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Chapter 1: The First Storm

	 

	“Do you know when you’ll be home?” Gwen switched her phone from her left ear to her right as she set the ballerina music box on Cleo’s dresser and peeked at the baby. Cleo lay on her back, mouth open slightly as she slept.

	The ballerina danced to the tune of the Nutcracker Suite, and Gwen smiled at the gift which her mother-in-law had dropped off in the morning before the storm had started.

	“No babe, I don’t.” Mark’s voice revealed how tired he was. “They did that stupid ‘all-call’, and they say we’re about to get eight to ten inches of snow in Nashua. City won’t cut us loose and, well, we need the money if we’re going to do that addition in the spring.”

	“I know.” Gwen left the baby’s room and closed the door, walking to the small living room. She settled on the couch and looked out of the sliding doors at the snow falling. “My brother said he’d come over in the morning and blow out the driveway for us.”

	Mark chuckled. “Tell him I said thanks. I owe him a six-pack.”

	“Don’t encourage him.” She shuddered. “He drinks that nasty Natty Ice.”

	“Yeah, I know. Oh, crap, my driver needs me. We have to put chains on the tires. We’re going up into the Bicentennial neighborhood, and it’s nothing but hills up there.”

	“Okay. I love you.”

	“Love you, too, babe. See you in the morning. Kiss Cleo for me.”

	“I will.” She ended the call and plugged her cellphone back into the charger. Gwen yawned and glanced at the clock. It was only nine at night, but she was beyond exhausted. She hadn’t slept well since the baby was born, and her ob-gyn had recently told Gwen that she was suffering from postpartum depression.

	Think of it this way, her ob-gyn had told her at the last appointment. Your lack of sleep and the depression put your brain function at a level equivalent to being drunk. Everything you do is going to suffer accordingly. Your ability to make appropriate decisions, to recognize danger, all of it will be significantly impaired. I know you don’t want to take any medication, Gwen, but you’re going to need to.

	Gwen shook her head. I can’t remember if I tied my shoes, but I can remember every damned word of that conversation.

	Still, she had rejected the medication. Gwen hated medicine. She loathed taking even an aspirin for fear it might affect her badly. Thanks, Mom, for giving me that fear.

	But there was another reason why she didn’t want to take anything.

	She might not hear the baby cry.

	Gwen sighed, leaned forward, picked up the Roku remote and turned on the television. When the menu came up, she thumbed through the choices until she got to Netflix. She yawned again and wondered what she should watch. More than likely, she knew she would end up falling asleep on the couch within an hour. The baby monitor would let her know if Cleo woke up and needed anything.

	Other than that, I think I’m about ready for a cup of hot chocolate and maybe something silly. Some comedy or something I’ve seen a hundred times.

	She spent almost half an hour searching through Netflix before deciding on a comedy special with Dave Chappelle. With her choice made, she got up and went into the kitchen to make her hot chocolate. It was the one sweet she allowed herself. She had gained nearly thirty pounds with Cleo and wanted to get rid of it.

	When the hot chocolate was finally ready, she carried it with her back to the couch, turned on the heating pad, and set it against her back as she settled in. The warmth soon penetrated her robe and worked at the knot in her muscles caused by carrying Cleo for most of the day. The baby hadn’t been feeling well, and she had needed almost constant comforting.

	I need it, too, Cleo, Gwen thought, sipping her drink. I was kind of hoping the snow would miss us so Daddy could be home tonight. But he’s right. We need the money.

	She pressed play on the remote and drank her hot chocolate, occasionally laughing at the hard truths the comedian spoke of so well. By the time she finished her drink, Gwen felt sleep tugging at her. She turned off the heating pad and unplugged it, but instead of going to bed, she stretched out on the couch, letting the show play out as she drifted in and out of sleep.

	She hadn’t realized she had dozed off until a plaintive wail caused her eyes to snap open. There was a shape visible in the snow on the other side of the sliding doors. Gwen had an innate fear of wild animals, and she was afraid of seeing a coyote or some other animal staring in at her.

	What she saw was worse.

	A little girl, perhaps ten years old or so, stood in the snow, her eyes wide and terrified. The girl was thin and sickly, wearing nothing more than a nightshirt. There was a flush to her cheeks and her lips, as though she had been running.

	Gwen sat up, and the little girl, after glancing around her in what seemed to be fear, mouthed the word, Please.

	Then, before Gwen could answer, the girl’s head jerked to the left, and a look of pure terror filled her face. The child shook her head violently, held up her hands and backed away into the darkness. Gwen lost sight of her in the snow, but a moment later there was a scream that shook her.

