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Chapter 1: A Surprise

	 

	Nancy Vargas had been away from home for almost a month.

	She had traveled down to Texas, then over the border into Mexico, all in an effort to help stem the tide of new tuberculosis cases that had been appearing in the US. Nancy felt her physical exhaustion and mental fatigue more than she cared to admit.

	Dropping her keys onto the tray by the door, she flicked on the light and stood still for a moment with her eyes closed. She inhaled the familiar scents of home, enjoyed the sounds of the MacMillan kids as they shouted and played basketball next door, and felt the weight of worry slide off her shoulders.

	It’s good to be home, she thought. Nancy sat down on the parson’s bench against the wall and untied her sneakers, wincing as she did so. Her socks followed, and she pressed both of her bare feet against the cool hardwood of the mudroom. Straightening up, Nancy glanced around and saw a large stack of bundled mail and various packages on the kitchen table, alongside a vase with white and pink roses in it.

	Smiling, Nancy stood up and went into the kitchen.

	There was a small card balanced against the vase, and she picked it up. Inside, written in Dale’s crisp, clean handwriting, was a small note.

	 

	Hello Beautiful! I took the liberty of getting you some flowers in addition to your mail. I can only assume that your flights were on time and that you did not have to sit beside anyone too horrific. I assume that if you had, I would have heard about it. Give me a call when you feel like having some company!

	 

	Nancy read the card several times, then she leaned forward and breathed in the powerful aroma of the roses. The smell was thoroughly enjoyable and relaxing.

	Humming, she put the note back on the table and went to the refrigerator. Inside, she found not only the bottled water that she had put in there four weeks earlier, but a chilled bottle of Riesling white wine, her favorite.

	You, sir, she thought to an imaginary Dale as she removed the wine, are at the very top of the ‘good boy’ list.

	Nancy poured herself a glass of the fruity white and left the bottle out.

	She doubted it would go back into the refrigerator.

	More than likely, it’ll end up in the recycling bin in an hour or two, she thought, sipping her wine as she walked back to the table. For several minutes, she looked at the large pile of mail and wondered how she, a single woman in her twenties, could accumulate so much correspondence in four weeks.

	Sighing, Nancy shook her head and began to sort the mail into three piles. Bills went to the right, personal to the center, and junk to the left.

	In the end, the bills and the junk dwarfed the personal, which mainly consisted of a belated birthday card from her aunt and a small, cardboard envelope from someone in Pennsylvania.

	After she had gotten rid of the junk mail, Nancy left the bills on the table and carried the bottle of wine, the letter, and the unknown envelope to her family room. Settling down onto her couch, Nancy opened the card first, smiling at the picture of a kitten wearing a birthday hat. She chuckled at the well-wishes her aunt had written inside beneath the printed ‘Hoping you have a Cat-tastic Birthday!’

	Nancy set the card on the coffee table, so the cat image was facing her, and focused on the unknown letter. She managed to cut through the thick tape with the jagged edge of a fingernail she had broken in San Antonio, Texas, and extracted the item from inside.

	The item turned out to be not one, but two. First, there was a bill of sale that brought a frown to her face, and then an old and yellowed boarding pass for a ship called the Lady Elgin.

	What in God’s name is this? Nancy wondered. I didn’t order anything. Did I?

	Placing the boarding pass on the coffee table beside her birthday card, Nancy looked at the bill of sale and felt her face become hot with embarrassment.

	She hadn’t purchased anything.

	Her neighbor, Mr. Gilbert Bray had.

	The mailman had delivered the package to the wrong house.

	And I opened it, Nancy thought, sighing. She dropped the bill of sale on the couch, finished her wine, and then refilled the glass. Nancy and the elderly Mr. Bray didn’t get along. Mostly because she didn’t appreciate the volume at which he listened to his Beatles records. The songs could be heard late into the night up until early in the morning.

	And she had complained more than once. Not only to the condo association but to the police as well.

	I will never hear the end of this, she frowned. He won’t ever shut up about this one.

