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Chapter 1: Beginnings and Endings

	 

	Shane sat on the back porch and listened to the birds.

	The wind shifted, carried the smell of autumn to him, and Shane Ryan sighed as he dug his pack of Luckies out of his pocket. He tore the cellophane off, tucked the wrapper into his breast pocket, and removed his Zippo. With long practiced motions, he slipped a cigarette between his lips, snapped the Zippo open, and took the first long drag off the Lucky. For a moment, he held it in his mouth then exhaled through his nose, closing his eyes as he did so.

	The temperature shifted, and Shane took the cigarette out of his mouth.

	“My friend,” Carl said, speaking softly in German. “It is nearly evening, and I can see that it is getting colder. Will you not come inside?”

	Shane opened one eye, tapped some of the ash off the cigarette into an old coffee can by the chair, and asked, “Should I?”

	The dead German put his hands behind his back and looked down at Shane.

	“Yes, of course, you should,” Carl scolded. “What sort of foolish question is that?”

	“I don’t know,” Shane answered. He took another drag off the cigarette. “It’s a rough night.”

	“This seems no different than any other,” Carl replied, glancing out over the yard and down at the small pond.

	Shane offered a bitter chuckle. “No, I don’t suppose it does. But it is.”

	“Why don’t we retire for the evening, and you can tell me why.”

	“Sure.” Shane got to his feet. “Why the hell not?”

	Together, the dead man and the living one left the porch. Carl moved through the door, and Shane opened it. The warmth of the kitchen wrapped around him, and in the pantry, he heard the dark ones muttering to one another. He had half a mind to throw something at the door, but he shook his head instead.

	He and Carl moved down the long hallway to the first-floor parlor, and when they went in, Shane did his best to ignore the silence.

	She was gone, and he wouldn’t think of her.

	Instead, he walked to the bar he had installed in late August and poured himself a neat whiskey. He carried it to one of his chairs and sat down in it. Carl, despite being dead, took the seat opposite him.

	“Tell me, my friend,” Carl began, “what is it about today that is so terrible?”

	“It’s an anniversary.”

	The dead man frowned. “How is that terrible?”

	“It’s the anniversary of the first woman I killed.”

	“Ah.”

	Shane sipped at his whiskey. “They taught me how to kill in the Marines. Hell, it’s what I signed up for.”

	“If you killed her during war…” Carl started, but Shane cut him off with a shake of his head.

	“It wasn’t. In fact, I was sixteen at the time. I was tracking a ghost down,” Shane explained. “Tracking her down and doing whatever I thought was necessary.”

	“Was killing this woman necessary?”

	Shane looked down into his glass, shrugged, and whispered, “I don’t know anymore.”

	“Will you tell me what happened?”

	Shane focused on the dead man, on the concern writ large on Carl’s face, and he nodded.

	“Yeah,” Shane finished his whiskey. “I’ll tell you what happened. How it started, how it ended, and everything in between.”


Chapter 2: Summer, 1990

	 

	Shane’s arms quivered as he let go of the pull-up bar and dropped back to the floor. Sweat ran down his spine, and his entire body shook as he picked up a jug of water, drinking deeply from it.

	Returning the jug to its place on a small table, he took his towel off the back of a chair, wiped the sweat off his brow, and walked to the window. He gazed out onto the yard, conscious of the soft scraping sound emanating from the wall. Without looking, he rubbed the towel across his back and then turned his attention to the wall.

	“May I come in?” Eloise whispered.

	“Yeah,” Shane replied. He went to his bed and sat down.

	The secret door his father had sealed years before, and which Shane had unsealed at the end of the school year, opened. The dead girl slipped into the room, and despite the years of knowing her, it still shook him to see her mummified form.

	“You should be dressed,” she observed.

	Shane nodded. “Yeah. I will in a minute. You okay with that?”

	“It is rude,” she stated, “but I will make due.”

	“Figured.” He stretched and asked, “What’s going on?”

	“I have heard of something bad.” The dead girl’s voice sank back to a whisper. “A child is missing.”

	“Here?” Shane asked, surprised.

	“From Berkley Street,” Eloise confirmed.

	“Who?”

	Wrinkles furrowed the dead girl’s desiccated brow. “I think they said her name was Sophia.”

