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The time has been

That when the brains were out, the man would
die

And there an end; but now they rise
again…

 


Shakespeare, Macbeth, III, 4

 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


It was a terrifying sight.

This was the first bathing suit that Grace
Hopkins had tried on since giving birth to her 3-month-old son. It
was painfully obvious that pregnancy and motherhood had not been
kind to her figure or features. Wincing at her own image, Grace
wondered how fitting room designers could be so heartless as to
install this excruciatingly honest lighting system. The relentless
beacons sought out every wrinkle on her sleep-deprived face and
deepened the hue of the bags under her eyes. As if by cruel intent,
the lights not only highlighted, but also seemed to magnify every
ounce of extra fat and every sagging muscle.

Despite being disgusted with the image before
her, she couldn’t help but raise her left arm to examine the suit’s
tag once again. It was a good price, and Grand Opening sales would
not be repeated. Perhaps if she really began those morning walks
she had been planning for so long, and started actually drinking
the Slim Fast stored in the back of the pantry, in a few
weeks her shape might be a little more appealing.

On the other hand, $49.99 was still a lot for
a square foot or two of material that might end up on the bottom of
her closet and never again see the light of day. Turning away from
the mirror, she began to unfasten the top. Unhooked, Grace
hesitated. She really did need a bathing suit, and the pool party
was just for relatives. Surely her cousins, aunts and uncles, and
even her in-laws would understand if she was a little out of shape.
Perhaps she was being too hard on herself; was it really as bad as
she had imagined? And after all, it wasn’t as if she would be out
in public in this suit, for all the critical eyes of strangers to
see.

Hooking the bathing suit top back in place,
Grace closed her eyes and spun around to face the mirror. She would
take one more serious, honest look. After a deep breath, Grace
opened her eyes and screamed at the top of her lungs.

The image looking back at her from the other
side of the glass was that of a ragged, bleeding man. An ugly gash
across his forehead had sent blood flowing down his gaunt cheeks.
His lips appeared black, as if covered with soot, and his tattered
blue clothing was caked with mud and filth. Grace tried to move,
but fear paralyzed her limbs. Despite the terror, though, she was
also mesmerized by the tortured, haunted look in the man’s eyes,
and felt a rush of pity—until he began to move toward her.

Like a fog rising from the surface of a lake,
the bleeding apparition started to pass through the mirror and into
the fitting room. A horrible stench suddenly filled the air— the
unmistakable odor of rotting flesh. Gagging, Grace broke free from
the hypnotic spell and fumbled for the door handle. The temperature
in the tiny room seemed to have dropped by forty degrees and the
cold sweat on her hands made her fingers slip twice on the door
lock. Finally able to twist the small knob on the handle, she
shoved open the door. Grace Hopkins, clad only in the bathing suit,
ran screaming through the Sun ‘n Surf apparel store and
right into the middle of the bustling crowds gathered for the
Wegman’s Crossing Shopping and Recreation Center’s Grand
Opening Day sale.

 


On the other side of the center (the term
“mall” now having become passé), children poured into Kinder
Krossing. In order to attract more busy mothers, the center’s
designers had the forethought to include a childcare facility that
allowed women to shop in peace. The free service was already
testing its limits as staff members scrambled to keep watchful eyes
on the toddlers jumping, hanging, and scurrying along the surface
of every amusement the facility had to offer.

Kinder Krossing’s main attraction was
the Ballroom, not of the dancing variety, but a large, darkened
room filled with thousands of soft plastic balls. Like so many
worms and ants, the little children burrowed beneath the mass of
colorful balls, only occasionally popping up to take a breath or to
throw one of the round projectiles at another child. As safety was
the main concern at Kinder Krossing, and indeed throughout
the Wegman’s Crossing Center, only 25 children were allowed into
the Ballroom at a time. This left a long line snaking from the
entrance to the Ballroom, through the jungle of oversized, stuffed
animals, and back to the Quiet Activity Corner (a place clearly not
living up to its name).

Four-year-old Sammy Whitaker had just
finished winging three balls at a little girl’s head. Diving back
under the surface, he began crawling to a more strategic position.
It was not uncommon to encounter another little crawler in the sea
of balls, but the object that he had just bumped into seemed a lot
heavier than the children he had previously encountered. As the
room was dimly lit, it was too dark beneath the plastic balls to
see, so he pushed his hand forward to try giving the big kid a
nudge.

He reached out and made contact with someone,
but the person was definitely heavy enough to be an adult. Also,
the person’s clothing felt cold, damp, and a little bit sticky.
Probing further, Sammy’s little fingers plunged down to the
knuckles into a sickeningly soft mass that felt like raw hamburger
meat. A scream caught in his throat, and he suddenly felt as if he
couldn’t breathe. Tossing his head back to break free of the
plastic balls that now seemed to be crushing him, Sammy gasped for
air. He saw that there was a man lying just inches away from him—a
man whose legs were nothing more than mangled stumps.

Sammy finally let out a high-pitched shriek
as he tried to crawl backwards toward the door. The horribly
wounded man turned his hollow eyes toward the child, his trembling
hand reaching out as if begging for help. Despite Sammy’s
frantically flailing arms and legs, he found the balls slipping out
from under him so that he was actually going down instead of back.
As Sammy sunk deeper, balls on the surface started to roll in on
top of him. The last thing he remembered was the man’s hand about
to grab his face.

Several other children also now saw the
wounded man in the center of the Ballroom and ran for the door.
Then another figure appeared as if from thin air—an older man
wearing a bloodstained apron and carrying a small saw. He stood
next to the wounded man for a moment, shook his head slowly and
sadly several times and then turned his gaze on a group of three
sisters huddled in the corner. He beckoned them with the hand that
held the saw, and when they did not respond, he began to approach
them. As the aproned figure moved, he did not step over the balls;
he simply passed through them, as he also passed through the
figure of the wounded man.

The eldest sister grabbed the hands of the
other two girls and dragged them towards the doorway. By this time,
all of the children in the Ballroom saw the two terrifying figures.
As the kids trampled one another trying to escape, their screams of
fear and pain pierced the din throughout the rest of the Kinder
Krossing facility.

