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A grandson goes missing in an old house. But he never left.

Impossible. But it happened.

The perfect kind of crazy case for private detective Pilgrim Hugh and his beautiful assistant, Donna.

Another fan-favorite Pilgrim Hugh Incident.




 

 

 

 

ONE

 

 

DONNA MARKS PULLED Pilgrim Hugh’s black stretch-limo up in front of the large Victorian-style mansion and stopped behind the police cruiser sitting at the curb. 

“I’ll go talk with the chief,” she said.

“I’ll wait here,” Pilgrim said, sipping on a bottle of water. He was clear in the back of the limo and could see out the side clearly even though no one could see in through the bullet-proof glass of the limo windows.

Huge oak trees surrounded the white and gray three-story mansion, casting shadows on it in the warm fall afternoon. Pilgrim had always thought of these old mansions as fun and had considered buying one once until he realized how small the rooms were, how bad the plumbing and electrical was, and how impossible it all was to remodel.

Pilgrim studied the old building for a moment while he waited for Donna. The tall roof looked to be in good shape, but the siding and trim and shutters around the old windows were clearly in need of sanding and paint. He could see evidence around to the side of the house beyond a hedge that workers had been working on the place, but in this neighborhood, they would have come in from the alley and only work on the front quickly.

Pilgrim admired older buildings like this one, but he liked his stuff new and on the cutting edge of technology. His penthouse on the top floor of his law building was state of the art and he spent a lot of money regularly keeping it that way.

And this limo was state of the art as well, with some of the best and fastest computer systems and defense systems money could buy. And with his money, he could buy anything. Thankfully, so far, only the computers had come in handy. They hadn’t needed the defense stuff at all, but it never hurt to be safe in his line of work.

He sat parked in front of this Victorian-style mansion because three days before the twenty-four-year-old grandson of the mansion’s owner had gone missing and had never left the house in the process.

Or at least that was what the owner claimed.

She was sure he had never left. 

Completely positive.

At least that was what Chief Simmons had told Pilgrim over the phone an hour ago. The chief figured after his detectives got nowhere, Pilgrim was the logical choice to figure out exactly what had happened.

And honestly Pilgrim liked this kind of case. The stranger the better, just as the strange way he had ended up being a private detective in the first place.

For a time a decade before, his life seemed to be on a normal track. But then three years of law school and a failed first marriage made him realize he wasn’t a normal lawyer.

Or a decent normal husband either. He pretty much sucked at both.

Then his grandmother had died and left him more money than he could imagine. He spent a year of traveling and drinking, finally getting tired of waking up in the morning and not even knowing which country he was in. Fun the first few times, terrifying after that.

So he went back to school, not for yet another standard degree, but to become a private detective. That started off just as poorly as his legal career. Being a private eye wasn’t what the fiction books described. He wasn’t some dashing Paul Drake, but instead he sat mostly at a computer or did long boring hours of nothingness trying to watch someone without falling asleep or reverting back to drinking.

He finally figured out that he bored easily and needed some excitement and challenges in his life on a regular basis. So with some of his grandmother’s money, he set up Hugh and Associates, a combination law firm and private investigative firm. 

In essence, he went back to the Perry Mason and Paul Drake image, only in Pilgrim’s case, he owned everything, including the massive office building both businesses were in. And he lived alone in the penthouse over both businesses.

Then he had hired a couple great associate lawyers who took all the boring cases and made the firm lots of money and they hired even more associates that he had no desire to meet who also made him lots and lots of money.

And over time, with some help of some smart real estate buys, his grandmother’s fortune had gotten bigger.

He had then offered his investigative state-of-the-art services for free to all the surrounding police forces. After a few years, he had solved a bunch of cases and was now called regularly. But only on interesting problems.

He made that clear. His firm would help for a fee on the regular stuff, but he would work for free on the troublesome cases.

Troublesome, like a guy supposedly vanishing from inside an old house without a trace.

Donna had climbed out of the limo and was talking for a moment with Chief Simmons.

For the first two years of being a private eye, his best friend from school, Carrie, had been his assistant, but she had fallen in love with the law side of the firm, gone back to law school, and now worked on the floor below his office doing law stuff that seemed boring to him, but that she seemed to thrive on.

Carrie had trained Donna before she left to be his special assistant. At times he had to admit, Donna was better at her job than Carrie had been.

Donna opened the side door to the limo and Chief Simmons crawled in and moved over to a side seat. 

“This moving office of yours gets better every time I see it,” Chief Simmons said as he settled into the leather seat and then watched Donna climb in.

Today, Donna had on a tan blouse that seemed slightly too small and she had made that worse by tying the tails of the blouse around her stomach, showing perfect and very trim stomach skin.