	Nancy shook her head, sipped her wine and tried not to think about how the old man would react. After several minutes of sitting in silence, Nancy picked up the boarding pass and examined it closer, thinking, in for a penny, in for a pound.

	The paper was thick, and ink on it faded with age. Some words, such as the Lady Elgin, were still crisp. Others looked as though they were water damaged, and she wondered vaguely what the history behind the piece was.

	I’ll look it up later, she thought, stifling a yawn. Now, I think I need a bath. Then, if I’m still awake, I’ll see if there are any more episodes of Ghost Hunters on Netflix. Or something on haunted houses. Anything.

	She carried both the wine glass and the bottle to the bathroom, started the water in the tub and proceeded to poke around her collection of bath salts. After a few moments, she shook her head, picked one at random, and dropped it into the water. As the level of water steadily rose, Nancy stripped down and climbed into the almost-too-hot water.

	Sinking down into the tub, Nancy closed her eyes and enjoyed the sensation of the water against her skin. She felt the bath salts leach the tensions of the past weeks out of her muscles, and after half an hour, she raised herself up slightly. Nancy added more hot water, then she finished off the bottle of wine. The combination of warmth, exhaustion, and alcohol made her extremely giddy, and more than a little drunk.

	And it was for those reasons that she didn’t pay much attention to the bathroom lights when they flickered over-head.

	She did notice when goosebumps rose along her arms and shoulders, and she shivered as she sank lower in the water. The steam coming off the liquid increased, and her own breath appeared before her as she exhaled. Despite the bath’s warmth, Nancy shivered. The light above the vanity mirror flickered and went out, followed a moment later by the recessed lights in the ceiling.

	Nancy was alone in a dimly lit room, the only light was provided by a street lamp outside of her guest room window.

	For a moment she thought she had lost power, but the street light assured her she had not.

	When her home lost power, everyone did. They were all on the same grid. And she knew it wasn’t due to a lack of payment, all of her bills were withdrawn automatically each month.

	Ignoring the cold, Nancy sat upright and listened.

	“It’s been a long, long time since I had a bath,” a soft voice said morosely.

	Fear swarmed over her and Nancy’s body shook uncontrollably.

	“The lake was so cold,” the voice whispered. “Unbearable. Mother tried to save me.”

	Nancy’s eyes darted around the darkness, searching for the source of the voice, looking for a person, for a microphone, anything.

	All she saw was a glimmer in the doorway, as though the light from the street lamp passed through a thin layer of muslin.

	Oh, she thought, this is just like Ghost Hunters! I can make contact!

	“I didn’t know it would be that cold,” the voice continued, and Nancy was certain the sound came from the doorway.

	“Who are you?” she managed to whisper.

	“I’m,” the voice hesitated, then let out a shaky laugh. “Isn’t that strange? I don’t know who I am.”

	Nancy spoke again, her voice a little stronger. “Where did you come from?”

	“Michigan,” the unseen speaker said. “Detroit. We were visiting someone. I can’t remember who.”

	“Are you a ghost?” Nancy asked.

	“I don’t know,” the voice said morosely. “I hope not. But I think I am. Yes. Yes, I think I died. That’s why I can’t find my mother. And why I don’t know who I am.”

	Nancy got a grip on her courage, forced herself speak firmly and asked, “What do you want?”

	“I suppose I want to show you what it was like,” the stranger said, his tone thoughtful.

	“What was?” Nancy asked, then she let out a sharp, terrified shriek as she felt small, cold hands settle upon her head. Her wet hair froze and cracked beneath the ghost’s touch, and then the pressure started.

	It began slowly and at first, Nancy was able to resist the downward weight.

	Within seconds, it was too much, and she tried to twist away.

	But the hands remained in place, and the pressure increased.

	Nancy felt herself being pushed down towards the water’s surface. She grabbed onto the edge of the tub with both hands, but it didn’t matter.

	“No,” she gasped. “Don’t!”

	“Why?” the ghost asked, pausing.

	“I don’t want to die!” Nancy shrieked.