Outside of the Ballroom, everyone suddenly
fell silent—but that was the brief calm before the real storm.
Confused staff members attempted to respond to the rapidly
escalating situation, but were unable to stem the ensuing stampede
of panicked children.

As the hysterical children poured out into
the central courtyard of Wegman’s Center, pandemonium spread as
rapidly as the speed of sound. People began shouting that there
must be a terrorist attack, or a fire, or a bomb, or a crazed
gunman, or a dozen crazed gunmen. Within seconds, thousands of
people were running, pushing and shoving each other, and creating
tangled masses of humanity at every exit.

This was not the type of Grand Opening
excitement for which the management had hoped.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Sarah Brooks was not a happy camper. A cold
drizzle had started to fall and she scrambled to get protective
covers over all of the expensive equipment. A stiff wind was
already blowing across the isolated hilltop cemetery and the rain
just made it all the more miserable on that dark, moonless Sunday
night.

“I must be out of my friggin’ mind,” Sarah
moaned to her youthful assistant, James Patrick O’Reilly. “And what
does your sainted Irish mother think of her only son spending his
evening on a ghost hunt?”

“I told her I was attending a Catholic study
group and then spending the night with a friend,” Jimmy said with a
guilty shrug, but then brightened. “Which isn’t really a lie! After
all, this is a Catholic cemetery, and we are conducting a study, of
sorts.”

“I’m the wrong person to hear your
confession, Jimmy” Sarah chuckled. “Well, it’s almost 3am, the time
this alleged ghost is supposed to make his appearance, so let’s
double check all the systems.”

Spread out around them on various tripods and
tables were an interesting array of electronic gadgets. There were
audio recorders, electromagnetic field detectors, infrared
non-contact thermometers, a Geiger counter, several cameras, and
digital camcorders equipped with technology that could capture
infrared images in total darkness. There was also a ragged little
Teddy bear, named Mitty, standing on the table in case things got a
little too intense. All Sarah had to do was take one look at those
orange glass eyes and smiling snout and she was able to find the
courage to face just about any situation. Teddy bears were not a
typical piece of equipment for a ghost hunter, but Sarah Brooks was
not by any means a typical ghost hunter.

“I hate this!” she declared rubbing her hands
together and stamping her feet to keep warm. “I should be home in
bed with a good book, or better yet a good man, instead of
traipsing around in a cemetery in the middle of the night.”

Even in the dim light, Sarah could see
Jimmy’s pale skin blush red. She hadn’t meant to embarrass the
impressionable, and surprisingly innocent 17-year-old, but she was
frustrated with the direction life had taken her. Born in
Connecticut, but raised in the suburbs of Boston, her father was an
engineer, and her mother a biologist, so she had always naturally
expected that she would follow a scientific career.

She did, in fact, receive a degree in
chemistry and worked for several research facilities in the Boston
area. However, after a decade of irritating bosses, project budget
cuts, and a couple of layoffs, she decided her life was going
nowhere fast. About this time, a visit to local museum had inspired
Sarah to write an article on New England’s inventions and advances
in technology during the 19th century. Not even expecting to get a
response, she nonetheless mailed it to a regional magazine, and to
her surprise and delight, they published it.

For her efforts, Sarah received the whopping
sum of $25, but it was like a chocolate bar to a starving man.
Seeing her name in print, even in a small magazine like this,
brought more satisfaction than all of her years among the test
tubes. She quickly arrived at the conclusion that this was why
Sarah Brooks had been placed on the planet, to write, to enlighten,
and to entertain the masses. Although, granted, a circulation of
six hundred was not exactly a mass, everyone had to start
somewhere.

Having inherited the legendary New England
trait of frugality, Sarah had saved a considerable amount of money
from her years in the laboratory. She had also been lucky enough to
make some wise investments in the market—and get out before it
tanked—so she was in a position to actually pursue this new dream
of writing on a full-time basis. Of course, the paychecks would
have to be a bit higher than $25, but she could live comfortably
for at least two years before reaching the desperate stage.

There was some limited success in the first
year, but money flowed out a lot faster than it came in. Her
parents offered to help by inviting her back to her old room in
their house, but as much as she loved them both, that option would
only be considered in her very desperate stage.

After eighteen months, Sarah began thinking
that the world was not yet ready to handsomely reward someone who
wrote and lectured on the history of technology, as it related to
Industrial Age factories, through the Post-Internet era offices, in
suburban Boston. Not that she wasn’t an informed and engaging
speaker, and a competent writer; it was just that the editors
interested in her articles did not work for lucrative publications.
The libraries, schools and historical societies that invited her to
speak often could not offer more than a paltry sum of money or a
“token of their appreciation” put together by the grateful staff.
Sarah had to face facts—fruit baskets were not going to pay the
rent.

As the prospect of moving back to her
parents’ house at the age of 35 began to look like an eventual
necessity on her present lack-of-career path, an amazing thing
happened.

It actually was a dark and stormy night.
Sarah had been invited to lecture to the local Duxbridge Historical
Society, which met on the second Tuesday of every month, as it had
for the past one hundred and three years. While the society’s
holdings amounted to a hefty seven-figures, they had only offered
her an honorarium of $50—and a basket of preserves left over from
their holiday fundraiser. Sarah accepted, still hoping that somehow
the exposure would lead to something better. And at least it wasn’t
fresh fruit in the basket this time.

Her lecture dealt with the history of the
numerous patents held by the Wellman family who had come from
England in the early 1800s, and made their fortune in a series of
mills they built along the Duxbridge River. The society had
received special permission to hold this month’s meeting in one of
the original mills, which had been converted into suites of
offices. The landlord was on the Board of Trustees and he felt it
would enhance his position in the society by hosting the event.

Folding chairs were set up in the spacious
central hall which had an enormous 19th century cast iron drive
wheel mounted against the original brick wall that remained exposed
between sections of modern sheetrock. The hall was three stories
high, and an interesting use of recessed lighting gave the place an
eerie, cavernous appearance. The combination of the building and
the weather put Sarah in an unusual mood that night.