	Shane straightened up. “Sophia Whitley?”

	“Aye, that sounds about right.” Eloise nodded. “It was Carl who told me of it.”

	“Where is he now?” Shane asked as he put on a T-shirt.

	“He is at the Whitley house. There is a ghost there, his name is Eugene. All are concerned for the child’s safety.”

	Shane stood and paced the room. “When was she last seen?”

	“I don’t know. Perhaps Carl would know.”

	Shane nodded. The girl spoke the truth. If anyone in the house knew, it would be Carl. Shane would only need to wait for the dead man.

	“Do my parents know?” Shane asked after a moment.

	Eloise shrugged. “They may. Last I saw, they were in the basement.”

	Shane looked at her sharply.

	“Not near the root cellar,” she added. “Although they have come close. I have done my best to chase them away, but they do not stay so for long.”

	Shane swallowed nervously. “Well, do your best, please, Eloise.”

	The dead girl nodded. “I do.”

	Shane rubbed his face with the towel again, tossed it onto the bed, paced his room, and waited for Carl to return.

	 

	***

	 

	“What has brought that memory back?”

	Sadness filled Carl’s voice, and Shane glanced at him, pausing in the act of shaking out a fresh cigarette.

	“I’ve been watching the news, Carl,” Shane answered, taking the cigarette and placing it in his mouth. He lit it with his Zippo and then set the lighter down on the table. “There’s a girl missing.”

	The dead German watched Shane, his face pensive. After a moment, he asked, “You think this is connected to that crime? The one from when you were a boy?”

	Shane nodded. “Missing girl looks just like Sophia Whitley. They could be twins.”

	Carl frowned. Then understanding came upon his face. “This anniversary of yours, it is connected to the missing girls?”

	“Yeah.” Shane couldn’t keep the bitterness from his voice. He stood up, crossed the room, and poured himself a fresh whiskey. For a moment, he stood there, staring at the tumbler, and when he picked it up, his hand shook.

	“I didn’t tell you everything that happened,” Shane said, returning to his seat. “It was hard for me. I’d never killed a woman before. I had those damned rules set in my head. You can’t hit a woman; you shouldn’t ever do anything to a woman. And when it comes to domestics, yeah, I agree completely. But when you’ve got some monster helping a dead woman kidnap little girls, well, all that goes right out the damned window.”

	“Who was she? This woman you slew?”

	Shane sat down, pinched the bridge of his nose, and then shook his head.

	“That I don’t know, my German friend.” Shane dropped his hand. “Wish to hell I did, though.”

	“Was she never buried?”

	“Nope.”

	Carl hesitated before he asked, “Where is she then?”

	“Body’s probably right where I left it,” Shane answered.

	“And where is that?”

	“Edgewood Cemetery. The old Hawthorne Crypt off to the left of the Anderson Chapel.” Shane sipped his whiskey. “I searched the body when I was done. Searched it for any sort of ID. Kind of hoped I would be able to figure out where the ghost was if I could get into the woman’s past. Nothing doing, though. She didn’t have any identification. Almost like she made sure she couldn’t lead anyone back to the ghost she was working with.”

	“How did you know she was assisting a ghost?”

	Shane offered up a bitter smile. “She told me as I watched her die.”


Chapter 3: Blood and Silver

	 

	Rat slammed and locked the door, ignoring the stink of urine and vomit wafting out of the room.

	“Did you feed her?” Peanut asked.

	“What the hell do you think?” Rat snapped. He closed and secured the second door, then slid the wet bar back into position, the wheels locking down.

	“I’m thinking you should watch your mouth,” Peanut growled, getting to his feet.

	“Earn your colors, punk.” Rat sneered and sidestepped a clumsy punch from the prospect. The throw put Peanut off-balance, and Rat slammed the heel of his hand into the side of the other man’s head, sending him crashing to the floor.

	The few other members of the club chuckled, and one of them—Rat didn’t see who—threw a bottle at Peanut, who swore when it bounced off his back.

	“Enough.”

	The room sank into silence as Big Mike stepped out of the back office. “Is the girl fed?”

	Rat nodded. “Yup.”