	“Neither did I,” the stranger said and pushed Nancy’s head below the water.


Chapter 2: A Curious Phone Call

	 

	The phone rang and disrupted Victor’s train of thought. He tried to ignore the call, but by the fourth ring, he gave up. The caller ID listed the number as private and Victor rolled his eyes as he answered it.

	“Mr. Daniels,” a woman said on the other end.

	For a moment he suspected it was Ariana, but while the voice was familiar, it was not Ivan Denisovich’s daughter on the other end.

	“Who is this?” he asked, leaning back in his chair.

	“I’m disappointed,” the woman said, chuckling. “This is detective Sara Milton, Mr. Daniels.”

	“Detective,” Victor replied, genuinely happy to hear from her. “This is a pleasant surprise.”

	“There’s the reaction I was looking for,” Sara said. “I wish I could say the call is for a pleasant reason.”

	Victor frowned. “There’s not another ghost in Concord, is there?”

	“I’m sure there are many,” she said. “Just none who are actively killing people. At least none that I know of. Anyway, no, I’m calling because of an issue in Pennsylvania that I need help with.”

	“Sure,” Victor said, straightening up and taking a notepad off his desk, “what can I help you with?”

	“I have a friend whose daughter passed away,” Sara said, “and I was wondering if you could look into it.”

	“What happened?” Victor asked, jotting down notes.

	“The daughter, Nancy, returned home from an extended trip to the southern border down in Texas. Her boyfriend checked on her the next day and found her dead in the bathroom,” Sara said.

	“Suicide?” Victor asked.

	“No,” the detective replied. “They say she was drowned. The medical examiner’s report is the reason why I called you. There was frostbite on the top of her head, so much so that her hair had broken off at the scalp. In addition to that, when I spoke with the investigating officer, there’s no sign of forced entry. No evidence that anyone was in that house other than her.”

	Victor circled the word frostbite several times and then said, “How far away is this?”

	“Not too far,” Sara answered. “She lived in a little suburb of Pittsburgh called Green Tree. From what I remember, you live pretty close to the city. Close enough to check it out and let me know what’s going on.”

	“Do you want me to let you know what’s going on, Detective, or do you want me to take care of it?” he asked.

	“Let me know,” Sara replied. “Because I want to take care of it too.”

	“Alright,” Victor said, scratching the back of his head. “Can I have the address?”

	“Sure,” she said. “It’s off Mansfield Avenue, behind the Crowne Plaza Hotel. Private development. Number 68 Sill Road.”

	Victor jotted the information down on his pad and said, “Okay. Listen, your number came up as private, and to be honest, I don’t have your card anymore.”

	Sara laughed and told him the number.

	“Thanks,” Victor said, “I’ll put it in my phone when we hang up, and I’ll give you a call as soon as I check out her place.”

	“How are you going to get into the house?” Sara asked.

	“Are you asking as a concerned friend or as a detective?” Victor inquired.

	“Ah,” she said. “Let me know what you find, Victor.”

	“I will. Bye now.”

	He ended the call and added Sara’s number to his contact list. Standing up, Victor stretched and winced at the way his muscles pulled and complained.

	I need to start walking again, he thought and left the room.

	“Tom!” Victor called.

	The boy didn’t answer.

	“Tom!” he tried again.

	When the teen didn’t respond the second time, Victor walked to the boy’s room and peeked in. The bed was made, and Tom wasn’t there.

	Where is he? Victor wondered, turning around and going down into the basement. The boy wasn’t working out. Did he go out with Iris?

	Then Victor shook his head. Iris was away with her family, leaving Tom with little to do over the weekend.

	Standing by the young man’s pull-up bar, Victor wondered where Tom was.

	Victor went back to the study, picked up his phone and checked his text messages. He hadn’t missed any from Tom.

	Feeling nervous, Victor sent a quick text to the boy.

	Where are you?

	The reply came through a moment later.

	Sorry. I went for a run.

	Victor sighed with relief. He had forgotten about the new addition to the boy’s workout regimen.

