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Chapter 1: Discovery

	 

	Lenny Smalls was still swearing under his breath when he pulled back into his garage at quarter past eight in the morning. He had been forced to pull over at the rest stop to call into his office to let them know he would be late, and he had sent Bud McLaughlin to the district court in Manchester to cover the filing of the motions in the first case for him.

	If Lenny hadn’t forgotten the brief for the mid-morning meeting regarding the Mennen case on his desk, he wouldn’t have returned home.

	I shouldn’t have had to, but Nicole took the dog down to Boston to have the damned photoshoot done. He shook his head, disgusted with the amount of money his new wife lavished on her Pomeranian. Should have put the damned dog into the prenup. Bet that’s where she’s going to get me when she files for divorce.

	Lenny rolled his eyes and shut off his car. He pressed the button for the garage door to close and got out of the Mercedes, slamming the door as he stalked across the open expanse of the garage to the interior door. He took out his keys and was furious to discover that the door was unlocked.

	How many times?! How many damned times can I tell her to lock the damned door?! It doesn’t matter if it’s on the inside of the house!

	Grinding his teeth together, he kicked the door closed behind him and stomped off toward the main stairwell. It would lead him directly to his study and the brief.

	Lenny was halfway to the stairs when he realized the air in the house was painfully cold. He came to a sharp stop and looked around. Nicole had a tendency to leave a window open when she was doing her morning yoga. Another horrific habit that he wanted to break her of, but he was certain she wouldn’t change. She always told him it gave her skin a youthful glow.

	It’s going to give her pneumonia if anything. Instead of going directly to his study, Lenny bypassed the stairs and went to the professional yoga studio his wife had installed less than a month after their marriage.

	One thing about the ex, Lenny thought grimly, she never spent a lot of cash. She was a total and complete pain and nagging wench, but she didn’t spend the money.

	Lenny opened the door to the studio and took out his phone, prepared to snap a shot of the open window, and text it to his wife. But when he looked around, all of the windows were closed. The studio wasn’t even as cold as the rest of the house had been. Confused, Lenny shut the door and stepped back, glancing up and down. He checked his security app on the phone, but there weren’t any alerts about intruders or glass having been broken. A quick look at the basic functions of the house revealed everything was operating fine, although the heating system was working harder than usual.

	Lenny slipped his phone back into his pocket and went to the kitchen. Opening the cabinet beside the refrigerator, he pressed his left thumb onto the sensor of the gun safe. A soft click sounded, and the drawer slid open, revealing the fully loaded 9mm Glock he kept. He slid the weapon out of the safe and felt the cool, comforting grip of the handle against his palm.

	Lenny didn’t think anyone had broken into the home, but security systems had been known to fail before.

	He made a slow sweep through the first floor, walking gently and peering in every place he thought someone might be able to hide. Lenny inspected the windows and looked at the floor for traces of snow or other signs of entry.

	Nothing could be seen.

	When he reached the back stairwell, he hesitated and considered whether it would be better to approach the second floor via the main stairs or the back. He chose the back and started up the narrow flight, his pistol at the ready. Reaching the landing, he eased the door open and peered down the long hallway.

	His bedroom door was open.

	It was the one door that Nicole always remembered to close.

	Lenny’s heart rate increased, and he swallowed dryly. He felt tunnel vision coming on as adrenaline kicked in. Lenny had read hundreds of reports over the years prior to helping defend clients. He knew what to expect in a challenging situation, and he knew what he needed to do to keep himself focused on the situation at hand.

	With soft steps, he advanced on his room, weapon at the ready. He slowed his breathing, and when he reached the bedroom, he took one last deep breath and then pushed the door open with his free hand. His Glock was held at the ready, and his eyes scanned for the intruder.

	What he saw caused him to stop and blink several times.

	A pair of dim, vaguely human forms were visible, but Lenny wasn’t sure if he was seeing something or not. The longer he stared, the less he was certain that he was seeing anything at all. Then, sudden memory from childhood arose, and he recalled sitting in his bed as a little boy, screaming that there were ghosts in his room.