She had on a pair of Levi short-shorts and tall brown cowboy boots. From day to day it was impossible to tell what Donna would be wearing, and she never seemed to repeat, which told Pilgrim he clearly paid her too much.

But considering everything that Donna did, he didn’t pay her enough.

She punched a button on an armrest as she pulled the door closed, cutting off what little sound was coming in from the quiet neighborhood of mansions. Two large computer screens came up out of the woodwork in front of her and a keyboard appeared from a seat and swung in over her so she could type.

Pilgrim had the exact same set-up where he sat, but didn’t need it out at the moment.

After Donna started typing, the chief managed to turn his attention to Pilgrim. “Thanks for coming on this.”

Pilgrim nodded. The chief was one of the more competent heads of all the police departments in all the jurisdictions around Portland. He was thin and his tan uniform shirt always looked wrinkled, today being no exception. He had the standard police utility belt with a gun locked down. He wore jeans and also had on cowboy books, showing his Montana background. His hair was so thin and gray, he almost looked bald.

“No problem,” Pilgrim said. “So run us through what happened and then we’ll go in and take a look.”

“The woman who owns this house is named Vista Moulton,” the chief said. “She bought the house about five years ago and has had a crew working to slowly renovate it.”

Pilgrim watched the chief as Donna’s fingers flew over her keyboard, digging up far more information than the chief could ever know. More than likely, Donna was looking into the renovation firm, the contractors and subcontractors and all their legal records and financial records.

“Her grandson, Steven Moulton, a college student at Portland State, was staying in the house and watching it for her. He vanished without leaving the house three days ago and hasn’t been seen even in his classes since.” 

“So why does Mrs. Moulton think he disappeared inside the house?” Pilgrim asked.

“Security system,” the chief said. “Everyone who goes in and out of that house is recorded twenty-four-seven. Every door, every window, no exceptions and it can’t be turned off.”

Donna glanced over at Pilgrim and nodded. Clearly she had backed up the chief’s claim by hacking into the security system. 

Pilgrim nodded. “So let’s go take a look inside. Any remodeling being done today?”

The chief shook his head. “All work was postponed until they found the kid.”

“So let’s go find him,” Pilgrim said, opening his door and stepping out into the warm fall afternoon air. 

What he didn’t say to the chief was that chances are they were going to find Steven’s body. Pilgrim hoped not. But it was a logical conclusion from the facts he had.

Donna was still typing like mad when Pilgrim closed the door and he and the chief started up the old stone sidewalk to the front steps of the stately Victorian mansion.




 

 

 

 

TWO

 

 

PILGRIM HUGH LET the chief unlock the large oak and glass front door and step first into the impressive front foyer. The chief keyed a code into a security box hidden behind a wooden panel to the right of the door as Pilgrim just stared.

A grand staircase fit for a southern mansion right out of a movie started up both sides of the huge foyer and met in the middle, climbing the last ten steps to the second floor landing. From there it looked like a hallway went in both directions.

The staircase had wide dark-stained railings all the way up

The room was meant to impress, from the marble floor and stairs to the massive crystal chandelier hanging in the middle. 

And it impressed Pilgrim, he had to admit.

The place had a slight smell of age and another slight smell of varnish. But no smell of death at all. 

It soon became clear that the big front foyer was the only large room in the house. Every other room was normal-sized, with high ceilings and wonderful, tall windows. All the heavy drapes were pulled back and open in almost all rooms, letting in wonderful natural light.

A seating area and living room, both with huge stone fireplaces, were to the right of the main entrance and a sitting room and dining room were to the left.

The kitchen beyond a heavy door in the back of the dining room had been modernized, but the tile work and wood on the floor kept the old feeling about it. 

The kitchen looked like it had been used regularly and some Diet Coke filled the fridge along with lunchmeat and cans of soup and chips filling two cabinets. Clearly Steven had used the kitchen regularly. 

There was a massive island in the middle of the kitchen and a wooden table to one side that also looked to be regularly used.

The kitchen had no windows in it at all as was standard for workers’ kitchens back in the time of this old mansion. 

Pilgrim and the chief climbed from the kitchen to the second floor on the narrow servants’ staircase leading out of the back of the kitchen. At the top, the staircase came out of what appeared to be a wall along the second floor corridor.

No door.

When the wall closed behind them, Pilgrim was stunned that it was almost impossible to see where that staircase was. Pilgrim knew that was standard in these old mansions, but he had never seen it maintained in such good shape as this.

“Hang on a minute, chief,” Pilgrim said. Then Pilgrim tapped his ear to talk with Donna who had been listening to their conversation. 

“Got a floor plan of this place?” he asked Donna. “Servants’ staircase is behind a secret door.”

“Got it,” Donna said in his ear. “I’ll bring it in along with some other things I have found.”

“Thanks,” Pilgrim said.

He and the chief spent
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