	Okay. I have to go out for a bit, Victor wrote. Are you going to be alright by yourself?

	Yes, Tom responded, and Victor put the phone back on the desk.

	Feeling better, Victor searched for Green Tree, Pennsylvania on Google, and clicked the first map that popped up.

	Humming, Victor leaned forward and began to read.

	 

	***

	 

	Tom put his phone away and squashed the feeling of guilt that tried to rise up within him. He hated lying to Victor, but he knew it was a necessary evil.

	“Everything good?” Byron asked.

	“Everything’s good,” Tom replied. “Did you bring the stuff?”

	The slightly older teen grinned, revealing bad teeth and scarred gums. He gestured to a second teen Tom didn’t know, a young man with terrible acne across his forehead.

	“Mick,” Byron said, “show the man what we brought.”

	Mick nodded, his dirty blonde hair pulled back in a messy ‘man-bun’ and removed a large suitcase from the back of a rusted Volkswagen Jetta. Byron’s accomplice grunted and struggled beneath the weight of the luggage, the muscles on his neck standing out as he man-handled the case to a position between Byron and Tom. Panting, Mick stepped aside.

	“As you can see,” Byron said, motioning toward the suitcase, “I did. Did you bring yours?”

	Tom nodded and took the cash out of his pocket.

	“Damn, son,” Byron said, laughing. “That’s a serious roll there. Where did you get that kind of money? You stick someone with a jammy?”

	“What?” Tom asked, confused.

	“A gun, son,” Byron said, winking. “Or was it a pretend gun? You know, some paint-gun stripped down to look like a real nine mil.?”

	“I didn’t rob anyone,” Tom said. “A friend gave it to me.”

	And it was the truth.

	Bontoc was a friend, and the dead man had given it to him by telling him where to find the money. The cash had been put aside in case of an emergency while hunting Korzh. His death had precluded him from retrieving it, but not from telling Tom about it.

	“Whatever helps you sleep at night,” Byron said, chuckling. “Here’s the deal. I get a grand for each claymore.”

	Tom felt the heat of anger spread out from his stomach.

	“That wasn’t what we agreed on,” he said in a low, calm voice.

	“That was before I realized how much money you had, yo,” Byron said, laughing. “It’s a good deal. I mean, Mick and I could always just beat you up and take the money. Then you’d be out of cash and without your little friends.”

	Tom put the money back in his pocket. His voice remained mellow as he spoke again.

	“You’re telling me that you and Mick will take the money from me?” Tom asked.

	Byron’s face had gone hard when Tom put the money away.

	“This ain’t no joke, little boy,” Byron snarled. “You best get that cash out and pay me for my merch.”

	“I just want to be clear,” Tom said, and he nodded at Mick. “He’s going to help you?”

	“Fool,” Byron hissed. “Mick—”

	Before Byron could finish, Tom moved.

	He stepped hard and fast to the right before Mick had time to comprehend what was happening. Within a heartbeat, Tom was in front of the other teen, and he drove his right fist deep into Mick’s side.

	The result was instantaneous.

	Mick’s gasp of surprise turned into a scream of pain as he collapsed, hitting the rough dirt road with a thud. Even as he did so, Tom was moving again, reaching Byron in two steps while that teen was struggling to extract a semi-automatic pistol from his waistband.

	Tom’s fist lashed out and struck Byron’s right shoulder.

	Byron cursed as his arm went slack, and then he shouted as Tom drove his prosthetic into the other teen’s kidney.

	Tom watched, perspiration gathering on his upper lip as Byron tumbled to the road, writhing in the dirt on his stomach. Stepping forward, Tom bent down and plucked the pistol out of the waistband. He moved his left arm experimentally and found that the prosthetic was still attached. For several weeks, he had worked on using thin iron bands as an inlay for the false arm. It added weight to the prosthetic, but he knew it would be useful should he encounter any of the dead who weren’t particularly friendly.

