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	Moving In

	Moving In Series Book 1


Chapter 1: The New House

	 

	Brian and Jenny stood on the porch of their new house and gazed at the stark New England farmland stretching out around them. The sun cast its last bit of light upon the yellowed grass, and a cold wind blew down from the north. There was a good chance of snow later in the evening. It would be the first of the season, the first in their new home, and Brian wasn’t looking forward to it.

	For all of his forty years Brian had lived in New Hampshire. Jenny, only three years younger, was a New Hampshire native too. But while Brian hated winter, Jenny had always enjoyed it.

	Winter was only part of why Brian was anxious though. The rest of his anxiety had been a result of living in the city, the stress of his job. That, and the heart attack. All of it had forced the move out to the country. Brian had downsized his workload and was going to run his clients’ security needs from a home office; once he had unpacked. But it didn’t make him happy to be out of the city.

	“What do you think?” Jenny asked, sliding her arm through his.

	“About what?”

	She looked up at him. “About this, all of this.”

	Brian smiled. “It’s pretty. It’s just strange to be out of the city.”

	“Manchester is a dive,” Jenny said. “I swear, it’s one step up from Lowell.”

	Brian didn’t say anything.

	“Come on, it’s not like we moved out of Boston,” she said after a minute.

	“I know,” Brian sighed. “I know. Anyway, what’s on the agenda for tomorrow?”

	“Tomorrow,” she said, pulling her phone out of her jacket pocket, “let’s see. Well, we have the plumber coming over at ten to give us an estimate on reworking the upstairs bath, and then we have a technician from J. Lawrence Hall coming in to make sure everything’s good with the furnace.”

	“Is that it?” Brian asked.

	“For house stuff, yeah,” she answered.

	“Good.”

	“What about work?”

	“Not much,” Brian answered. “I’m going to make sure the booster works for the Wi-Fi. All of the clients know they can reach me on the cell if necessary, and I’ll get over to a secure facility to check on their issues.”

	“No physical checks this week?”

	Brian shook his head. “Next week those will start back up.”

	“Good.”

	They stood for a few more minutes on the porch, watching the sun finish its descent behind the western horizon, and then Brian stretched. “Ready to go inside?”

	“Yeah.”

	Jenny led the way back into the house, Brian closing and locking the door behind them. He shrugged off his coat and hung it up in the hall closet that smelled decidedly like too many mothballs. Jenny did the same, except her nose didn’t wrinkle at the smell the way his did.

	Brian glanced around at the moving boxes stacked everywhere and tried not to think about the unpacking that lay ahead of them. He started to walk towards the kitchen and then stopped.

	“Babe,” he said.

	“Yeah?” Jenny asked, looking over her shoulder as she was closing the closet door.

	“Did you go in the basement?”

	“No,” she said. “Why?”

	“The basement door’s open.”

	The heavy door, which Brian had closed earlier in the day, was open. Only an inch or two, but it was open.

	He walked over, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. The house was warm enough, but by the door to the basement, it was cold, exceptionally cold, as if someone had left open the door to a walk-in freezer.

	Even the handle was cold to the touch.

	Brian closed the door and then gave the handle a gentle tug.

	It didn’t even rattle in the frame.

	He pulled harder, and still there was only a little movement.

	Beneath the old cut-glass handle was a keyhole, and Brian wondered if they had the key for that particular lock.

	“Do you think it opened on its own?” Jenny asked, walking over to stand beside him.

	“Maybe,” Brian said. “Do you have that ring of keys that was left with the house?”

	“It’s in the kitchen. I’ll go grab it.”

	Jenny left, and a minute later she called out, “Brian, did you move them off of the table?”

	“I never even touched them,” he called back.

	After a minute, she came back, shaking her head. “I must have put them someplace else.”

	“Okay,” Brian said, looking at the door again. “At least we have the house keys.”

	“Exactly. Do you want to get a fire going, and I’ll get us some wine?”

	Brian looked at Jenny and smiled. “Damn right, I do.”

	Jenny laughed and left the room to get the wine while Brian walked into the parlor, wondering where the keys might be.