	“Good.” Big Mike took out a cigar, clipped the end, and lit it as he stepped over Peanut’s legs. “Got a buyer coming in tonight. Maybe the morning.”

	“That quick?” Rat asked, following Big Mike as the man ducked his head beneath the doorframe and stepped out to the front porch of the clubhouse.

	“Ayuh.” Big Mike nodded. He sat down in his chair, the metal groaning beneath the man’s ponderous weight. Big Mike tapped off some of the cigar’s ash onto the worn porch floor. Beyond them, the sun had begun its slow descent toward the horizon, illuminating the low Kentucky hills in front of them.

	“How come?”

	“Standing order,” Big Mike answered. “We get one of those girls once, maybe twice a year. Evidently, the main house has a guy they deal with.”

	“Huh.” Rat picked at his ear, examined the wax he dug out, and then wiped it on his jeans. “Kinda strange to have an order in.”

	“Nah, not really.” Big Mike shifted his weight, passed gas, and then spat out toward the motorcycles. “I mean, we’ve got a couple of groups we work with down in Arizona. They bring the illegals in so we can feed ’em into Chicago and Boston. It is strange though, just doing the one girl. Lot of risk. Especially a girl like that.”

	Rat nodded his agreement. He glanced out at the road. There hadn’t been any raids recently, and a sense of worry filled him.

	Big Mike chuckled. “Nah, we ain’t gonna get a visit. We’re paid up with the sheriff, and Peanut managed to get the wife of the local State Police captain hooked on blow. He gives her a discount, and she feeds whatever info she finds out to him.”

	“Peanut did?” Rat looked at the door into the clubhouse. “Guy can’t even hit the toilet without directions. Hell, Big Mike, I’m surprised that fool can even stay on his ride.”

	Big Mike shrugged. “I don’t care whether he can stay on the bike or not. That lady’s giving us some solid intel so far. Just got to make sure we don’t get carried away. Going to have to give up some guys here and there. Guys who can afford it. Who’s lowest on the list?”

	“For time served?”

	Big Mike nodded.

	Rat scratched the back of his head. “Peanut.”

	Big Mike frowned. “Guys who have their colors, Rat.”

	“Oh. I guess Danny K. is pretty low. Did two in Missouri, that’s about it. Why?”

	“Next raid we hear ’bout,” Big mike answered, “Danny K. will have to take the fall.”

	“That ain’t good.” Rat sighed.

	“Nope,” Big Mike agreed. “But that’s the way it is.”

	Rat wanted to say more about the situation, but Big Mike’s phone rang. The man plucked it out of his vest pocket, frowned, and answered the call.

	“Yeah?” Big Mike’s frown deepened. “No, I can’t hold onto this for a few more days. It’s hot. You know that.” He paused, eyes closing in concentration. “Yeah, that’s a lot of money. Yeah, we move a lot through you. Doesn’t do any damned good if the whole club’s brought down and we’re all doing time. You either pick the package up tomorrow, or we get rid of it. No skin off my nose.”

	Big Mike rolled his eyes. “So, you picking it up or not? I’d rather dump it now if you’re not.” He paused, smiled, and said, “Yeah. That’s what I thought. No later than seven tomorrow night. I like to get to bed early.”

	Big Mike ended the call, put his phone away, and took a long pull off his cigar.

	“What the hell was that about?” Rat asked.

	“The buyer,” Big Mike explained. “Wanted us to hold the package for a few more days. Can’t be done. Kid’s too hot. If the cops figure out a brother grabbed her and moved her, they’ll raid every clubhouse they can find.”

	Rat spat in disgust. “Pigs. Interfering with how a man gets paid.”

	Big Mike nodded his agreement. “Well, the buyer’ll be here tomorrow by seven, or I’ll leave that little girl’s head someplace the cops can find it. Maybe then the buyer’ll listen.”

	“Maybe,” Rat agreed. He turned his attention to the Harleys parked out front and smiled, enjoying the way the sun glowed on the gathered metal.


Chapter 4: Ms. Gillian’s School

	 

	Ronald Braeburn unplugged the phone from the backup charger, turned the phone off, and put both devices in his briefcase. He locked it, adjusted the fitting of his black gloves, and the way his scarf fell about his neck. With that done, Ronald picked up his hot chocolate, sipped it, and discovered it had reached the perfect temperature.

