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Prologue

	 

	Droplets of blood splattered on the floor. Each one hit with a gentle thwap like a fat drop of rain. Solomon was trying to be quiet, but the flow of blood was not something he could control. The only way to silence it would be to slow down, and he could not slow down.

	Sometimes, during a storm, the wind found its way through warped wood and moaned down the wide, empty hallways. It wound through cracks and crevices and groaned like a disembodied voice while the whole house creaked and shifted.

	No storm raged outside that night. No wind snaked in through forgotten holes in walls to give voice to the empty passages and dusty rooms. It should have been quiet.

	Solomon paused to listen, the flow of the blood from his wounds running down his body and saturating his clothes. Footsteps in the distance caused the distended floors to creak and squeal. The weight of a body sliding the wood up and down rusty nails was like an abrupt, inhuman shriek. Solomon waited as still as a statue, listening to where the sound came from and, more importantly, where it was going.

	The noise of old hinges screaming as a door was opened in the opposite direction caused him to whip his head back. They were on both sides of him now. He was running out of places to go.

	Solomon quietly made his way down an empty, unlit hallway to a set of stairs. He didn’t want to risk leaving the house and exposing himself in the yard outside. He feared they would see him from the window, or that they had left someone outside to keep watch. The people pursuing him were thorough and relentless.

	The basement of the house was pitch black. The power hadn’t worked in years, and there were no windows. There was one way in and one way out. All he had to do was stay out of sight until they were gone. He could hide from them down there. There were a hundred shadows, a hundred more dark corners, and concealed places. He could hide from the devil himself down there.

	He descended the steps without a sound. He was like a shadow, unseen and unheard. They would eventually come looking for him, but if he stayed hidden, they would give up. They had to.

	Something thumped, and the sound was much closer than he expected. They would reach the stairs soon, and he needed to be elsewhere. He was good at hiding. They knew that, though.

	The basement was partially finished. There were many rooms down there and a maze of hallways were littered with clutter. It had become something of a dump over the years, the forgotten corner of a forgotten spot, layered with memories of a dozen people’s lives.

	The basement dated from a time when nobody had basements. Before the invention of the steam shovel, it was almost unheard of for someone to dig out a foundation under their home. It must have taken many laborers weeks to clear the space under the house when it was built.

	This was no mere root cellar. This was a fully functional floor with stone walls. It was made with a purpose. Later owners had no idea what that purpose was, but Solomon knew. Dark intent was worked into the building’s structure from the ground up. He knew the basement was a good place to hide because it had been built as a place to hide things.

	Boxes were stacked to the ceiling in some places, and there were shelves full of ancient lamps, dusty dinner sets, rusted tools, and crumbling books. Other corners were piled with decayed heaps of fabric, what had once been drapes and tablecloths and even tapestries. A fortune of ruin had been hidden away in the darkness, now home to dust and mildew and memories no one remembered.

	Solomon weaved through the detritus looking for a spot where no one would think to look. A furnace was down there somewhere, and a well that was hundreds of years old. Hidden away behind a secret shelf, there was even a room where the stone walls had long ago been stained brown with the blood of too many people whose screams were never heard by those upstairs.

	More hinges screamed, the door at the top of the basement stairs this time. Solomon moved faster, his eyes searching in the blackness of that horrible place until he settled on a passage that allowed for quick movement between rooms when someone didn’t want to be seen. A secret passage once used to give a person the ability to spy unseen on the occupants down there.

	Solomon crouched low and hid as best as he could. No one would know where to find him. No one alive knew of the passages, nor had anyone known about them for a century.

	He heard the creak of footsteps coming down the stairs. Heavy feet, straining the wood as they descended. The stairs were weak and had not seen much use in decades.

	Two people, Solomon thought. Maybe a third. He was unsure how many were in the house.

	Once in the basement, they moved about quietly. The stone floor offered little opportunity for Solomon to hear his pursuers coming. He had to trust that they would have no luck in their hunt. He hadn’t left a trail; he never did. He hadn’t understood how they’d tracked him so far. How they’d tracked any of them.