	Snatching up her phone, Gwen yanked the charger out and slipped her boots on. She was dialing 911 by the time she reached the slider and unlocked it. Pushing the door open, she stepped out onto the snow-covered patio and scanned the darkness for the child as emergency services answered.

	“Yes, my name is Gwen.” She was about to continue when the call cut off. Confused, she looked at the phone and found it was dead. She stared at it, dumbfounded, and then shivered as a scream erupted from the woods a short distance behind her house. Gwen glanced back at her home and felt terror sweep over her.

	An overwhelming fear for her baby exploded in her heart, but at the same time, she knew the little girl in the woods was fighting for her life. The scream was proof of that.

	Gwen looked down at the dead phone in her hand. I need a flashlight. She ran back inside and retrieved the small LED flashlight Mark left in a drawer in the side table.

	They’ll send a cruiser to investigate the call, she thought. They always do. Just in case something happened to the person who phoned in. I bet they’re trying to reach me right now. The baby’s safe. I can look, at least to the edge of the yard. Try to see where the girl went.

	Another scream shook her, and Gwen started toward the trees. I can’t leave her out here when she’s in danger!

	Panic and fear for the child drove her forward through the heavy snow. She wiped her face repeatedly as large snowflakes clung to her lashes and gathered in her hair. When she reached the tree line, Gwen paused and listened.

	“Please, please don’t hit me anymore. I won’t run away again.”

	The child’s voice was faint, then she shrieked again. Gwen ground her teeth together and ignored the cold as she entered the forest. A curious stillness wrapped around her as she shivered, the branches of saplings breaking and snapping as she broke open a path. In a matter of moments, Gwen realized she would be lost if she didn’t find some way to see where the girl had gone.

	I can’t call for her, Gwen thought. Whoever it is will do something to her. Maybe even kill her. Who is she? I’ve never seen this girl before. Oh hell, is she part of some trafficking ring?

	She shuddered with a mixture of horror and revulsion at the idea of it, and despite the cold, her resolve hardened.

	I’m going to rescue that girl.

	Gwen pushed on, eyes scanning the ground for some sign of the girl’s passage through it. The snow lay unbroken around her. She stared at it, unable to make sense of what she was seeing. The child whimpered, and the sound, Gwen realized, came from off to the left. Altering her course, she continued toward where she thought the girl was. Gwen climbed over a fallen tree, and as she tried to step down, her foot slipped. She scrambled and tried to grasp the wood, but her hands failed to find any sort of purchase. Her skin scraped away, and she landed hard on the snow-covered ground.

	Trying to sit up and get to her feet, Gwen paused as she heard a soft snap. It was followed by a crack reminiscent of a shotgun blast as the ground dropped out beneath her, and she found herself falling.

	She plummeted ten feet, falling through a cluster of branches to a small gulley and landing with a crash as something hard and unyielding smashed into her back. Gwen tried to scream, but the pain in her lungs was unbearable, worse even than childbirth had been.

	Cleo and the girl! Gwen thought, trying vainly to move. Fear for the children exploded within her heart as adrenaline pumped through her.

	As the knowledge of her failure merged with the pain of her injuries, Gwen saw the girl appear from behind a nearby tree.

	There was no sense of fear on the child’s face, only curiosity and amusement.

	“Help me.” Gwen gasped out the words and reached feebly toward her.

	The girl crouched in the snow close to Gwen, but not near enough for Gwen’s questing hand to touch her.

	“In my house, my baby. Go help my baby.” The words were torn from her throat, terror for her child forcing them out despite the agony pumping through her. In her mind’s eye, she saw her Cleo sleeping, peaceful and loving. She sobbed for her baby.

	The child tilted her head to one side, as if listening, then said, “No. People will be coming for you. They’ll be looking for you, but someone will be with the child. I don’t have time for her. Just you.”

	The girl smiled. “You’re dying. Did you know that?”

	“I can’t.” Gwen struggled for the words. “My baby.”

	“You can. Everyone can. I did. It’s not that bad.” The child’s smile broadened into a grin. “But it can be bad. I like making it hurt. Do you want to see?”

	Gwen shook her head, terror swelling anew within her breast. As the child crouched down, leaned forward and reached for her, Gwen caught sight of the forest through the girl.

	“What are you?” Gwen whispered, trying to twist her head away from the child’s outstretched hands.

	“I’m dead,” the child laughed. “And soon, you’ll be dead, too.”

	Gwen’s screams were muffled as the girl wrapped her small, cold hands around her throat and squeezed.


Chapter 2: Owning Again

	 

	Dan stepped out of the bathroom and blinked tiredly as he looked around his bedroom. It was still strange to have a room of his own again. While he had lived in the back of the old schoolhouse, it hadn’t felt his.