As a footnote in the booklet she had prepared
for the lecture (she had found that having some sort of printed
material to sell at her lectures usually brought in more money than
the honorariums), she had mentioned a strange event that had
occurred in the mill in the 1860s. When she was about half way
through her slideshow of gears and flywheels, she paused to mention
that footnote.

“If you ladies and gentlemen will indulge me
for a few minutes,” Sarah said as she stepped away from the podium
and switched the projector from Light to Fan, plunging the hall
into almost total darkness, “I would like to tell you an
interesting legend I came across in my research.”

There was a moment of confused whispering in
the audience, but they all fell silent a few seconds later.

“This legend involves jealousy, betrayal,
murder…and a ghost,” Sarah said with dramatic hesitation, wondering
if she was about to sabotage what little career she had on the
lecture circuit. However, the sudden hush gave her the courage to
continue. “It was April of 1861, and two brothers who worked in
this mill got swept up in the patriotic fervor and joined the local
regiment of volunteers. Andrew and John Wilkerson had shared
everything growing up, although Andrew didn’t realize that this
sharing extended to his fiancée, Clara.”

Sarah heard at least three different “oohs”
and one “ah” of anticipation in the crowd. She also felt an unusual
exhilaration she had never before experienced while lecturing and
continued the story with great enthusiasm.

“John had secretly been jealous of his older
brother’s success. In 1860, Andrew had risen to shift foreman and
soon began courting the beautiful and beguiling daughter of the
Wellman family’s lawyer. While Andrew was not in the same social
strata, everyone recognized that his talent would carry him far and
Clara’s father had no objections to the match.

“But young John was not without his talents,
as well. Clara did not shy away from his obvious attentions and he
secretly charmed his way into at least a part of his brother’s
fiancée’s duplicitous heart. Understanding that the two brothers
would most likely go off to the war that had seemed inevitable for
many months, Clara played both sides of the fraternal fence. She
would sort things out when, and if, they both returned.

“In July of 1861, the young and inexperienced
new soldiers found themselves marching toward a railroad junction
in Virginia called Manassas. Brimming with confidence at the Union
Army’s perceived invincibility, the brothers nonetheless declared
before the members of their company that if one of them were struck
a mortal blow, the other would avenge his brother’s death. Then
they added if that wasn’t possible, the dead brother would return
from the grave and seek his own revenge against the man who fired
the fatal shot. Such bold and blustering talk was common that day
in the hours before soldiers formed into lines to face the
enemy.

“But early morning stout courage melted into
burning fear as the heat of battle exploded upon them.”

Sarah had no idea where the words she was
speaking were coming from. She had always lectured in a completely
professional manner. While she was never stuffy, she rarely
embellished or deviated from the facts. Now she felt like a kid at
a campfire—and loved it.

“The Wilkerson brothers fought side by side
in the opening volleys, but as confusion swept through the Union
lines, they became separated. John fell back to the rear, but
Andrew stood his ground. Word of his heroism spread through the
besieged regiment and emboldened by his acts, they began to regroup
and rally.

“John’s relative cowardice was accentuated by
his brother’s valor, and as he cautiously moved forward to the
reforming lines, he saw Andrew standing at the crest of a rise,
waving the men onward with total disregard to the shell and shot
that was pouring in from the onrushing Confederate forces.

“While others felt a surge of courage and
patriotism at the site of Andrew Wilkerson, something snapped
inside John.”

At this point Sarah paused, turned her back
to the audience and walked over to the drive wheel to the left of
the rows of chairs. Placing a hand firmly on the wheel so the sound
of the contact echoed throughout the hall, she turned around to
face the crowd that had instantly shifted in their seats like a
school of fish.

“John’s heart suddenly grew cold and hard. A
lifetime of fraternal love was crushed beneath the towering
jealously and resentment that now overwhelmed him. Calmly and
methodically he reloaded his musket. He pushed the powder and ball
forcefully and steadily down into the barrel, then slowly and
deliberately seated the percussion cap. Lifting the weapon to his
shoulder, he took careful aim, held his breath, and squeezed the
trigger.

“Andrew Wilkerson was dead before he hit the
ground. The bullet had pierced the heart that only a second before
had been beating so strongly in defense of his country, the heart
that had been beating with love for his fiancée…and for his only
brother.

“A soldier standing a few feet behind John
watched everything in stunned silence, until a rebel bullet tore
through his thigh. A few others thought that the shot that felled
the heroic Wilkerson had come from their own ranks, but in the
confusion no one could be sure. And no one wanted to believe such a
heinous act could be committed.

“The wounded soldier who had witnessed the
fratricide was sent home to Duxbridge, and whispers of murder
spread throughout the town. When an unsuspecting John Wilkerson
arrived in town a few months later after his enlistment was up, he
thought he would receive a warm homecoming. But he was shunned at
the mill, and publicly snubbed by Clara. Guilt began to eat away at
him. Residents of his boarding house said they could often hear him
screaming in his sleep.

“Then workers began talking of a dark,
shadowy figure being seen in the mill. Some claimed the figure wore
a blue uniform, others said the apparition held a hand over his
heart, and a few claimed to hear the name ‘Manassas’ being shouted
over the roar of the mill’s machinery.

“The people in the town came to believe that
Andrew’s promise was being fulfilled, that his restless spirit had
returned to exact retribution from the man who had fired the piece
of hot lead that had torn through his chest. John began to believe
it, too, and each day that he showed up at the mill his features
were a bit more haggard and his eyes darted from side to side more
frequently.”

Sarah paused again, then slowly moved her
hand from the wheel to the wall behind her. A clap of thunder and
bright bolt of lightning punctuated her action.

“One evening, as a storm lashed against these
brick walls of the Wellman mill, a dozen workers looked up to see
John Wilkerson staggering backwards on the third floor balcony.
They heard him shouting something about forgiveness. Some say he
was begging with clasped hands. Lightning revealed another figure
on that balcony—the figure of Andrew Wilkerson pointing a bloody
and accusatory finger at his treacherous brother.