	Solomon strained to hear them. The hidden passage muffled sound, the thick stone providing insulation from the outer world in more ways than one. He had to trust that he would be fine.

	He was alone now for the first time in a very long time. He couldn’t remember the last time he had been by himself. The image refused to come to his mind. There was no time or place he could recall when he had been alone. The others had always been with him.

	There was a time when he wasn’t in the house. He knew it in the way he knew the sun was on the other side of the world at night. Because he’d been told and because it made sense. But he had no proof. He had no firsthand experience. He couldn’t remember ever being anywhere else. Not anymore.

	Something metallic tapped on a wall. Solomon resisted the urge to move. Fear was there, buried in his gut like a living thing. He wanted to flee, to run from the house and across the yard to the distant trees. He wanted to run until he found that sun on the far side of the world, in some distant land he’d only read about long in the past. But that could never be. He was trapped.

	The metallic thing tapped again. One, two, three times, like someone testing the stone. Solomon stayed where he was and waited. They weren’t close yet. They were just looking. They were thorough; it was what they did.

	When the strangers first arrived in the house, Solomon didn’t know who they were or what they wanted. But he had always been cautious. He wasn’t angry or confrontational. He held back and listened as they confronted Brewster.

	Brewster owned the house. Or he had a long time ago. He still liked to think it was palatial, a mansion worthy of fine people with good social graces and solid upbringings. He never saw it as a rundown trash heap. And he hated trespassers.

	Brewster approached them right away. threatened and howled like a wild animal. And they tore his head from his body.

	Solomon had not seen anything like it in all his years. It was quick and so nonchalant, like no one even cared. Brewster’s head came off like a cork in a wine bottle.

	Chaos erupted then, and Solomon was not the sort to waste time. He had always been quick on his feet. So he fled. One didn’t stop to ask for an explanation from people who removed heads, they just ran. So he ran.

	He had heard them catch up with Lottie and how she begged for help for all of three seconds before her voice cut off with a sudden and final abruptness. He hadn’t seen her, but there was no mistaking the sound. He knew he would never see her again.

	These people, whoever they were, had come to destroy everyone in the house. They came to kill; it was as simple as that. They were hunters. And now he was the only one left.

	More clicking. It was closer now—tap, tap, tapping its way. Was it some kind of tool? Did they have a way to see inside the walls? Surely not. It was impossible. But he would have thought pulling Brewster’s head off was impossible, too.

	He trusted his hiding place. He trusted his ability to be unseen and unheard. He was a shadow. He was a whisper. He was nothing. They would not find him.

	Footsteps drew closer in the hallway beyond the passage. Only a wall of stone separated them.

	“Reading a heat sink,” someone beyond the wall said. Solomon made no sound. They would not find him.

	“Bearing?” another voice asked.

	Solomon was as still as the stone that surrounded him. He had no choice. He willed the strangers to move on, as though concentrating on the idea could force them away. They had to keep going.

	“Here.”

	The voice was close, as close as it could get, right on the other side of the wall.

	Something hit the stone hard, much harder than the tapping before. Mortar crumbled and stones fell inward. The end of a great, steel hammer burst through the wall above Solomon’s head, and he cursed. How had they found him?

	Solomon ran. His body passed through the stone of the wall, his eyes phasing briefly through gray nothingness and then coming out on the far side in a new passageway. It had been a long time since he had been afraid of anything. Since before he had died. But the things the strangers could do to the dead were unheard of.

	He left behind the two men who had tracked him into the wall. Whatever modern technology they had or unique abilities, he didn’t care. They could find him even when he was hidden, so he needed to get away. He needed to find a place where they couldn’t go no matter what they had with them.

	Solomon exited the next passage and appeared before the basement stairs once more. He would have to leave the house. It had been many years since he left the house, and he could only go so far. He was rooted to the house like all the others had been, even Brewster. But he still had options. There were still places he could go away from the house that might offer salvation.