	This does, he thought. There was no joy with the understanding that he owned the home, for the simple fact of the matter was that he only owned it because Mary Kines had died. And died badly at that. He shook his head and walked to the nearest window, taking hold of the shade and giving it a gentle tug to ease it up to the top of the frame. Only after he had let go did Dan look outside, and he stopped, surprised at what he saw.

	Snow was falling heavily, and it seemed as though well over a foot had accumulated since he had gone to bed the previous evening.

	I guess I should have paid attention to the weather, he thought. Is there a shovel in the shed? How am I going to clear the path to the front door?

	Dan hadn’t heard from his children for three days, and he was concerned that they might try to stop by and be thwarted by the lack of access to his new home. He frowned and winced. The tooth which had been broken in the fight with Olivia was another voice in the chorus of pain in his mouth. So many broken teeth that he had yet to see a dentist for. He went back into the bathroom, opened his mouth, and peered into the mirror, trying to catch sight of the new tooth.

	There’s no use, he thought, closing his mouth and leaving the room again. I have to go to the dentist.

	He cringed at the thought. Dan hated the dentist. It was the one place his mother had been happy to take him. She enjoyed his suffering.

	It’s not the dentist’s fault my mother was insane, he told himself, but regardless as to how much he understood the statement, the child in him recoiled at the idea of sitting in the chair and allowing someone to probe in his mouth. Even if it was to make him feel better.

	I don’t have a choice.

	Sighing, Dan left his room and went down to the kitchen. He made his breakfast, and by the time it was ready, Eli entered. The dead boy smiled wanly at Dan as he walked to a window and peered outside.

	“How are you, Eli?” Dan glanced at the dead child, then carried his breakfast to the small kitchen table and sat down.

	“I am sad, Dan.”

	He looked up at Eli. “What’s wrong?”

	The dead boy looked over his shoulder at him. “I miss the snow. It was always my favorite. Playing in it with my cousins. The snow was always nice. Too cold at times, but always nice. Did you enjoy the snow?”

	“As a boy?”

	Eli nodded.

	“No, not particularly.”

	“Why?”

	Dan’s shoulders sagged. “My mother, of course.”

	 

	***

	 

	The snow fell in huge flakes past his window, and Dan knew what was coming. He pulled on his jeans over his pajama bottoms, and then two pairs of socks. Listening for his mother, Dan put on a long-sleeved shirt over his pajama top, and then a sweater over that shirt. He felt stiff and uncomfortable, but he knew what she was going to do. What she had done since he had turned four.

	He heard the whisper of her feet on the stairs, and he hastily stuffed his hat down the front of his shirt. Dan tugged on his too-large boots and crammed a pair of mittens into each one, wincing as he did so. Dan had lied to his grandmother, telling her he had lost the first pair. It was the only way he knew to keep warm.

	Dan heard the creak of the second stair from the top, and he sat down on the floor, picked up a toy car and pretended to examine the wheels as his mother stepped into the doorway. She wavered on her feet, blinking bleary-eyed at him.

	“Get up.”

	Dan dropped the car and stood, keeping his eyes downcast.

	“Get out of the house.”

	He waited until she stepped out of the doorway, and then he hurried by, shrinking away as she struck him in the back of the head. His skull throbbed as he staggered to one side, holding onto the wall and then grasping for the banister as he started down the stairs. He didn’t hear her behind him, but he increased his speed anyway, fearful that she would choose to follow him.

	From the second floor, he heard her swear and snarl, both sounds followed by a loud thump as she fell onto the landing, a sure sign that she had been drinking.

	She would be coming after him soon. His mother always did, especially when she had been drinking. If she caught him, she might strip his winter clothing away and throw him outside to suffer, or she might drag him into the bathroom and beat him for something imagined.

	Dan ran to the closet and jerked out his winter coat and scarf. He hesitated for a moment, then grabbed his father’s extra work coat. Dragging it behind him, he raced into the kitchen, saw a bottle of Coke and a box of Saltines, and snatched them up, too. He piled everything into his father’s coat, zipped it up, and then put on his jacket. From the upper floor came the sounds of his mother finally getting to her feet. Dan picked up his father’s coat, careful not to let anything spill out of either end.

	He made it to the back door before he heard the warning creak of the step, and then he was outside. The air was painfully cold, but he ignored it. He got down into the backyard and immediately turned toward the side of the house. Working his way up the side, he hesitated, then crossed the yard to the Browns’ house, where there was a hole in the lattice under their porch. He had hidden there before in bad weather.