“John continued to back away from the ghostly
figure that drifted relentlessly toward him, until he stumbled and
fell over the railing. He was caught up in the machinery that stood
where you are all sitting now, and his screams were quickly
silenced by the grinding teeth of the massive gears.”

A collective shudder went through the
audience and Sarah knew that she had them hook, line and
sinker.

“They say the spirit of Andrew Wilkerson
finally found peace that day. But until that machinery was
dismantled and carted away thirty years later, workers claimed to
see a figure falling from the balcony on stormy nights, and
reported hearing screams rising over the din of the grinding gears
on each anniversary of the accident.”

Sarah Brooks quietly walked back to her
projector and turned on the light. She resumed her discussion on
the various Wellman patents, but her thoughts were elsewhere. It
didn’t matter, however, because the thoughts of the audience were
also elsewhere, specifically on a stormy night almost one hundred
and forty years earlier. Instead of looking at the slides, Sarah
could see the eyes of her audience moving from the third floor
balcony, to the drive wheel and brick wall, then to the floor
beneath their feet.

At the end of her lecture, there was the most
enthusiastic applause she had ever received. She sold every one of
the twenty photocopied booklets she had brought, with orders placed
for fifteen more. Even though they contained twenty-eight pages of
carefully researched technical information, Sarah knew she sold
them all because of the one-paragraph footnote on the Wilkerson
ghosts legend.

Opportunity didn’t need to knock twice on
Sarah Brooks’ door.

 


“Did you hear that?” Jimmy asked, going pale
again all at once. “It sounded like a knocking sound coming from
his crypt.”

The crypt in question was why they were out
in the middle of the night in a cemetery. It was the final resting
place of a man believed to have tortured and murdered twenty-three
women and two men in the late 1920s and early 30s. He had been a
wealthy man, a judge who was supposed to have been a pillar of
society—until renovations were being made to his house after his
death. Implements of torture and decomposed corpses were found in
secret rooms, under floorboards and between walls. The evidence
showed conclusively that the judge had been an unspeakable monster,
and his character had apparently not been improved by his
death.

In the seven decades since the judge had been
placed in his crypt, there had been over one hundred and fifty
reports of people claiming to have been “attacked” by a dark,
menacing figure in the cemetery. While most were just scared by the
apparition, there were at least twenty cases where an actual
physical illness immediately followed these attacks—illnesses
ranging from a day or two of nausea and dizziness, to several
months of serious personality disorders. About ninety percent of
these reports were from women. It seemed as if the judge was still
up to his old tricks, and Sarah had no intentions of actually
coming into contact with his malevolent spirit.

Sarah checked the screens of the four laptops
that were receiving data from the instruments placed around the
cemetery. The stacked lines of a meter on one of the screens rose
from green to yellow to red, indicating that loud sounds were
indeed emanating from the judge’s crypt, which was about fifty
yards away. The lines rose and fell several times, also indicating
that the pounding was intermittent.

“Unless there are tree limbs knocking
together in the wind, we have one restless spirit over there,”
Sarah said with practiced professionalism she hoped masked her
underlying fear. As many times as she did this, she could never get
used to encountering the unknown. Never. “Let’s just take a
look…”

Flipping down the night vision goggles in
front of her eyes, she wiggled the head straps into a more
comfortable position and turned on the device that would let her
see several hundred yards in total darkness. It was a pricey piece
of equipment, state of the art, in fact, but Sarah didn’t pay a
penny for it. The company had given it to her in return for Sarah’s
endorsement. Neat gadgets for free were strong enticements to put
up with midnight cemetery campaigns.

“Okay, I see the crypt area. There’s
no…trees…no…debris…no…Shit!”

Sarah froze, which was the only thing that
kept her from running.

“What?! What is it? Do you see something?
What do you see?” Jimmy whispered loudly, trying to monitor the
screens as he rocked back and forth with nervous energy.

Sarah peered out from under her goggles for a
second to see the smiling stitched face of Mitty, took a deep
breath and then continued in what appeared to be a calm and
scientific manner.

“The crypt door is wide open,” she said as
she adjusted some dials on the goggles. “I can see right inside, I
can see the coffin.”

As part of their normal procedure, they did a
walk-through of the cemetery before nightfall to familiarize
themselves with the layout, and to check for things like loose
crypt doors that might blow open in the wind. The cemetery had been
locked up tight, from top to bottom. There was no earthly reason
for that crypt door to be open now.

“Jimmy, get all the cameras aimed in that
direction. I think we just might-”

“Might what? Now what do you see?” Jimmy said
with rising excitement, his numbed fingers fumbling with the tripod
knobs.

“Remain calm, Jim. There’s some kind of dark
cloud flowing out of the crypt, roughly six…make that seven feet
high…and about three feet wide, can you see it?” Sarah asked,
stuffing her hands in her pockets so Jimmy wouldn’t see them
trembling.

“I’ve got something on camera one,” he
replied in a voice an octave higher than normal. “It’s not clear in
the rain, but I’ve got something.”

“Okay…okay that’s great. Of course, it could
just be fog, and if it doesn’t move or set off any of the motion
detectors that’s probably all it is.”

The instant she finished speaking, a motion
detector ten feet from the crypt started howling. At the same time,
a red light on one of the display screens started blinking,
accompanied by an innocent sounding beep. Sarah knew there wasn’t
anything innocent about it.

“Intruder alert!” Jimmy shouted and then
laughed nervously. “Hey, you know I’ve always wanted to say
that!”

“Jimmy, I’m afraid that we might be
the intruders here. Let’s just hope that the judge doesn’t see it
that way.”

Sarah kept a steady eye on the black cloud,
as it seemed to solidify and drift slowly through the headstones
and grave markers. The shape of a torso and arms became clearer
after it had moved ten yards closer. Jimmy ran back and forth
between the video cameras, trying to capture the phantom image in
both infrared and regular light. Sarah reached for a control box on
the table next to her right hip, and without looking down pushed a
lever that turned a curved, six-foot bank of cameras with telephoto
and wide angle lenses toward their ominous visitor. Shielding the
goggles with her free hand, she shouted to Jimmy.