	One of the strangers had waited behind. She stood at the base of the steps, and when Solomon appeared in front of her, she smiled at him.

	“Get out of my way,” he ordered.

	When Solomon had died, it had been the result of an attack by Brewster. The ghost had been in the house much longer than Solomon. He had tricked Solomon into thinking a window was a doorway. He had caused a pane of heavy glass to fall and nearly slice the top of Solomon’s head clean off.

	As a spirit, he was cursed with the brutal wounds he had received in life. The massive gash across his head bled eternally. He left a trail wherever he went. Thick, red blood followed him in a river, though it soon faded away in his absence.

	Standing still, the gaping wound above his eyes exposed his skull and brain within. Blood flowed like a sheet down his face, and the image was terrifying. He could make it worse when he tried. He could make the blood of the living run cold as his gushed down his face in a torrent, the pools at his feet moving as though they had a life of their own, seeking the warmth of living flesh.

	“Or what?” the woman asked.

	She carried no tools like the men, no technology or machines. There was a pistol in a holster at her side, but she did not draw it. Instead, she maintained her smile, waiting for Solomon to reply.

	“I just want to leave,” the ghost said, easing back on the intimidation. He did not have time to scare or harm the woman. He just wanted to go. “I don’t want trouble with any of you.”

	“Hey,” the woman said, her smile turning sympathetic. “I get it.”

	She reached out and rested a hand on Solomon’s shoulder. He stared at it, unable to account for how he could feel her flesh touching his. It was neither warm nor cold, but there was a sense of pressure, something he had not felt in his entire existence as a ghost. She could touch him.

	Her hand closed into a fist, bunching up Solomon’s blood-stained shirt, and she yanked him off-balance toward her. She was swift as she turned aside, using the momentum of his sudden shift to throw him to the ground at her feet.

	“I don’t want to hurt anyone,” Solomon called out as he hit the ground at the base of the stairs.

	“I do,” she replied.

	The amusement in her voice was striking, cold, and terrifying. Solomon was face-down at the base of the steps, and the woman was quick to jump on him. He could feel her weight pinning him down. He felt a knee in his back and then hands on his head. He struggled to move, to right himself, but he was unable to. She was too strong, and he didn’t understand how.

	Solomon felt her hands on his head. She forced it to turn, jerking it quickly. There was a crunching sound and something broke. The woman twisted his head all the way around and he tried to scream, not in pain but in shock and terror, only nothing came out.

	Her hands pushed down harder on either side of his skull. He heard it beginning to break, a single crack, and then he heard nothing else.

	 

	***

	 

	Tully and Kraft were loading the back of their truck with gear while Beatrix smoked a cigarette outside of the house. She was trying to get the smell of the basement out of her nose, a mix of rotten fabric and mold that clung like a mask on her flesh.

	Lanthimos came out of the house carrying his case and paused next to her. He balanced the aluminum on the rickety banister and popped it open, reaching inside to pull something out.

	“Yours,” he said, holding out a smashed pocket watch. She held the cigarette between her lips and plucked it from the thin man’s hand. The inner workings were mangled and fused in some places. Springs and gears and tiny rods were bent and warped, and the glass from the face was all but gone.

	She guessed the watch was at least a hundred and fifty years old, maybe older. Beatrix was hardly an expert in antiques. Most of what she knew was from what she did, stuff that had rubbed off over the years.

	“Nice. Last one?” she asked.

	“Solomon Zaslav,” Lanthimos said, reading from a notebook. “Owner from eighteen sixty-two until eighteen seventy-seven.”

	“Murdered?”

	“Accident,” he said. “Window fell on his head.”

	She laughed and tossed the watch back at him. He caught it awkwardly but managed to not drop it.

	“Put it with the other crap. We’ve got to get going. Next stop is Manchester.”