	When he reached it, Dan scurried into the hole, moving quickly toward the center of the porch. In a far corner, he saw a pair of eyes watching him, and he realized it was a calico cat. He smiled and waved at it, then opened his father’s coat. Dan took out the stolen food, wrapped the scarf around his neck, and then removed his hat and mittens. Within a matter of minutes, he had his extra layers of clothes on, and he was wrapping himself in his father’s coat. For the first time in hours, Dan felt warm.

	He settled back and pulled the crackers and soda in closer to him. As he did so, Dan saw the cat stand up, stretch, and peer at him intently. Unsure as to what a cat might eat, he opened the box of crackers, took one out, and placed it on the ground beside him.

	The cat’s tail twitched back and forth as it approached him, its eyes watching warily. Dan didn’t move at all. The cat reached the cracker, leaned forward, and smelled it. A moment later, the animal stuck out its tongue, tasted the offered food, then took a small bite. As Dan watched, the cat let out a rolling purr and settled down to eat.

	Dan pulled the coat closer and opened the bottle of soda, stifling a giggle as the bubbles tickled his nose. He took small sips, enjoying the sweetness of it, and belched loud enough to startle the cat. Dan managed to coax it back with another cracker, and when he burped again, the cat did nothing more than swish its tail at him.

	When it finished eating, the cat came up to him, pushed at his father’s coat, and when Dan opened it slightly, the animal slipped in, climbing onto his lap and laying down. A sensation of warmth and happiness filled him, and Dan pulled the coat closed again. Despite the sugar racing through his system, he yawned and felt tired. He shut his eyes, then opened them again. Soon enough, his mother would look for him, and if she found his hiding spot, it would never be safe for him again.

	He listened to the cat purr and to the wind pick up. As time passed, he waited, growing anxious the longer his mother remained inside.

	Maybe she fell asleep, he thought, and then he heard the back door crash open, and his mother screamed his name.



	
Chapter 3: Pure Luck

	 

	Janet Ladd was on a back road, returning to Anger after having checked on one of her safety deposit boxes in a Manchester bank. The roads were plowed and salted, the rock salt popping loudly beneath the weight of the vehicle’s tires. She sang along to an older song on the radio, driving at the speed limit and making sure she wasn’t going to catch the eye of any State Trooper. After the death of Detective Evan Coffin, she wanted to keep a low profile. She didn’t want anyone in law enforcement remembering she even existed.

	Her idle daydreaming was cut short when she turned onto a side street and had to stomp on the brakes. Twenty or so cars lined the street, significantly cutting down on her ability to maneuver. Anger crept up within her as she watched people in dark, somber clothes make their way toward the various vehicles, and then Janet understood they were going to a funeral. A man in his late twenties, carrying a sleeping baby, staggered along with the expression of someone who had just been gut-shot. Several older men helped him get into the back of a limousine, and as Janet watched, curious as to who had died, another person caught her eye, but no one else’s.

	A girl, waif-thin and clad in an old nightshirt, wandered along unseen among the people. She stuck out her tongue, made faces and generally grinned at those who were oblivious to her presence.

	The girl looked sickly and pale, and Janet grinned, knowing full well that the girl was dead. Chuckling to herself, Janet shifted her car into park and let the engine run as the people finished getting into their cars. In a few minutes, everyone was settled, and the long caravan of mourners exited the street.

	The dead girl stayed for a moment longer after the last of the cars had driven away, and Janet watched which house the ghost went into. She pulled the car off to the side, then got out and hurried toward the building, pretending to be a frazzled mourner in case someone was watching. She doubted anyone was, but she didn’t want to risk it. The dead girl had made a point of watching the gathered mourners, and Janet thought she knew why.

	Reaching the house, she went around to the driveway and saw a side door. She stepped up to it as though she had every right to be there, then crouched down as if tying her shoe. Janet checked under the doormat, then beneath an old coffee can full of snow and cigarette butts. It was beneath the old Folgers can that she found what she had been looking for.

	She stood up, spare key in hand, and tried it on the lock.

	A grin spread across her face as the door opened for her. She stepped into a small kitchen and closed the door. Janet waited, and her patience was rewarded a moment later.

	The dead girl entered the kitchen.

	Janet remained where she was, tapping her chin with her forefinger as if trying to remember something. The dead girl grinned as she fixed her attention on Janet and stepped forward, brazen.

	Why wouldn’t you be? Janet thought, repressing a smile. You’ve never had anyone who could see you, I bet. Sure, maybe a couple of kids here and there. Maybe a dog or a cat. But not any adults. We’re few and far between, and you know that.