	Standing in the front office of Ms. Gillian’s School, Ronald took the time to enjoy the hot chocolate, looking out the window at the fall foliage spread out across the mountain a short distance from the school.

	When he finished his drink, Ronald turned around and placed his briefcase and mug on the closest desk. An old black rotary phone stood on one side of the desk, and in the center was a typewriter. The dead woman behind it stared at him with glass eyes, and once more, he found himself impressed with whomever Ms. Gillian had originally hired to do the taxidermy. Ronald glanced down at the nameplate on the desk and then smiled.

	“Mrs. Hathaway,” he greeted. “I must apologize. I always forget your name. As you are aware, I have an appointment to see Ms. Gillian. Would you do me the kindness of watching over my belongings?”

	He waited a moment for the taxidermized secretary to respond, and when she didn’t, his smile broadened. “Thank you so much. You are ever so kind.”

	Ronald’s eyes flicked to a vase on the other side of the desk. Within its dark confines stood half a dozen long dead roses. “Those are absolutely lovely, Mrs. Hathaway. What’s the occasion?”

	Again, he paused, and then he nodded. “I had forgotten. You did tell me last time that it was your twenty-fifth anniversary coming up. You’re quite the fortunate woman. I’ve not yet had the pleasure of meeting anyone I would enjoy having a meal with, let alone spending the rest of my life beside. Well, I’m sorry, here I am talking your ear off, and you’ve work to do and I an appointment to keep. I will see you shortly.”

	With one more smile, he turned and exited the room. He passed by the janitor, posed in the act of sweeping the floor.

	“Good afternoon, John,” Ronald greeted. The janitor’s face was set in a permanent rigid grin. “The school looks immaculate as always. You’re well, I trust?”

	Ronald shook his head and tsked. “The pipes are leaking again? Well, I’m certain Ms. Gillian will see to their repair. She always does.”

	Humming to himself, Ronald walked along merrily, glancing inside the classrooms as he passed them by. Most of them were dark, the shades drawn and the doors closed. Further into the building, though, he paused by the first lighted room.

	Sharp, harsh fluorescents illuminated the classroom, and he was able to see the students at their desks. The class size was small, which he approved of. Far too many schools were crowding their students into rooms and overworking the teachers.

	Not Ms. Gillian’s school.

	As he stood in the hallway, looking in, Ronald saw that the students were working on their times tables. Numbers one through three were written on the chalkboard, and ten students were bent to their task at their desks.

	Each student appeared to be the same. They were all girls, their blonde hair in pigtails and the dresses they wore all the same cut. Even the shoes, Mary Janes, were identical. The class was the perfect image of conformity.

	The sight of it brought a smile to Ronald’s face.

	Continuing on toward his appointment, he passed by three more rooms. They were all identical to the first occupied classroom. It wasn’t until he reached the fifth classroom that he found Ms. Gillian.

	Ronald stopped and knocked on the closed door.

	Ms. Gillian, who had been in mid-lecture, glanced over at him and motioned for him to enter.

	Ronald did so, opening the door and stepping into a room colder than the air outside the school.

	Ms. Gillian was unaffected by it. She wore a calico dress, the sleeves of which fell just beyond her shoulder and the hem brushed the top of the sandals she wore on her bare feet. Her light brown hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail and tied with a soft yellow ribbon that matched the flowers on her dress. In the light of the classroom’s fluorescents, Ronald could see through her to the desk and windows beyond, and once more, he was impressed at how lively a ghost could appear to be.

	“Continue studying your math, girls,” Ms. Gillian addressed the three students and turned her attention to Ronald. “Mr. Braeburn, how are you?”

	“I’m quite well, thank you, Ms. Gillian. And yourself?”

	“I can’t complain.” The dead teacher sighed. “Not when I have wonderful students like my girls. Do you have news about when the next transfer student is arriving?”

	“I do.” He nodded. “I was hoping to bring her in over the next week or so, as there has been some disruption of the cash flow for transportation, but it seems I will need to dip into the reserve funds. Our finders are being rather touchy about boarding our student for more than a day or so.”