	Lanthimos did as instructed, dropping the watch back in the case with other destroyed items before closing the case.

	Beatrix quickly finished her cigarette and then flicked the butt at the house’s broken front door. She was ready to find a bar and have a drink.


Chapter 1: A Stranger

	 

	The bell above the door jingled as someone entered the shop. James Moran intended to lift his head and see who it was, but he was caught up reading a document about a ghost that had haunted a Shinto shrine in Japan. It was said to have decapitated more than one hundred people at the turn of the previous century. It was a firsthand account from a Shinto kannushi, and the entire account was written in remarkable detail while being simultaneously even-handed and neutral of language in a way he’d never encountered. It was spellbinding.

	“Welcome to Moran and Moran,” he said without looking up.

	“Hard at work, Mr. Moran?” a familiar voice said playfully.

	James looked up in time to see Brent, the neighborhood postman, put a stack of letters and several small parcels on the counter. Brent had come into the shop almost daily for about five years. They never had long conversations, and James didn’t even know the man’s last name. But they were always cordial in the way people are when they see each other regularly and had developed a casual familiarity in their interactions.

	“Always, Brent. You?”

	“The mail never stops,” the man said. “Got two you need to sign for today.”

	James frowned as Brent handed him an electronic pad and a stylus pen so he could sign his name on a touch screen. He didn’t like signing his name using such gadgets as it never looked like his real signature, and he felt like it cheapened the process. But it was a small thing to worry about, nothing more than a pet peeve that he never voiced to anyone else, but he still thought of it every time he had to sign for a new package.

	“See you around,” Brent said, taking the electronic pad away.

	“Yes, have a good day,” James said, absently looking over the new mail.

	He was eager to get back to the tale of the Shinto spirit, but he felt like it was probably a better idea to at least look over the mail he’d received in case there was anything pressing he needed to take care of.

	The stack of envelopes included several bills, notices, and solicitations for services he had no interest in. Instead, he focused his attention on the two packages, neither of which were expected.

	The first was an overstuffed manila envelope, and the interior was full of images of various antiques. The letter that accompanied it was from Mrs. Aubrey Kazmarek, a client of the antique side of the business who had a bad habit of sending clippings of all the antiques she came across that she wanted. Many of the items were of historical significance and impossible for anyone to own, but she still sent them no matter how many times James assured her she could not buy pieces from palaces or museums.

	The second package came from someone James did not recognize. E. Pearl in Manchester was the return address. James might have known them, but it didn’t ring a bell.

	The phone drew his attention from the package, and he set it aside. After his call, James found his way back to the story of the Shinto ghost and forgot about the parcel until it was time to close shop at around five in the afternoon.

	He took the package and the rest of his mail into his office at the back of the store and set it on his desk. He filed away the important mail in the appropriate places and shredded the rest for recycling. He included Mrs. Kazmarek’s photos of well-known antiquities in his recycling pile.

	The Manchester package did not weigh much, and it was compact. He opened it and pulled out a small box, the sort someone might use to house a locket as a gift. There was no note attached and nothing to indicate who E. Pearl was or what they wanted.

	Suspicious, James placed the sealed box on his desk. It was not unheard of for people to send him haunted items. In fact, it happened often. But when it happened, it was nearly always prefaced by a call, or some arrangement that required prior notice.

	James crossed the room and took a heavy, flat box off a shelf near his filing cabinet. There was nothing outwardly remarkable about the box. It was plain, made from pine, and had a very basic latch on it. But the box was heavy because of the lead plates that lined the inside. From time to time, he used it to store small, haunted items when they needed to be transported without the ghost attached to them causing a fuss.

	With the lead-lined box open on his desk, James carefully loosened the top of the small box he’d received and dumped the contents into the lead receptacle. His hand rested on the lid, ready to drop it at the slightest provocation. The weight of the lead plate on top would make it slam shut in the blink of an eye if anything threatened him.