“On five, four, three, two, one!”

Her thumb came down on a lighted red button
on the side of the control box and the cameras flashed in unison,
cutting through the darkness and casting disturbing shadows before
them. A high-pitched hum signaled that the powerful flash units
were recharging and in three seconds the red light turned back on
and Sarah gave another five-count. Again, the cameras flashed into
action.

Normally, all of this technology surrounding
her would have been a comfort, but now it began to have the
opposite effect. Another motion detector alarm went off, and a few
seconds later, yet another. If Sarah had been watching the screen,
she would have seen a series of red lights blinking a path directly
from the crypt to their location. But she didn’t need to see the
string of warning beacons that indicated something big was moving
toward her, because she was seeing it with her own eyes.

The dark figure solidified even more, and at
thirty yards a head started to take shape. There seemed to be some
features like eyes and a mouth, but the black mist continued to
swirl and churn, distorting anything that could otherwise be called
a face. Sarah’s heart was now beating like a jackhammer and her
toes and fingertips tingled from lack of oxygen. Her breathing was
short and labored, but still she held her ground, snapping pictures
every few seconds.

The motion alarm at twenty-five yards began
screeching its warning, then the one at twenty yards went off.
Temperature readings dropped and electromagnetic fields fluctuated
wildly. At fifteen yards the last motion detector signaled that its
perimeter had been breached.

“Jimmy, I need you to do something,” Sarah
said as calmly as possible. “Leave the camcorders running, grab
Mitty, and run like hell back to the van.”

“But I can’t leave you-”

“Do it now, goddamn it! Go, RUN!”

Jimmy turned abruptly and knocked over the
table of equipment upon which Mitty was standing. He managed to
snatch the bear by the ear before it fell into the mud. The other
equipment wasn’t so lucky. Without another moment of hesitation, he
sprinted for the van, twice hurtling over headstones, taking the
most direct path possible.

Sarah still refused to budge as the pulsating
figure floated straight toward her, passing through the sculpture
of an angel and several headstones as if they didn’t exist. Tenuous
arms lifted above the twisting features of its head, as it was less
than six yards away. Holding her breath and silently counting to
five, she pushed the button one last time. The camera flashes
pierced the night, but failed to penetrate the dark figure, which
now was so solid, it cast its own shadow.

The apparition paused for an instant after
the flash and then underwent further transformation until it had a
completely solid, completely fierce expression.

“Oh…shit...” Sarah gasped as she realized
that she had just seriously pissed off one of the nastiest spirits
she had ever encountered.

With alarms wailing and warning lights and
meters flashing in an impressive and expensive display of
technology, Sarah Brooks, reluctant ghost hunter, abandoned it all
and ran for the van as if her life depended upon it, which it very
well could have, given the circumstances. The angry figure lunged
toward her, but as it paused to wreak a little havoc with the
electronics, she was already diving into the open side door of the
van.

“Go, Jimmy! Get us the hell out of here!”
Sarah shouted between heaving breaths.

The van’s tires spun for a few seconds in the
loose graveyard dirt. Finally catching hard ground, the van lurched
forward. The written test Jimmy had taken for his learner’s permit
did not have any questions dealing with driving seventy miles per
hour through rural cemeteries while being pursued by evil
apparitions, but he figured turn signals weren’t required.

Racing through the iron gates marking the
boundary between the world of the living and the dead, he slammed
on the brakes and the van spun 180 degrees to a screeching
halt.

“Sarah? Are you okay?” he asked
sheepishly.

“I don’t know what was more terrifying,” she
replied, flat on her back, staring at the ceiling through the night
vision goggles, “that demon from the underworld, or your
driving!”

“Sorry, Sarah, but you said to get out fast,”
Jimmy said a little crestfallen.

Hoisting herself up to a sitting position,
and flipping back the goggles, she extended a hand to her young
assistant and patted him on the shoulder.

“You did good, Jimmy. Real good,” she said as
his features brightened considerably in the glow of dashboard
lights. “If I ever decide to rob a bank, run a roadblock, or
transport illegal aliens across the border, you’ll be my man. Now
why don’t you get some sleep. It’s only a couple of hours until
dawn. We’ll go back then and retrieve the equipment. What’s left of
it.”

Jimmy crawled over the console between the
front seats, grabbed a blanket and after a minute or two of
fidgeting, was sound asleep. Sarah was amazed that after all that
had just happened, the boy was able to sleep like a newborn babe.
That was one of the things she liked about her young apprentice,
his ability to disengage from the stress and strains of the world.
In the beginning, his relative calm under pressure helped convince
her to let him tag along on a few investigations, and then his
technical skill and enthusiasm elevated him to full-fledged Junior
Ghost Hunter.

Sarah unfolded the other blanket and crawled
into the driver’s seat, but there was no way she would be able to
sleep. Her mind raced with images of the terrifying ghost she had
just encountered. Although she had seen it with her own goggles, as
well as witnessed and filmed dozens of other apparitions in the
past three years, her scientific mind still couldn’t quite come to
grips with what just happened. While the instruments and photos
didn’t lie, it wasn’t easy to deal with the realization that
spirits of the dead came back to haunt the living.

She also couldn’t believe that people now
stopped her on the street and asked if she was the “Ghost Lady.”
After years of trying to make ends meet by writing serious
nonfiction, she was now raking in the cash on her ghost books,
ghost videos and speaking engagements for which she could literally
name her own price. The dead were not how she had intended to make
a living.

For that matter, shivering in a van with a
sleeping virgin teenager in the middle of the night at a cemetery
was not how she had envisioned the state of her relations with the
opposite sex as she approached the big four-o. And for all the
financial success and fan appreciation, she felt embarrassed by the
pseudo-scientific labels that had been placed upon her. And she
swore that she would throttle the next person who called her a
“Ghostbuster.”

As the first rays of sunlight finally peeked
over the horizon, she turned the key in the ignition, rubbed her
bleary eyes and tried to pat some warmth through her cold, damp
clothing.