	Ms. Gillian frowned, anger flashing in her dead eyes.

	Ronald hid the shiver of fear that burned through him.

	“I cannot have a student out where she is not wanted, Mr. Braeburn, you know this.”

	“Indeed I do,” he replied, his words coming out quicker than he liked. “It is why I am sending the funds this evening. Our banks aren’t open yet.”

	“Ah, so it’s merely a matter of timing?”

	Ronald nodded. “Yes. As soon as the funds are transferred, I will send them along to our finders. This will keep everyone happy, and it will get the young lady to us as soon as possible.”

	“And Doctor Villan, he is aware that there is a new student who needs an exam?”

	“He is. I spoke with him this morning and told him to be prepared over the next few days,” Ronald confirmed.

	She smiled, and Ronald’s worry faded.

	“Excellent, Mr. Braeburn. I trust you have nothing else to report?”

	“Nothing at all,” he said with a shake of his head. “Mrs. Hathaway has my briefcase and mug, and John is taking care of the main hall.”

	“We have such excellent staff,” Ms. Gillian agreed. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, Mr. Braeburn, these young ladies need to get through at least their threes for multiplication before we can go out to recess.”

	“I understand completely. I will return as soon as the student is with Dr. Villan.”

	Ms. Gillian nodded, and Ronald exited the classroom, closing the door behind him. Humming, he returned the way he came, pausing to say goodbye to Mrs. Hathaway as he gathered up his belongings.

	When he stepped outside into the cool autumn air, Ronald smiled and enjoyed the warm sun on his face.


Chapter 5: A Killing

	 

	Shane finished washing the dishes from dinner and stood for a moment, looking out at the dark sky. Ambient light from the city blurred some of the lower stars, but the cold night air brought the others into sharp relief. Shane put the last piece of flatware into the drying rack, dried his hands on the towel hanging from the under-the-sink door, and turned away.

	Carl sat at the table in the same seat he had occupied during Shane’s meager dinner.

	“Will you finish the story now, my friend?” Carl asked.

	Shane nodded. He took his seat across from Carl, picked up his cigarettes, then put the Lucky Strikes back on the table. Shane rubbed his face for a minute, the skin smooth and hairless beneath his palms.

	“I never got the woman’s name,” Shane began, “but some of the dead, well, they helped me hunt her down.”

	 

	***

	 

	“Shane?”

	Shane looked up as he pulled on his winter hat. “Yeah, Mom?”

	“Where are you going?” His mother stepped out of the parlor, sweeping her hair back behind her ears.

	His mouth went dry, and he lied to her. “I’m going to take a walk down to the library.”

	“Do you want a ride? It’s below freezing out there.”

	Shane shook his head. “No thanks. The sky’s clear, and it’s only two, so, you know, I should be okay.”

	“Do you have money for the pay phone if you decide you need a ride home?”

	“Yup.” He patted his front pocket. “Plus, Michelle, who works in the kids’ room, she’s let me use their phone before.”

	His mother smiled. “Michelle is a nice woman. Okay, take your walk. I’ll see you when you get home.”

	“Okay. Hey, what’s for dinner?”

	“You’re just like your father.” She laughed. “We’re having oven-fried chicken and mashed potatoes. Some broccoli, too.”

	Shane tried not to make a face but failed.

	His mother raised an eyebrow. “It’s only a little bit. You need some vegetables.”

	Shane knew better than to argue with her, especially since he needed to get out of the house. “Okay.”

	She looked at him for a moment longer, seemed about to say something else, then shook her head and smiled. “Be safe.”

	“I will.”

	He tugged on his gloves and opened the front door, stepping out into the cold air. As he closed and locked the door behind him, Shane considered what he was about to do and shivered at the thought of it. His hand strayed toward his back pocket, where he kept the note, but he stopped himself.

	He could look at it when he got farther from the house.

	He didn’t want his mother seeing it.

	Shane walked down the driveway, stepped onto Berkley Street, and followed the sidewalk to Sophia Whitley’s house. The shades were still drawn, months after the girl had gone missing. Remnants of candles and ribbons, messages of hope and desperation, remained on the home’s broad porch. Of the girl’s parents and older siblings, there was no sign.

	It was as though the entire family had vanished when the girl went missing.

