white blouse and a black mid-calf skirt.

“I heard that,” he told her sourly, turning back to face the river. He did not let her see the smile, quick as a breeze, touch a comer of his mouth.

“If you’re going to jump,” a woman said, “please do it now so we can go home early. I’ll call the cops on the way.”

Again to his right, chair back to the railing, Lana Kelaleha shuffled envelopes in her lap, no expression on her face. Her hair was as black as Eriko’s, but not nearly as long, with square bangs that covered her brow. She was Proctor’s office manager without the official title, a magician whose skills and tricks were centered on her computers.

Eriko laughed again, very softly
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