Sarah Brooks was not a happy camper.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


Jets of hot water eased the cords of tension
in her neck and back. Sinking a little deeper into the Jacuzzi,
Sarah felt the stress of the night swirl away in a spiral of tiny
bubbles. Thoughts of cemeteries and deceased murderers drifted away
as sleep quickly and blissfully became inevitable. With barely
opened eyes, Sarah used her last conscious energy to pull herself
out of the hot tub and shuffle over to her bed. Not even bothering
to towel off the water, she slipped between cozy flannel sheets and
abandoned herself, naked body and soul, to unconsciousness.

Just as she sank into a deep, peaceful sleep,
the telephone rang. The first two rings had no effect. The third
brought about a groggy awareness of something like a distant motion
detector alarm going off. At the fourth, she finally realized it
was the phone, but she was too tired to care. The answering machine
mercifully took over at that point, and though Sarah Brooks began
to leave the world once again, she did hear a few words being left
on her machine by the female caller. However, in the misty space
between waking and sleeping states, words like “immediately,”
“urgent” and “investigation” were of little importance. And the
word “Wegman” made no sense at all…

 


“Well, did you get a hold of this…this
ghostbuster?” the paunchy man in the rumpled suit barked at his
assistant. “And when are they going to fix this damn air
conditioning?”

“Ms. Brooks is a paranormal investigator, and
I left a message for her at 8:15 this morning,” the assistant
replied, her crisp linen pants suit standing out as a symbol of her
efficiency. “I impressed upon her the urgency of the situation and
asked that she call back as soon as possible. And they did fix the
air conditioning, Mr. Fink, two days ago.”

Lela Reynolds delivered her words with the
slight corkscrewing of her features that always accompanied a
conversation with her boss. She was not even aware that she did it,
and she was equally unaware of how she subtly stressed the name
“Fink” when she addressed him. But then, everyone who knew the
Wegman’s Center general manager pronounced his name with varying
degrees of relish—especially when he was out of earshot, when the
name of Fink was spoken as if it was a parasitic infestation in
one’s private parts.

“Well, Mrs. Reynolds, if they already fixed
the air conditioning, how come I’m still sweating?”

Several reasons immediately came to mind,
such as the fact that her boss could easily stand to lose fifty
pounds, his obvious toupee was keeping in all the heat on the top
of his large head, and he probably hadn’t used an antiperspirant in
several days. However, it wasn’t a wise move to insult the general
manager, who also happened, not coincidentally, to be the nephew of
the owner. Her pay was good, and until the opening day fiasco, it
looked like steady employment to help put her two kids through
college. Once again, she would just have to keep quiet. For now, at
least.

“I’ll check with maintenance,” she simply
replied, her short response not giving her features time for the
full twist.

“You do that. And call this ghostbuster dame
back every hour on the hour until you get her. My ass is on the
chopping block in the village square and I need things to happen
fast!”

Lela couldn’t decide which was more
disturbing—the fact that Fink still used the term “dame,” or the
image of his butt being on public display, but she nodded and
dutifully called maintenance.

 


The Wegman’s Crossing Grand Opening Day
hadn’t actually been a total disaster. In fact, it might just have
been the opportunity for which the owners and management had been
looking. The incidents in the Ballroom and the fitting room (as
well as a couple of reports of shadowy figures in the food court
and several cases of malfunctions, such as the main bank of
escalators refusing to operate) were blamed on the various Civil
War preservation groups that had been protesting the construction
of the center from the day the project began.

The center’s substantial legal staff released
a statement claiming that these fanatical organizations perpetrated
these acts of sabotage, as well as the cruel hoaxes that frightened
and injured children, publicly embarrassed the wife of a local
politician, and provoked a panic in which dozens more were hurt.
The statement provided enough finger pointing and diverting of
responsibility that the lawsuits brought against the center by the
panicked shoppers, Mrs. Hopkins, and the parents of the injured
children, would probably be tied up in court until the toddlers
were old enough to vote. The preservation groups all steadfastly
denied any involvement.

The issues that had brought about the
protests against the shopping center development were all too
common in northern Virginia, as well as other parts of the
country—an historic site was being obliterated in the name of
progress. The Civil War groups insisted that the building site was
the location of a particularly fierce and tragic battle (even by
Civil War standards) in 1864, during the period when Grant was
clashing with Lee from the Wilderness, to Spotsylvania, to Cold
Harbor, and finally to the outskirts of Petersburg. While there was
incontrovertible evidence of the battle itself, the problem was
that no one knew exactly when or where the battle had taken place,
and the few structures that had comprised the unofficial town of
Wegman’s Crossing had been covered by time and the dense Virginia
forest.

Several counties claimed to be the site of
the battle, and organizations representing descendents of both
Confederate and Union veterans said that it had been their
ancestors who had been victorious. However, as no actual
participant in the battle ever filed an official report, and only
scraps of information were available in soldiers’ letters and
diaries, the mysteries and controversies surrounding the battle
literally remained buried for almost 140 years. Over the
generations, the soldiers involved, and even the town itself, took
on an almost mythical stature, and the discovery of Wegman’s
Crossing was something of a Holy Grail to Civil War historians.

One local historian believed he had found
that Holy Grail right where the backhoes began breaking ground in
the fall of 2000. Carl Henkel, the great-great grandson of a Union
veteran, but also a third-generation Virginian, believed that he
had ancestors who fought on both sides of the Battle of Wegman’s
Crossing, and he devoted many years to trying to pinpoint the site.
He had finally gathered enough evidence to warrant a full-scale
archaeological dig when the heavy equipment from the Octagon
Corporation rolled into town. Legal battles ensued, but Octagon had
far too much money and too many lawyers to be deterred.