	Tom put the pistol in his own waistband, took hold of the suitcase’s handle, and moved away from the two other teens. Once he was a good twenty feet down the road, with both Byron and Mick in front of him where he could see them, Tom opened the suitcase.

	Inside were ten claymores mines, each with its trigger. Satisfied, Tom closed the suitcase. It was heavier than he thought it would be, and he knew it would take him longer to get home through the woods.

	Straightening up, Tom glanced at Byron and Mick. Byron had gotten into a sitting position, but his arm still hung limply at his side. Mick lay on his good side, weeping and moaning piteously.

	“You only have one Goddamned arm,” Byron snapped, and Tom could see unspent tears in the young man’s eyes.

	“All I need,” Tom replied. “You should have been fair and kept to the deal.”

	“Screw you,” Byron spat.

	Tom shrugged and picked up the suitcase. “Don’t come looking for me.”

	“Or what?” Byron sneered. “You’ll kill us?”

	“No,” Tom said, turning his back on them. “Someone else will.”

	A chill wind coursed along the dirt road and the two teens behind Tom screamed in horror. The sound made him smile, as did that of Bontoc’s voice piercing the peace of the Pennsylvania woods.


Chapter 3: Going Home

	 

	Stefan Korzh hunkered down in the shadow of a large, fallen oak tree. He adjusted his eye patch giving little thought to it and considered how he might destroy the ghost of his father.

	The dead man had promised Stefan the removal of Anne Le Morte and her caretaker.

	A single shot, which had missed him only by inches when it smashed through his windshield on his return home, had informed Stefan of his father’s duplicity. Part of Stefan admired the way Ivan Denisovich had betrayed him.

	It was an act he would have done as well.

	His desire to live overruled his admiration, and had he not thrown the truck into reverse and raced back along his driveway, he would be dead.

	I’m a fool, Stefan thought, berating himself again.

	Focus, he thought, peering out through the undergrowth. They’re both out here.

	Since he returned from delivering the key to his father, and his narrow escape from death, Stefan had spent the majority of his time in the woods hunting for the doll and her human counterpart. He had set several traps, baiting them with fresh meat as he might for an animal. But the woman was wily.

	Or else Anne is helping more than I thought she would be, Stefan thought. He took out a small pair of field-glasses and pressed his sole eye to the optics, seeking the slightest hint of the pair.

	Nothing, he thought angrily, lowering the glasses a few minutes later.

	Using the same amount of care he had employed when traveling to his newest observation post, Stefan retreated. The going was slow, but it was a necessity.

	When he reached the outer perimeter of his defenses, Stefan paused. Once again, he considered abandoning the entire complex, but he knew that such an act would only prolong a confrontation, and it would bother him.

	He had been afraid of Anne Le Morte. Now he respected her abilities, and he was cautious.

	But he wasn’t going to run from her.

	He wouldn’t give her or his father that sort of satisfaction.

	I’ll jerry-rig a suicide vest and take Anne and her little friend out before I move again, he thought bitterly.

	With a sigh, Stefan sank down on his hands and knees, then spread out on his belly, and began the long, worm-like crawl back into the relative safety of the compound.

	 

	***

	 

	The sun had nearly set when Grace returned to their camp.

	“Did you have any luck, my love?” Anne Le Morte asked in French from inside the small tent.

	“I saw more meat,” Grace replied, sitting down with the old donuts she had taken from the dumpster behind a bakery a few miles away.

	“And you left it alone?” Anne asked, as Grace bit into the first of the stale pastries.

	“Yes,” Grace answered as she chewed. “I was worried I’d get caught. But I want it.”

	Anne laughed.

	“Of course you do,” she said, “and you will have more fresh meat soon. I promise.”

	“Thank you,” Grace said, wiping her hands on her pants. “I saw his trail again.”

	“How far did it go?” Anne asked, her voice intense.

	“Within half a mile of our last camp,” Grace said. “He’ll find it soon enough. I don’t know what he’ll do after that.”

	“Hm,” Anne said. “Tomorrow, I want you to find another camp. It is deeper in the woods. Farther away.”