	Janet sighed and shook her head. She gave an exaggerated shiver as the room cooled noticeably, and the ghost smiled. The dead child moved until she was about a foot away from Janet and stuck out her tongue while making an ugly face.

	“It’ll freeze that way.”

	The ghost jumped back, her eyes wide with shock, and Janet let out a laugh as she locked gazes with her.

	“You can see me!” The dead girl’s voice was high with childish indignation.

	“Of course, I can see you. Goodness. If you hadn’t been doing the same thing to those people out there, I probably wouldn’t have noticed you.”

	The dead child’s eyes narrowed, and her brow furrowed. “You broke in.”

	“No, I found the key and let myself in. Big difference.” Not that the police would see it that way. Janet kept the thought to herself.

	“What do you want?” The ghost took a step back and eyed Janet warily.

	“Who did you kill?”

	The dead girl smirked. “The mother. She was stupid.”

	“How so?”

	“She thought I was alive.” The dead girl shrugged. “She tried to help me.”

	“How did you kill her?”

	“I suffocated her, but only a little.” The ghost wagged a finger at her. “Just a little. She was going to be dead from the cold anyway. And it didn’t look like she was breathing too well. So, I was just helping her.”

	“You don’t seem too happy about it.”

	The dead girl frowned and stomped her foot. “I’m not! I wanted to kill the baby after I had fun with its mother, but the police were here before I could do anything. Now, now they’re talking about moving away, and the father won’t let the baby out of his sight!”

	“You won’t go with them?”

	The dead girl shrugged.

	“Do you like to kill things?”

	The ghost looked at her. “Why do you want to know?”

	“Because there are times when I need people killed,” Janet explained. “Times when I need people hurt. It helps to have a strong ghost with me to do that.”

	The dead girl smirked. “You do?”

	Janet nodded.

	“Do you ever need children hurt?”

	Janet thought for a moment. I think this could work. I could have the child hurt Dan’s kids, and then, when I get called to task for it, I can blame the ghost. Not my fault, Bev, she’s just a little girl. She got carried away.

	Smiling, Janet nodded again. “Yes. In fact, I have two children in mind. A boy and a girl. Their father is difficult.”

	The dead child laughed. “I want to go with you.”

	“I’m Janet. What’s your name?”

	The ghost gave a curtsey. “I am Kristine Finch, and I am pleased to meet you.”

	Janet grinned. “Tell me, Kristine, what are you attached to?”

	“Follow me.” The dead girl turned and led the way out of the kitchen while Janet followed.


Chapter 4: Reflections

	 

	Dan sat on the stool in front of the workbench he had found in the basement. He had swept it clean, organized the tools in a fashion he found comfortable and plugged in a pair of old lamps that had been tucked away in a corner. There was a chill to the air, and not from the presence of Eli in the house.

	The oil furnace’s pipes were well-insulated and almost no heat escaped from them as they carried heat throughout the upper floors. Sitting in the basement, Dan was wrapped in a blanket as he sipped the last dregs of a cup of hot chocolate. He knew he should go upstairs, at least until he could get out and buy an electric heater to keep by the workbench. Dan suspected there would be more calls for him to capture and imprison whatever ghosts would be employed by Janet.

	At the thought of Janet, Dan shook his head. He had hoped and promised, when he had first been approached by the dead in Coffin Cemetery, that he would be able to return the displaced dead to their homes.

	I won’t be able to, not until Janet is gone and things have settled down. In the meantime, I’ll offer them sanctuary here. I don’t think Mary would have minded and I haven’t seen her ghosts around.

	He shivered, considered leaving the cold basement again, but shook his head. He couldn’t go upstairs. All he could think about was Evan Coffin.

	The detective had been a good man. Someone who had dedicated his life to helping others, and he had been killed for it. So, too, had the State Trooper, Andrea Harlan.

	Dan sighed and put his mug down on the workbench. He rubbed at his face, trying to work some heat into his skin.

	What am I doing? he asked himself. I know that there’s nothing I can do for him. Sitting in the cold isn’t going to make the world a better place. I won’t have any epiphanies down here that will give me all the answers I need to defeat Janet.

	He shook his head and stood up. Then he shrugged off the old blanket and set it on the workbench beside the mug before he went upstairs to the kitchen. Closing the door behind him, Dan made his way to the parlor and looked out at the snow. After the first storm, several more inches of snow had fallen, but he had found, not only a shovel in the shed, but a bucket of rock salt as well. The path to the front door was clean and free of snow, and before night fell, he would go and put down fresh salt.

	His stomach rumbled, reminding him that it was after twelve, and he needed to eat lunch.

	Walking back into the kitchen, he glanced at the old landline phone and wondered if his children would call him again.
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