The main groups that had valiantly opposed
the project were the Union Preservation Association and the Sons of
Dixie Heritage Alliance. In the frequent verbal confrontations that
occurred over the two years of construction, Mr. Fink publicly
referred to these groups as the Useless Protestation Association
and the SODHA jerks. Such tactics are not generally considered to
be good public relations, but Fink knew he could afford the
arrogant stance for two reasons. First, his uncle had more money
than any protest group could dream of, and secondly, the public was
basically apathetic to the cause of historic preservation. If it
came down to a choice between some crumbled foundations and a few
historic markers, or 186 stores and restaurants, an indoor
amusement park and an IMAX theater, the public’s decision would be
a no-brainer. In fact, the last thing Fink and Octagon needed was
anyone in the public with any brains.

 


When Lela Reynolds called Sarah Brooks for
the fourth time that Monday morning, the less than three hours of
sleep Sarah had gotten gave her enough energy to answer the phone,
but also made her irritable enough to be uncharacteristically
abrupt.

“Yeah,” Sarah mumbled into the phone.

“Ms. Brooks?”

“Yeah. What do you want?”

“My name is Lela Reynolds and I’m calling on
behalf of the Wegman’s Crossing Shopping and Recreation Center in
Cullum Tavern, Virginia. We wondered if you might be able to pay us
a visit sometime soon,” Lela said, treading a fine line between
professionalism and bubbliness, realizing full well that she had
awakened Sarah Brooks and had probably been annoying her all
morning with her calls.

Sarah rubbed hers eyes, stretched and yawned,
as she thought for a moment. Hearing the name Wegman for a second
time did ring a bell.

“Aren’t you the guys who plowed over a Civil
War battlefield and then had the nerve to name a shopping mall
after it?”

This time it was Lela’s turn to hesitate
before replying.

“There were some unsubstantiated claims,” she
said diplomatically. “But allow me to get to the reason for my
call. You see, the general manager, Martin Fink, would like you to
come down and-”

“Wait a minute…” Sarah interrupted, as her
mind gained more clarity. “How did you get this number? This is my
private line. All requests for appearances should be emailed to me
through my website.”

“Oh, well, you see the center is owned by the
Octagon Corporation, which is affiliated with the Showcase
Publishing house, so we contacted your publisher, Bernie Ostrom,
who gave us this number,” Lela replied uncomfortably, still dancing
the fine line.

Mental note, Sarah thought. Send
Bernie a rotten fruit basket.

“Look, Delilah, I was up all night in a cold,
wet cemetery being chased by a dead judge, and I’m not in the mood
to discuss putting on a show for your shoppers.”

“It’s Lela, and we don’t want-”

Click.

Sarah slammed down the phone and fumbled for
the silencing switch.

Mental note. Next time I see Bernie, kick his
ass.

 


When the doorbell rang at 4:30pm, Sarah was
just regaining consciousness. Throwing on her favorite fuzzy robe
and running her fingers through her hair as a crude comb, she
finally made it to the door just as the visitor was switching from
the doorbell to knocking. Peering through the peephole, she saw the
smiling, eager face of her young apprentice.

“Hey, Jimmy, how’s it going?” she said in a
froggy voice as she leaned against the open door. “And how come you
don’t look anything like I feel?”

“I got two whole hours of sleep before
school,” he replied cheerfully, as he carried in two heavy
equipment cases and a bag of photos.

“Two whole hours before school, no wonder
you’re fine now,” Sarah said with obvious sarcasm, which
nonetheless escaped him, as she headed into the kitchen to make
some instant coffee. “So, what’s the damage?”

Jimmy placed the cases in the middle of the
living room rug and popped them open, taking a quick visual
inventory.

“The stuff I knocked into the mud,” he began
with obvious embarrassment, “was just dirty. I cleaned everything
up and it’s fine.”

“How about all of the laptops the judge was
playing with?” Sarah shouted over the sound of water filling the
kettle.

“Well,” Jimmy shouted back more confidently.
“All four of them had their batteries drained, but as far as I can
tell the software and data are intact. The only casualty seems to
be your homemade ion detector. It looks like he blew its mind.”

Sarah liked designing and building her own
gadgets, and the news of the D.O.A. ion detector did not upset her.
It just meant she would have to build a better one.

“Okay, I guess it could have been a lot
worse. Give me a minute to get dressed and then we’ll review the
video and photos.”

For the next few hours, Sarah and Jimmy went
over all of the evidence they had collected. They had successfully
captured images of a dark shape moving across the cemetery, charted
temperature variations and electromagnetic field fluctuations,
recorded pounding noises from the crypt and sounds like whispered
words, and traced the path of something with enough substance to
set off, in order, motion detectors leading directly from the
judge’s crypt to their position.

To the believers, this would be astounding
evidence and would solidify her position as one of the premier
paranormal investigators in the field. To the skeptics, however,
this “evidence” would still be nothing more than static, fog,
condensation, wind, pollen, insects, shadows, reflections, faulty
equipment, flawed procedures, and absolute nonsense that’s nothing
short of pure fraud.

It was the same old story, and to be honest,
Sarah was sick of it. Just once, she wished for a case that could
produce conclusive, undeniable evidence—something on such a large
scale that even the most hardened skeptic would become a passionate
believer.

Mental note. Keep dreaming.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


While deliveries were nothing new, they were
usually left in a box on the front porch. Today, however, the
deliveryman, Ted, rang the doorbell.

“Good morning, FedExTed! What’s so
important?” Sarah asked cheerfully, a good night’s sleep having
restored her easy-going nature. “Is the government after me?”

“Let’s see,” Ted replied with a big smile,
running his scanner over the large envelope. “Nope, looks like it’s
from some shopping center.”

“Don’t tell me, Wegman’s Crossing, right?”
she said, dramatically placing one hand over her eyes as she took
the envelope in the other.

“That’s it. Maybe they want you to cut a
ribbon or something.”

“I almost cut my phone line yesterday because
of them. Oh well, I guess it’s better than being ignored. And by
the way,” Sarah added as she started to close the door, “Check my
website tonight. I’ll have some of the new investigation stuff
posted.”

“Oh cool, I will! You have a nice day, now,
and don’t let the spooks get you.”