	“You know of it?” Grace asked, unable to silence her surprise.

	“Yes, dear one,” Anne said, laughing. “I have heard others speak of it. Will you find it for me?”

	“I will find anything for you,” Grace whispered.

	“Mm,” Anne said. “Yes. I know you will.”

	Silence fell over their camp, broken only by the sound of Grace’s ravenous eating.


Chapter 4: Rightfully His

	 

	It hadn’t taken long for Gilbert Bray to come to the decision to break into the dead woman’s condo.

	He was almost positive that his order was there.

	The mailman, as far as Gilbert was concerned, was a complete and utter idiot. A fool who happened to be the perfect representative of the postal service, and of federal employees in general.

	Gilbert sat in his garage and peered through the half-closed slats of the Venetian blind on the sidedoor’s window. He wanted to make certain no one was at the dead woman’s house.

	Gilbert frowned, upset that he couldn’t remember her name. He should, he knew. The police had spoken with her on numerous occasions at Gilbert’s behest. She had often played her music too loud, failed to cut her grass or have the rhododendrons in front of her home trimmed in accordance with the policies of the condominium development.

	But, in spite of all of these failings, Gilbert still had not wished for the woman’s death.

	He had often prayed that she would move away, or finally abide by the rules.

	Everyone else did, and he couldn’t see why she had thought herself above them.

	Enough, he thought sourly. It’s time to get what’s mine.

	Gilbert leaned over and picked up the pry-bar he had purchased from Home Depot earlier in the day. The side-door into the woman’s home had a loose lock, something Gilbert had learned when the Wyborney family had still occupied the residence, and he knew he could get in that way.

	With the cold steel in his hand, Gilbert opened his own door and exited the garage. He crossed his own, neatly mown section of lawn onto her wild and unkempt grass, all of which had gone to seed, as had the dandelions and pansies.

	God, I hope the next tenants take better care of the yard, he thought, hurrying to her side-door. Or at least invest in lawn service.

	Concerns over the yard faded away as he stopped at her door, then fit the end of the pry-bar between the lock and the frame and pushed. He heard wood crack and felt the door give way. Slowly at first, then with a loud, hissing crunch, the door sprang open, and Gilbert stumbled into the garage.

	Her dark blue Prius was parked and plugged into the charging unit, waiting for a driver who would never return.

	The thought turned his stomach, and Gilbert hurried across the silent garage to the interior door. He let out a sigh of relief as the doorknob turned freely and he entered the woman’s kitchen. The house felt strange to him, oddly cold, the air heavy.

	An uncomfortable sensation filled him, as did a feeling of dread that made him hesitate by the woman’s cluttered tabletop.

	Fear flickered through him, and he found himself not thinking like a rational 70-year-old, but an irrational child of eight.

	She’s a ghost, he thought.

	As soon as the idea made itself known, Gilbert shook his head and rejected it.

	No such thing as ghosts, he told himself, straightening up. Where’s my memorabilia?

	Gilbert focused first on the table and glanced at the two piles of mail. One, he realized, was nothing more than junk. The second consisted of bills.

	Was there a third? he asked himself.

	There was nothing else on the table and no envelopes on the surprisingly clean counters.

	He exited the kitchen and entered the living room, or what had been the living room when the Wyborneys had lived there. Gilbert saw there were two pieces of mail on the coffee table.

	Stepping closer to the table, he bent down slightly and saw that the first item was a card. The other was his.

	His hands trembled with excitement as he picked up the cardboard shipping envelope. Anger flared for a moment when he realized the woman had opened it, but then he focused on the interior.

	The pass for the Lady Elgin was there, and in supreme condition, exactly as the seller had described.

	Gilbert shuddered with relief, slipped the pass back into the envelope and left the room. Goosebumps erupted on his forearms, and he could hardly contain his excitement. There were so few items concerning the Lady Elgin, and he had several of them. Memorabilia from that sinking steamship was far more enticing to him than anything the Titanic might offer.
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