	A single silver dollar dropped from the box with a clink onto the lead plate. The coin was old, dented, and tarnished, and it was stamped with the year 1902. It was probably worth thirty dollars. He could see nothing special about it, and as an antique, it was not worth his time. But he already knew that was not why it had been sent to him.

	The room was still. He waited a beat to see if anything would materialize, but nothing happened. He tentatively reached out his hand and let the tips of his fingers hover above the coin. The temperature change was subtle but noticeable. The coin was unnaturally cold. The hallmark of a haunted item.

	“You have a choice, friend,” James said, pulling his hand away. “I can seal you in this lead box and maybe unearth you in a year or two if I remember you’re in there, or you can come out now and let me know why you were sent here.”

	He waited for a reply, and for a tense moment, he thought the ghost might choose imprisonment. But it only lasted a moment.

	“Please, Mr. Moran. I’m just looking for help.”

	The ghost stood in the doorway to the office, a respectful distance from James. He manifested as a young man, probably in his early twenties. His hair was chestnut brown and hung in loose curls, and James imagined there was a time when girls would have found him attractive. That time was probably before whatever had smashed in the left side of his face.

	The injury was substantial and hideous to look at. Something of either great mass or great speed had collided with the side of his head and crushed his skull. James saw fragments of skull and brain mixed with the blood and ruined flesh. It was one of the more graphically unpleasant injuries he’d seen in a spirit, and he’d seen many.

	“Okay. And you are?” James asked.

	“My name is August,” the ghost replied. His voice was gentle and reminded James of one of those boy-band singers kids seemed to be into. Or they had at one time; he wasn’t sure if that was still a cultural phenomenon. The ghost’s accent was from New England, but not very pronounced. “I used to be part of a collection that belonged to Benedict Winston.”

	James didn’t react except to nod slightly. Benedict Winston was a name he recognized. The old man lived in Manchester and had been an occasional client of James’.

	Winston was not as wealthy as other collectors of haunted items, and he didn’t obsess over it as much as some did. Years ago, he had purchased a couple of items from James but nothing significant. He was not one of those men who wanted to have the ghost of Lincoln or an ancient king. He was more interested in what a ghost did, or was good at, in life.

	James had provided him with one spirit that was passingly good at playing chess, and another that had once been a Broadway actor. Winston wanted someone who could perform Shakespeare for him. But James was not familiar with the ghost speaking to him.

	“I haven’t heard from Mr. Winston in about ten years,” James said.

	August nodded.

	“No, sir. He had stopped collecting some time back. I think he had as many friends as he felt he needed.”

	“Friends?” James asked.

	August smiled almost sheepishly.

	“Well, sure. We were his companions. He was a lonely man. He liked to play chess and watch movies. I taught him how to cook.”

	“You cook?”

	“I was a chef. I trained in France for two years. Never won a James Beard Award or anything, but I could make a good ceviche, and Mr. Winston enjoyed my recipe for Beef Wellington.”

	“Interesting,” James said. “But I noticed you refer to him in the past tense.”

	August nodded, the gesture causing blood to flow more freely from the wound on his left side. While James watched, the drops ran down the ghost’s face and then faded away before they dripped from his jaw to his shoulder.

	“Mr. Winston is dead. That’s why I came to you for help. The people who killed him are looking for me.”

	James had never been close with Winston, but he seemed a nice enough man. He was in his seventies when James knew him and had a strange, almost childlike curiosity about the world of the dead. It made some sense that he had collected spirits to be his friends. He was socially awkward and probably didn’t relate well with living people.

	As far as James knew, Winston didn’t have any family. He’d never married, had no children, and seemed to live exclusively off money that he’d made from investments many years earlier. His life was devoted to his hobbies, and he seemed very fulfilled by that.

	“Who killed him?” James asked.

	“He called them… Harvesters? The Harvesters? He knew them somehow. I heard them talking before it happened,” August explained.

	“It wasn’t just one person that killed him?”

	The ghost shook his head.