The first year that Sarah was investigating
and writing about ghosts, she tried to keep a low profile in her
small town, which was about thirty miles from Boston. However,
being the local ghost hunter was not an easy secret to keep, and
she found that most people were very enthusiastic and supportive of
her work. Of course, the routine at the gas station where everyone
always shouted, “who you gonna call,” every time she pulled in for
a fill-up was getting rather old, but as she told FedExTed, it was
better than living in obscurity, scrambling to make ends meet.

Settling down in her overstuffed recliner
with massaging action, (the purchase of which she felt was the
first step toward acknowledging the approach of middle age), she
tore the strip from along the top of the envelope and dumped the
contents into her lap. There were several color brochures
highlighting the Wegman’s Crossing Shopping and Recreation Center’s
features.

Propaganda, she thought.

Pushing them aside, she picked up the single
piece of fine stationery with the letterhead of the general
manager. Skimming through the paragraphs, she looked for the date
they wanted her to make an appearance or do a book signing. What
caught her eye was something completely different, and she went
back to the beginning to read every word.

 


Dear Ms. Brooks,

 


We are sorry to have disturbed you at home
yesterday, but we were eager to contact you. I understand that you
have heard of our fabulous new center, which celebrated its grand
opening last week.

What you probably have not heard, as we are
endeavoring to keep it quiet for obvious reasons, is that there
were some unusual disruptions both during construction and at our
recent grand opening festivities. While we at Wegman’s Crossing are
certain that these disruptions were perpetrated by several
unscrupulous groups that have been staging protests from the onset
of this project, there are disquieting rumors of a paranormal
nature—rumors we are anxious to stop.

Therefore, we request that you conduct an
investigation as soon as possible to prove that nothing whatsoever
is going on here. We will place all of our resources at your
disposal. For your valuable assistance in demonstrating that any
claims of paranormal activity are baseless, we will pay any
standard fees and travel expenses. In addition, we will gladly
compensate you for any inconvenience such short notice has caused.
We have taken the liberty to arrange for a limousine to pick you up
and bring you to the airport at 7 o’clock tomorrow morning, and any
equipment you might need will be flown down with you. A token of
our good faith is enclosed.

Please contact my office upon receipt of this
letter.

 


Respectfully yours,

Martin F. Fink

General Manager

 


The “token of good faith” stapled to the back
of the letter was a check with enough zeros to catch her attention.
Considering that Sarah never charged for an investigation (she only
asked that she be able to publish any results), this token was an
enticing inducement. Then there was the fact that the letter had
said a lot without actually saying anything, which was even more
intriguing. The clincher, however, was how insistent Fink had been
about “nothing whatsoever” going on, and that he was willing to
shell out big bucks in order for her to not find
anything.

After going through the letter again,
carefully reading all of the information between the lines this
time, Sarah felt a little tingle of excitement spread throughout
her body. This felt big, very big. Her heart beat a bit
faster, her pupils dilated and her mind raced. This was the thrill
of the hunt. The ultimate chase would be afoot. Could this finally
be the case for which she had been hoping—the moment in history
where the living actually grasped the dead? Or, she suddenly
thought, would it be the other way around?

Sarah’s little flight of imagination stopped
there with that disquieting possibility, and she scolded herself
for breaking one of her main rules—don’t expect anything, and
you’ll never be disappointed. If she entered this investigation
with visions of grandeur, she was just begging for trouble. After
all, it may be just what Fink had said, a prank. She had certainly
uncovered plenty of those in the last few years. What she needed to
focus on right now, was gathering as much background information as
she could on Wegman’s Crossing, and she would once again rely on
what had proved to be her best resource—her fans.

 


Code Red, she typed into the
highlighted “ALERT” box on her website.

I need information about a new shopping
center in Cullum Tavern, Virginia—Wegman’s Crossing Shopping and
Recreation Center.

What happened on the land before it was
built? What happened during construction? What happened during the
grand opening last week? Who are the main players and what are the
controversies?

I need this info ASAP. I want to hear it all,
from documented sources to rumor and innuendo.

Thanks to everyone in advance, and I know I
can count on you!

 


With a few clicks of the mouse the alert was
posted, which she knew meant that computers around the world were
now beeping. Sarah always felt it was something like turning on the
Bat Light over Gotham City, because devout members of the “Shadow
Patrol,” as her fans had dubbed themselves, were on constant alert,
just waiting for her signal so their fingers could spring into
action.

However, the Shadow Patrol did far more than
just track down information on the Internet. Once, when Sarah was
updating the “Current Investigations” section of her website, she
wrote about a case involving sightings of a ghost ship off the
coast of Rhode Island, and of a man in a brass-buttoned uniform who
had been seen pacing along the beach, tearing at his red hair and
crying out in some foreign language. Sarah found that a ship had
indeed gone down in the area in 1856, and the captain had come from
Finland. As she always tried to get as much history as she could
behind the events and people potentially involved in a haunting,
she mentioned that it would be nice to know more about the
ill-fated captain.

A few days later as she was checking her
email, she came across a priority message entitled, “Captain
Juutanainen Portrait and Family History.” Opening the message, she
was stunned to discover that a member of the Shadow Patrol, who
lived in England, had flown to Finland, tracked down the sea
captain’s descendants and found that they had a small oil on canvas
portrait of their ancestor. He then photographed the portrait,
copied down all of the available family history (including
translating and transcribing some of the captain’s personal
letters), and then sent it all to Sarah from his laptop as he sat
in the airport waiting to fly back to England.

More remarkable than the decidedly fanatical
dedication of this Shadow Patrol member, was the portrait of the
flame-haired Captain Juutanainen, who sat for the artist while
wearing his captain’s uniform with two rows of gleaming brass
buttons. The prophetic last words he wrote were also remarkable. In
a letter to his wife, written a few weeks before he went down with
his ship off the coast of Rhode Island during a fierce nor’easter,
he apologized several times for leaving her while she was pregnant.
He explained that the profits he could reap from this venture far
outweighed the risks of an Atlantic crossing at that time of year.
He promised it would be his last voyage, and wrote that if anything
did happen to him, he would never forgive himself, and never rest
in peace.

This was the kind of information that could
make or break a case—the kind
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