	Shane knew she hadn’t gone missing, though. He knew she hadn’t gotten lost in the woods along the railroad tracks or fallen into the water down by the boat launch.

	Someone had snatched her from the house.

	A woman.

	Shane crossed the road and went up to Concord Street, where he waited for a moment before traffic thinned out enough for him to pass over to the opposite side. Once there, he paused beside an old and weathered oak tree, and he took out the note from his back pocket.

	Edgewood Cemetery. Ashland gate.

	The words were scrawled upon the back of a stained receipt and had been pressed into his hands by a drunk behind the library two days earlier. Shane didn’t know what ghost had taken the drunk’s body for a ride, but he knew what the note was about.

	In Edgewood Cemetery, he would find information about the woman who had kidnapped Sophia Whitley.

	Shane kept to the sidewalk, walking at a fast pace. Soon, he reached the back of Edgewood Cemetery, the section that ran parallel to Ashland Street. He followed the black wrought iron fence to the gate and then pushed it open enough to slide between the gate and the fence. As his eyes scanned the cemetery, he caught glimpses of the dead as they loitered about their headstones or wandered along the snow-covered grounds. A few congregated around the cemetery caretaker’s house, peering in and commenting on what the living were doing inside.

	“You came.”

	Shane turned and found himself looking at the ghost of Sophia Whitley. His heart sank at the sight of her. Bloody foam ringed her lips, and her nightgown was disheveled.

	“I did.” Shane glanced around. “How did you get here?”

	“When I was taken…” Her voice shook, sank, and then became strong again. “I was holding my favorite stuffed animal, my Henry. He’s a stuffed troll. She threw it away, and when I died, I found myself with it. A man found my Henry, and I was able to use that man to give you the note. I heard you were looking, and when I saw you, I wanted you to know I had found her.”

	“She’s here?” Shane asked, his shoulder tightening.

	The dead girl nodded. “Oh yes, she is. She hides in Hawthorne Crypt.”

	Shane shifted his gaze over Sophia’s shoulder and looked at the crypt a hundred feet away. From where he stood, Shane could see the trail in the snow that led to the crypt’s door, and for a moment, he wondered how the woman had managed to get in.

	He shook the thought away and focused on the most important question.

	What to do about her?

	Calling the police had never been a true consideration. Shane knew they wouldn’t believe him if he told them a ghost had given him directions on where to find the one who had kidnapped Sophia. If they would even listen, they would assume he was guilty of some role in the crime.

	It was, he knew, how adults reacted. Unless all of the police involved had experienced some sort of interaction with a ghost, Shane would be a suspect.

	Shane’s throat let out a nervous click as he swallowed. “Okay. Where’s your stuffed animal?”

	“In the chapel.”

	“Stay there,” Shane told her, locking his eyes on the crypt. “I’m going to deal with the woman.”

	Sophia’s eyes widened. “Won’t you get the police?”

	Shane shook his head. “No. There’s no time. I have to see what I can do. I can’t let her get away.”

	The dead girl hesitated, nodded, and then faded from sight.

	Taking a deep breath, Shane crossed the short distance to the Hawthorne Crypt. As he drew closer, he heard music. A soft pleasant tune played on a harp. The door, he saw, stood ajar. Without hesitation, he took hold of the door’s iron edge and pulled.

	The music stopped, and Shane found himself facing a young woman. Her black hair was cut short, almost to crew-cut length, and her wide deep-set eyes were a chestnut brown. The woman’s clothes were worn and threadbare in places, and she eyed him with some disdain as he stepped into the crypt. A tall well-made harp stood between her legs, and she stretched in the metal folding chair. Along the top of sarcophagi flanking the narrow aisle in which she sat were the woman’s belongings. Piles of clothes, a few books, canned food, and more than a few blankets.

	Her eyes never left his as she reached out, plucked a pack of cigarettes and a book of matches from the sarcophagus on her right. She shook a cigarette out, lit it, and smiled.

	“Want one?” she offered.

	Shane shook his head.

	“What brings you here?” She exhaled through her nose, the smoke lingering about her before breaking apart as it drifted toward the ceiling.

	“Sophia Whitley,” he answered, his voice firm.