	“Five that I saw. I ran when I saw what was happening. They didn’t just kill Mr. Winston, they killed almost everyone. They were after all of us,” he said, his voice low as though he feared someone might overhear.

	“What does that mean? Who else was killed?”

	“The other ghosts. Mitchell and Otani and Silva. They killed them all.”

	August had grown very quiet. He had yet to move from the doorway to the office, and more than his words, his body language showed the fear he felt. Though James was not sure what August had witnessed, it had shaken him.

	“I’m afraid I’ll need you to explain that to me. These... Harvesters, they killed ghosts?” James said.

	August nodded, staring at the coin in the lead box.

	“They had tools. Machines of some kind. They were tracking us. Hunting us. And there was a woman. She was the only one I saw do it. She caught up with Otani. That was the chess player; do you remember her?”

	“I do,” James said. He vaguely recalled the name, but the ghost was one James had found for Winston. She was exceptionally good at chess and seemed to have little interest in much else. Winston was thrilled with her.

	“Otani saw Winston dead, and she was so angry. She was cursing them out, and I’d never seen her angry. But this woman approached her, and she touched her. She laid hands on her. I’d never seen anything like it. She took Otani’s face in her hands. It almost looked tender for a moment, like she was going to kiss her. But then her arms tensed and flexed.”

	“You’re sure this woman could physically touch the spirit?” James asked.

	August met James’ gaze.

	“Oh yes. She tensed, and Otani screamed but only for a second. And then, her head crumbled. Her body just burst, you know? Came apart. And then she was gone. The living woman killed her. Have you ever seen anything like that?”

	James did not answer. He needed to learn more from August.

	But of course he had seen something like that before.


Chapter 2: Escape

	 

	“How did you get away?” James asked.

	August shook his head and looked at the coin.

	“Winston didn’t keep that with the rest of them. Everything was in a safe in his office, but the coin was in his car. He used to take me shopping so I could help him pick ingredients. I ran when they were killing everyone. I ran as far as I could go, and I hid for a day. The safe was cleared out when I got back. They’d taken everything. But I knew they’d be back, so I had to leave.”

	“How did you accomplish that? I’ve never seen a ghost mail itself,” James said.

	“Mrs. Pearl. She’s our neighbor. She could see us. We found out by accident many years ago. Mr. Winston talked to her and introduced us, and eventually, she came to understand I’m not as awful as I look. I helped her cook sometimes.”

	“I see,” James said. “You directed her to the coin.”

	“I told her to find your address. I’d heard Mr. Winston talking to you in the past. When he got Otani and Silva. I knew you knew about us, and you could help ghosts get from one place to another. You’re the only person I could think of to help me. They’re still looking for me. They might have killed Mrs. Pearl too if I stayed with her. I need you to hide me.”

	James nodded, considering the ghost’s words. He was confident enough now that the ghost was not going to be dangerous. He pulled his chair and sat down, contemplating what to do next. He didn’t think he would need to trap August in the lead box, but he still needed more information before he could decide what to do.

	“How do you know these Harvesters are still after you? Why would they be?”

	“They came for us. I heard them arguing with Mr. Winston before he was killed. They wanted all of us.”

	“They said that? Precisely?”

	“They were there to hunt us, the ghosts. They didn’t even know Mr. Winston. I think one of them did, but the woman and the others didn’t even care that he was there. Then they just shot Mr. Winston. It was us they wanted.”

	James had heard of people seeking out ghosts; that was not unusual. There were many dangerous collectors in the world, people who engaged in shady and underhanded practices to get what they wanted. Some, like the Cult of the Endless Night, seemed to have no qualms about committing theft or murder to achieve their goals. But the Harvesters were something new. He had not even heard chatter of such a group through his usual contacts.

	“You said these Harvesters destroyed the spirit Otani. Did they capture some of the others?”

	“They were hunting us, Mr. Moran. It wasn’t about catching; it was what you said—destroying. They wanted
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