	It was as though a veil was torn from his eyes, and Lenny was looking at a woman and a man. They stood beside his bed, speaking in low murmurs. Lenny could see through both of them.

	For a moment longer, he stared, then he shook his head and took a clumsy step back. His foot kicked the door, and the noise caught the intruders’ attention. They whipped around to face him, and he nearly screamed as they did so. He brought the pistol up and fired off three hasty shots. Holes appeared in the drywall behind the two strangers.

	The woman shook her head and, without a word, gestured at Lenny. The man shrugged and walked toward him.

	“Put the damned piece down, ya idiot.” The stranger’s words came out as a grumbling sound. It was grating and frightening, all in the same breath.

	Lenny emptied the magazine into the stranger, the brass shells ejecting wildly into the room.

	The bullets passed through the stranger, and nothing happened.

	“You’re a real dummy, huh.” The man stopped in front of Lenny and shook his head. “Didn’t ya see they was passin’ through me? Didn’t ya see nothin’ at all? Course not. You’re an idiot.” The stranger looked to the woman. “What you want me to do with him, Bev?”

	She didn’t look up as she answered her companion. “Kill him.”

	“What about what Diane said?”

	Beverly’s head snapped up, and her face was a mask of fury. “Listen to me!”

	Lenny threw the gun and screamed in shock and disbelief as it passed through the man. Without another sound, he turned on his heels and ran. He fumbled for his phone as he reached the stairs, yet even as he did so, the man appeared in front of him, slapping Lenny with enough force to send him stumbling backward, the phone falling from his hand. In disbelief, Lenny watched his new iPhone SE skitter across the floor and slide beneath the linen closet door.

	For a moment longer, Lenny lay on the floor, trying to comprehend what was going on. Then, without warning, the stranger bent down and grabbed hold of him with a hand so cold that it was painful even through the thick sweater he wore. Yelling in an attempt to frighten his assailant, Lenny swung at the man, only to watch with dumbfounded surprise as his hand passed through the stranger’s arm.

	When that happened, Lenny had no choice but to accept what he had seen. What he was seeing.

	Panicking, Lenny struggled to free himself as he was dragged down the hall back toward his room, but the stranger’s grip was too firm. Too painful. As the man held on, it seemed to Lenny that his skin was turning into ice beneath the stranger’s touch.

	The stranger dropped him at the feet of the woman, who looked down at Lenny with utter disdain. Her lip curled into a sneer. “Unlucky. All you had to do was stay away from home for a few more hours, and all would have been well. As it is now, you have to die.”

	“What?!” Lenny shrieked the question, and the woman rolled her eyes.

	“Chuck, if you please.”

	“Sure. Um, how do you want me to do it?”

	Lenny scrambled onto all fours and tried to get away. A boot to the stomach flipped him on his side and knocked the air out of him, leaving him gasping for breath on his bedroom floor.

	“Something inane,” she sighed. “He looks the type. I’m sure there is some sort of medicine he could take too much of.”

	“Um, huh. So, it’s got to look like a suicide?” Chuck’s voice was tinged with confusion.

	“Yes, Chuck, a suicide. Now, if you please, I need to finish looking at our location here.”

	“Yeah, sure thing, Bev.”

	Lenny was trying to push himself back onto all fours when Chuck walked over and grabbed him by the hair.

	“Come on, bright guy,” Chuck grinned down at him. “We’re going to see how much aspirin and stuff you got in that bathroom. Bet a rich guy like yourself’s got plenty in there. Saw pictures of your wife. Imagine she’s got the same. Must take ‘em handfuls at a time to deal with you, am I right?”

	Lenny went limp as Chuck pulled him painfully to his feet.

	“You go ahead and flop like a dead damned fish all you want,” Chuck informed Lenny. “It just means I play with you a little longer before I kill you. And I can guarantee you this, I’m going to kill you. I’ll just stick a finger or two in your belly and swish ‘em around a bit. Not long enough to mark you up, but sure as hell long enough to hurt.”

