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In the Bones

	 

	The men were gathered around a human skull, muttering quietly, some of them making the sign of the cross and praying as though they had just been cursed. Duncan Anderson crouched and pulled the skull from the dark earth.

	“Never seen a skull before, gentlemen? Let’s not lose our heads.”

	He laughed at his joke, but no one else did. That was fine. He wasn’t paying them to find amusement in dark humor; he was paying them to build a cellar under his house.

	“It’s an ill omen, Mr. Anderson, sir,” the foreman said. “You are inviting huge misfortune when you build over a gravesite.”

	“A dead body does not make a gravesite,” Anderson replied. “People have lived here for centuries, Morris. The first settlers were here, what, two hundred years ago? And the local tribes before them went back even longer. Of course, there are going to be bones around. It means nothing.”

	He needed the men to keep working, and that required making light of the situation and being dismissive. All the while, the cold skull in his hand practically burned his fingers. He tossed it aside, eager to be rid of it but not wanting to show any discomfort.

	None of the men had touched it, and none would dare. But Anderson now knew the truth that he had suspected. There were spirits in the house. That skull held one, though the ghost had not made itself known.

	The previous house had burned down. Anderson was told that no one had died in the fire, and he hadn’t been concerned. The house that had been built over the burned-out plot had used some of the original timbers that had miraculously survived the blaze.

	There was history in the land, and the house itself. From the vague description he had been given by others, the house had previously been owned by an eccentric, old musician. His house had been massive and ungainly. They said that in his later years, he kept making additions to it.

	It had burned down for unclear reasons, and a new, smaller house took its place. The previous owners had vanished, and Anderson got the house for a steal from the bankers.

	The new house that Anderson had built was much larger. He wanted something regal and monumental in which to live. The foundation of the old house stayed, and the timbers and stonework were worked into the new building and made grander and better. It was only when the construction was almost done that he decided to make a few additional changes.

	The location was ideal. Anderson was tired of Boston, tired of people, scrutiny, and a lack of privacy. A smaller New Hampshire city could afford him the amenities and the closeness to places like Boston while giving him the space to do and live as he pleased. The property was large and secluded and would serve him well.

	More importantly, something was in the house. Anderson had felt it immediately upon viewing the place. The chill in the air that shouldn’t have been there, and the unexplained groans and creaks in the wood. And, from the street outside, the furtive movements in the highest windows as though someone was ducking from sight. The house was not as empty as the bank selling it believed.

	Death was in the house. Dead things had claimed it. He could practically smell them in the wood of the walls. What better place to bring his collection?

	The lack of a cellar was a minor problem that was easily resolved with a simple excavation. He’d seen crews do such things with homes in Boston, and a skilled team of workers could do the job in short order. So long as they installed proper supports for the house above, there should have been no issue. The space would have clear benefits. He had things he needed to keep in the dark.

	It took more cajoling to get some of the workers back on task. They were a more superstitious lot than Anderson had expected. He promised a bonus for getting the work done on time, and that seemed to convince everyone to overlook their concerns about a mysterious dead body in the dirt and get back to digging. That lasted for a day.

	The second body was discovered, this one more than just a skull. The workers abandoned the job, and even threats of non-payment wouldn’t get them back. They had already finished the construction of the house proper and had been paid for that. The extra work on a root cellar meant nothing to them in light of what they’d found. Only Morris, the foreman, stayed behind, apologizing profusely to Anderson for his workers.

	“I’m so sorry, Mr. Anderson, sir, but my men won’t work like this. Two bodies? You need to call the authorities, sir. This is an ill omen. Even if no crime was committed, these bodies need a proper burial.”

	“Indeed, Morris. Thank you.”

	“I can try to—”

	“No,” Anderson said, cutting off whatever thought the other man was about to share. “That won’t be necessary. I think our business has concluded. Please take your things and leave, Mr. Morris.”

	Anderson was using as much restraint as he could muster. The urge to take one of the shovels and bash in the man’s head crossed his mind, but the rest of his men had already left, and someone would wonder where Morris had disappeared to. He would get to live another day, just not working for Duncan Anderson.

	Anderson had never been one for extensive physical labor, but he was not opposed to it. Morris and his men had finished much of the work. He could handle what was left on his own. It would take longer, but at least it would get done properly. And he wouldn’t have to worry about workers spreading rumors about dead bodies beneath his house.

	He set about the task, bolstering the floor above as he cleared out the space below. He didn’t need a massive cellar, or anything finished in wood or stone. A simple dirt floor would suffice, with space enough to move about.

	Back in Boston, Mrs. Anderson took the news of the delay in stride. He suspected she would have little to say on the matter. She was not one to complain about his work. She knew better.

	At the end of the first day of working alone, Anderson had found the remains of three more people. Five corpses had been hidden under the previous house. He was certain it was no coincidence. The land had a long history of death.

	Anderson had no intention of sharing the house with any sort of unruly spirit. He wanted it to be what it was, but not in a way that put him at odds with any rambunctious dead men. He’d dealt with those before, and putting them in their place had taken time and effort. He was not looking to start the task over.

	The longer he stayed on site by himself, working into the late hours of the night, the bolder the things in the house became. He heard footsteps on the floor above his head, slow and calm, walking toward the entrance to the root cellar. He would wait, with a lantern hanging on a peg next to him, to see if anything would show itself on the ladder that led down to the darkness with him. Nothing did.

	Sometimes there were voices, whispers that came from the shadows just out of view of where he worked. They backed off if he moved the light toward them, always coming from somewhere he couldn’t see. He could never make out the words.

	On the morning of the third day after discovering the bodies, a knock came at the door. Anderson had started his work early, and it took some time to climb out of the cellar and make his way to the front door. He was dirty, sweaty, and in no mood to entertain visitors.

	“Mr. Duncan Anderson,” the man at the door said. He wore a long, dark coat with brass buttons and a rounded hat atop his head. Anderson had not met one of the local police before, but he recognized the uniform.

	“I am. And you?”

	“Officer Peter Whitty, sir. I’ve heard you have excavated some dead bodies beneath your home.”

	Whitty was young, barely into his twenties, and half of his face was hidden by a thick, black mustache. He was a slender man but tall, and he had a dull look in his eyes.

	“Bodies? My word, someone’s been telling you tales,” Anderson said.

	Whitty raised an eyebrow.

	“I’ve spoken with several men who claimed to have been working on the construction here who swore to it.”

	“I don’t doubt it. Would you care to come in?” Anderson
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