	She raised an eyebrow then chuckled. “That’s a good one. It’s a first, too. I like that. Don’t get too many of them. Not in my line of work.”

	She tapped the ashes onto the floor and strummed the harp’s strings with her free hand. As the music rolled around the confines of the crypt, she asked, “What about her?”

	“Where’s her body?”

	“At school.” The woman laughed. “Isn’t that where all good boys and girls want to be?”

	“Don’t know,” Shane answered. His mind raced as he took stock of the items in the room. He needed a way to hold her, force her to bring him to the body. “Sophia needs to be buried by her family. It isn’t right that she’s gone.”

	“World’s not right, kid.” The woman shrugged. She took another drag on her cigarette. “Pretty awful when you get right down to it. And like I said, she’s at school. Happy as can be.”

	“No, she’s not,” Shane snapped. “Sophia’s dead, and she’s not happy about it.”

	The woman opened her mouth to reply and then stopped. Her eyes narrowed. “You know she’s dead.”

	Shane nodded.

	The woman leaned forward. “You can see them too.”

	A chill raced through him, and he remained silent.

	The woman shook her head. “You can be as quiet as you want. I can see the truth in your eyes. You see the dead just like I do. Can you talk to them? ’Course you can. You wouldn’t be here if you couldn’t. The girl, Sophia, right? Yeah, she followed me. Or found someone did and told you. You know, I’ve never met anyone else who can see them. The dead. Are they gross to you, sometimes?”

	She looked at him for a moment, took another pull on her cigarette, and blew the smoke out toward him with a wink. “So, what’s your name?”

	“What’s yours?” Shane countered.

	She laughed. “None of your business, kid. I like you. How old are you?”

	Shane’s face burned with embarrassment, and she laughed again.

	“Not that old, huh? Oh well.” She sighed and stubbed her cigarette out on the heel of her shoe. Dropping the butt to the floor, where it lay smoldering beside other crushed remnants, she eyed him. “You can’t have her body. It’s occupied right now. Being used, really.”

	“I want her body.” Shane clenched his hands into fists. “You need to give her back.”

	Cold malice entered the woman’s expression. “Even if I could, I wouldn’t. The body’s just meat now, boy. Nothing more, nothing less. It won’t even rot. Not the way it’s supposed to. But even that doesn’t mean a whole hell of a lot. Not anymore. Get out.”

	Shane shook his head. “No.”

	She stood up, and Shane found he was looking her in the eye.

	“Listen.” She smiled. “I kill little girls for fun. I don’t care if you’re a teenager. It doesn’t matter that you’re a boy. I’m going to hurt you, and when I’m done, I might keep you alive, just to play with.”

	The woman’s fist lashed out, and Shane jerked his head back in time so that most of the blow glanced off his forehead. He felt the skin separate, and blood spilled down into his left eye.

	Shane didn’t try any fancy punches or kicks as he had seen in the movies and on television. None of the moves he had read about in books.

	Instead, he drove himself forward, bringing his right elbow up and smashing it into the woman’s ribs. All his anger, all his rage went into the attack, and her ribs shattered beneath it. Her breath rushed out of her, and she clawed at his head.

	Her fingers became caught in his cap as she pulled it off his head, and Shane punched her in her broken ribs. She tried to scream, but a brutal, wet cough issued forth.

	The woman kneed him in the groin as he stepped forward, and his thigh took most of the attack. Pain exploded in the muscle, and he stumbled forward into her. For a heartbeat, his mouth was pressed against her neck, and then he opened it and bit down with all the strength he could muster.

	The woman jerked back with enough force to leave a chunk of her own skin and flesh in his mouth, blood splattering out. Shane spat the mouthful of meat out at her, grabbed her by the throat, lifted her up, and then smashed her head down onto the harp. The instrument cracked and tumbled off to one side.

	Shane dropped the woman and stood over her, panting.

	She smiled up at him, her breathing shallow, blood frothing on her lips. “Didn’t think you could fight,” she managed after a moment.

	Shane squatted down beside her. “Where is Sophia’s body?”

	“Nah,” the woman whispered, her breath rattling in her chest. “Don’t think I’m going to tell you that.”

	“Why?” Shane hissed.

	“Don’t
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