	Before Lenny could try again, Chuck threw him into the bathroom and laughed as he walked in, closing the door behind him.

	Panting, Lenny twisted around, searching for a way out. He saw the small window above the sink and scrambled to his feet. His hands touched the cool marble of the countertop, and Chuck grabbed him from behind, pulling him back.

	“Listen, bright guy, you’re gonna die, ain’t no way outta it. None at all. So, I’m gonna give you a choice. You can either find some pills and pop ‘em, or I can have you lift the lid of your john there and drown you in it. What do you wanna do?”

	Lenny was jerked around to face the toilet, and for a heartbeat, he saw himself valiantly flushing to keep the water away from his mouth, that the new, low gallon flush he had installed at Nicole’s insistence would actually save his life.

	But it won’t. Nothing will. I’m going to die.

	With that realization, Lenny’s shoulders sagged, and he pointed to the medicine chest to the left of the sink.

	“Good. Open it.” Chuck shook him, and Lenny found himself crying as he reached out and grasped the edge of the mirror. He refused to look at his reflection, he did not want to see through the creature Chuck, did not want to have yet a further affirmation of his impending death.

	With a sob, Lenny pulled the door open, and through his tears, he searched for the bottles he knew Nicole kept hidden. Oxycodone and Valium, Methadone and Ativan. The little helpers she used throughout the week.

	Lenny’s hands shook as he took the bottles out and opened each in turn. He picked up the tumbler his wife kept by the sink, filled it with water, and took all seven pills of the Ativan.

	“That’s it,” Chuck grumbled. “Each and every one, like a good little soldier takin’ his medicine. It’s what my momma said to me.” He chuckled. “‘Cept she wasn’t gonna watch me die. Take it slow, bright guy, take it slow. I ain’t gonna get a whole lot outta this, but it’s slim pickin’s with folks right now.”

	Lenny’s hands trembled as he picked up the bottle of Oxycodone and shook the pills out into the palm of his hand. As he brought them to his mouth, Lenny heard Chuck sigh with pleasure behind him, eager to watch him die.

	Lenny gagged on the pills and then proceeded with his suicide.


Chapter 2: Catch and Release

	 

	Dan Tate sat alone in the small room; the smell of disinfectants heavy in the air. He was in an uncomfortable chair, wrapped in a robe with cloth slippers on his feet. They were gray with rubber dots on the bottom to give him some sort of purchase on the slick floors. He wore a pair of light blue, cotton pajamas that did little to make him feel as though he was clothed. Beside him was a paper cup of water, from which he periodically took a sip.

	From his seat in the chair, Dan could look out the window over the snow-covered grounds of Concord State Mental Hospital. He had been there for a week, and he was on a minuscule dose of Ativan to help his OCD, which had burst forth when he had awakened in the emergency room of Catholic Medical Center in Manchester.

	He had been taken into protective custody with an initial seventy-two-hour observation period, which then was lengthened to a full week. The doctors had, at first, believed the knife wound had been self-inflicted. A cursory investigation of the kitchen by the State Police had revealed that it could not have been. It was, the investigating detective had told them, physically impossible.

	Dan didn’t care if it was physically impossible. He didn’t care about anything other than the fact that he needed to get back to Anger to prepare for his court date.

	A gentle knock sounded on the door, but Dan didn’t bother to respond. They would come in whether he wanted them to or not. Why do they pretend that I have a choice?

	As he asked himself the question, the door opened, and Dr. Albert Olsen spoke in his high, reedy voice. “Daniel, it’s Dr. Olsen.”

	Dan nodded.

	He heard the squeak of the doctor’s ever polished brown shoes, and a moment later, the man appeared. Dr. Olsen was the opposite of what a person would expect when hearing only the voice. He was tall, at least six feet, and he was in excellent shape, his clothes snug and revealing the muscle mass beneath. Not for the first time, Dan wondered how much time the doctor spent working out.

	Dr. Olsen, dressed in his traditional garb of a sweater over a collared shirt and a pair of plain slacks, came to stand off to the right. He smiled, and Dan nodded his hello.

	“May I sit?”

	Dan nodded and motioned toward the bed.

	“How are you feeling today, Daniel?” Dr. Olsen clasped his hands together and rested them on his legs as he leaned forward a little, his body language telling Dan that he was truly concerned with Dan’s emotional well-being.

	“I’m tired, Doctor.” Dan looked at him. “I want to go home. I have to go home.”

	“Well, your seven days here is certainly up today, Daniel.” The doctor hesitated before he continued. “Tell me, do you think it is in your best interest to leave us just yet?”

	Dan nodded. “Yes. I have to get ready. I can’t lose my children. The court date has already been pushed back enough.” Dan shook his head in resigned sadness. “I can’t believe I missed Christmas with my kids. Part of me had hoped everything would get resolved before then even though I knew it wouldn’t.”

	“I understand, Daniel.” After a pause, Dr. Olsen straightened up. “Have you regained any memory regarding the assault in your home?”

	Dan shook his head. “I told you, Doctor, and everyone else who has asked, that I walked into my kitchen, and I was attacked. I don’t know who it was or what he wanted. He threw me to the floor, stabbed me in the arm, and then ran off.”

	Dan hesitated, cleared his throat, and then added, “I think it was someone looking to rob the place. That’s all. I was just there and I’m quiet. I bet he thought no one was home. You know, he may have read about the previous owner dying a while back, and it’s easy to think that a woman who lived alone her entire life had hidden her money away. I think that’s why he was there—to find some sort of hidden stash.”

	“Plausible. Very plausible.” Dr. Olsen shook his head. “Unfortunately, Daniel, I’ve been doing this for an exceptionally long time, and I know that this is not the truth.”

	Dan didn’t protest; he merely waited to see what the doctor would say.

	When Dan didn’t respond, the doctor smiled. “You would be a difficult man to play poker with. Hm, let me get to the point then. I think you know who stabbed you. I think that you were extremely close to this person. I don’t believe you are going to leave this facility and seek to injure this person. Quite the contrary. I think you would do your best to avoid them and not hurt them.”

	Dan swallowed dryly and looked down at his own hands.

	Dr. Olsen continued in a soft voice. “Daniel, this person hurt you. I’m quite certain it was done with the intent to kill. You should file a report. You should seek some sort of legal action against them. However, I suppose that is neither here nor there when it comes to you being in this facility. You were extremely forthcoming when you arrived here. I do appreciate your openness regarding your OCD, as well as the trauma you’ve experienced. Whether you believe it or not, Daniel, you truly are an exceptional person. You have overcome what drives many people to self-medicate and eventually spiral into self-destruction.”

	The doctor paused, and Dan looked up once more.

	“Your OCD is obviously a result of your traumatic experiences at Clayton High School. I’m impressed with your work with Dr. Lee. Thank you, by the way, for allowing us to speak with her and for her to consult with your treatment here. I know you disagree with the Ativan you are currently taking here. I would advise you to continue with the present dosage. It has had a calming effect on you. I have not seen you fold anything in several days.” The statement was made with a serious expression. Whatever light joking might have existed earlier in the week was gone.

	“You are in control, Daniel, whether you think so or not. You don’t have to rely on your OCD to calm you down, and if you take the Ativan, and allow Dr. Lee to slowly wean you off it, I believe you will understand this and see that I am right.” Dr. Olsen smiled. “I’m going to have an aide come in with your clothing. It has been washed and dried, and one of the nurses took it upon himself to stitch the holes in it. His sister was a freshman at Clayton High School when the incident occurred.”

	“Will you tell him I said thank you?” Dan’s voice was hoarse.

	Dr. Olsen nodded. “Of course, I will.”

	The doctor stood up and offered his hand, and Dan shook it.

	“It has been a pleasure working with you, Daniel. As I said, I’m impressed with your work and your dedication to your mental well-being. Please, be sure to care for your physical self as well.”

	Dan nodded and listened as the doctor’s shoes squeaked across the floor. When the door closed behind the man, Dan looked out of the window, the view beyond blurring as he thought of Diane Wright and what she truly was.

	 

	***

	 

	In Anger, Captain Jack Thompson stood outside the scene of a recent suicide.

	What number is this, eh, Jack? he asked himself. Around him, the crime scene was taped off and there was a distinct lack of reporters. Deaths in Anger, New Hampshire, were old news, and Jack wanted to keep it that way.

	The forensics team came out of the house, and Klay Oaks walked over to him, shaking his head. “I can’t tell you if it was suicide or homicide made to look like it.”

	Jack rolled his eyes, muttered a curse, and spat on the ground. “Not what I wanted to hear today, Klay.”

	“I don’t think it’s something you’d ever want to hear, but there it is.” Klay glanced back at the house. “I can tell you that he took a lot of pills. How many exactly we won’t know until the coroner opens him up and takes a look around.”

	“You couldn’t have done that for me?” Jack asked.

	Klay flipped him off. “Anyway. Just wait for the coroner to roll up. There’s nothing else here. No signs of a break-in, by the way. Have fun.”

	It was Jack’s turn to flip off the forensics-lead, and Klay waved.

	Jack turned his attention back to the house, slid his hands into his pockets, and realized how much he missed Detective Evan Coffin’s company and skills.


Chapter 3: Dealing with Difficulty

	 

	Diane Wright stood in her small library and gazed at her wedding photo. I miss you, she thought. I hate it when Christmas and New Year’s come around and you aren’t here to celebrate it with me. But soon, my love, we will have our revenge.

	She smiled at her husband for a moment, then the smile faded as the room cooled.

	Turning around, she found Chuck and Beverly standing near the doorway. The ghosts both looked cowed, and Diane frowned. She sat in her chair by the fire, enjoying the way the heat pulsed out of the hearth, and drew a blanket over her legs.

	“Why the morose expressions?”

	Chuck glanced at Beverly, who took a step forward. “We were forced to kill a resident.”

	Cold anger settled over Diane. "I was clear, was I not, about maiming rather than killing at this point?"

	“You were.”

	“I’m glad.” Diane looked from one to the other. “Perhaps you can explain this well enough, so I won’t lock you both in a lead box and drop you in the Atlantic.”

	“We were in the new house, determining the best course of action.” Beverly smiled weakly. “He caught us. Somehow, this resident, he was able to see us.”

	“Tell me everything.” Diane closed her eyes and listened as the ghosts explained their parts in the situation. When they finished, she gazed upon them once again. “This is not as bad as I thought it was going to be. He fired all the bullets in his gun?”

	Chuck nodded.

	“Then, you forced him to commit suicide?” When the dead man nodded again, Diane smiled. “Excellent. He will probably look like a madman. I trust you were wise enough to keep physical contact to a minimum and through his clothes to avoid leaving frostbite. Tell me of the house; is it well-situated for what we need?”

	“It is,” Beverly said. “It overlooks one of the ley lines and two of the houses we have objects in. A ghost there will be able to patrol the area and inform us if Dan Tate moves on either property.”

	Diane flinched at the name. Her feelings for Dan were conflicted. She had feigned her affection for him, but the longer she thought on it, the more she wondered if she truly did care for him, or if she had merely convinced herself she did to make the trap complete. Regardless of what it was, she couldn’t have him interfering with her revenge. He should have given me the damned house. I don’t want to kill him, but I will if he won’t give me the house.

	Diane sighed. I will have it. And I will kill him, should it be necessary. It is as simple and as easy as that.

	“Excellent. Go through Janet’s gathered ghosts and select one you feel is appropriate, Beverly. Chuck, I have a separate assignment for you.”

	Beverly gave a short nod and exited
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