Chapter 2: Danny Sullivan’s Hunting Trip

	 

	Danny was in the woods well after sunset. If a Fish and Game Conservation Officer caught him, he knew he would be royally screwed. But, from what he had heard at the Nashua Fish and Game Club, the officers had swept through Mont Vernon last week. Sure, they could change up their rhythm, but there had been a rumor of poaching in Greenfield. Danny was sure the officers would be working that area over the week.

	He stepped along the path, using night-vision goggles to follow the slim game trail. Another hundred yards or so, and he’d find his trail camera and figure out if anything was coming around the salt lick he’d put out the week before. Danny paused, shifted his deer rifle from his left shoulder to his right, and debated whether or not to stop and take a leak.

	Definitely shouldn’t have had those beers at Henry’s, Danny thought.

	Deciding he’d go later, and not anywhere the deer might catch wind of it, Danny continued on.

	A few minutes passed, and he came to the small clearing where he had set up his salt lick. His trail camera was still attached to the young elm tree he’d chosen, and Danny grinned. He opened the camera, pulled the SD card, and then dug his small digital camera out of the front pocket of his hunting jacket. Even with his gloves on, Danny managed to slide the SD card into the camera. A moment later, he flipped his goggles up and was accessing images from the trail.

	Most of the initial stills were just of a raccoon passing by, but then he caught one of a good sized doe. After that, he had a pair of does, and finally a buck with a six-point rack. He checked the time-stamps on the pictures and noticed they had all been taken between six and seven PM.

	It’s only quarter to six now, Danny thought with a grin. He scanned through a couple more pictures of the wandering raccoon, one of a border collie, and then he stopped, his breath catching in his throat.

	The picture showed a man. An old man with a large mustache and a broad-brimmed hat. He wore an old three-quarter length jacket and a pair of jeans with old boots, and he was staring at the deer lick.

	But Danny could see through him.

	The outline of the man was barely visible, and through the man, Danny could see the other side of the clearing and the distant dark shape of the old Kenyon house on the crest of a slight hill.

	What the hell? Danny thought, finally exhaling. He flipped through the next few pictures, but saw nothing else. Shaking his head, he turned his camera off, put his goggles back down, and returned the SD card to the trail camera.

	It was then he noticed there were lights on in the Kenyon house, which was another thousand yards across open ground. Danny remembered there had been talk down at Henry’s that somebody had bought the place.

	Turned out it was true.

	More luck to them, Danny thought.

	With a grunt, Danny walked around the edge of the glade, staying in the tree line until it cut away sharply to the right. His hide was there, and he settled down in it, getting his rifle set and making sure the safety was off. For a moment, he wondered if the new owners of the Kenyon house would be upset about him hunting on their property, and then he chuckled. He’d have a kill field dressed and ready to go long before anyone could get out to him.

	Getting comfortable, he waited, neither moving nor making any sort of sound. The slight pressure of beer on his bladder vanished as he focused on the salt lick.

	Minutes slid by, and Danny got in the hunting zone, perfectly happy to be doing nothing. He breathed easily, in through his nose and out through his mouth. He waited, watching.

	Soon he heard a soft crunch, the faintest of sounds. Silence followed, and then a few minutes later, the deer appeared. It was a doe, and while Danny would have liked the six pointer that had shown up before, he was happy with the animal in front of him.

	Lifting his goggles, Danny took a deep breath and slowly lowered his face to the stock of his rifle, the wood cold against his cheek. He looked through the night scope on the rifle. The built in light suppressor in the optics would ensure that the light of the shot wouldn’t blind him. Danny watched the doe amble cautiously up to the salt and start licking it.

	Smiling, he took careful aim at the shoulder of the animal, at the heart, and slowly squeezed the trigger.

	The recoil on the rifle was slight, the sound brutal in the stillness of the night. The doe leaped away in fright, managed a single long step, and fell to her side.

	The shot was clean.

	The doe was dead.

	Danny dropped his goggles into place, picked up the hot brass shell casing from the ground, slipped it into an outer pocket, and quickly collapsed the hide. He stuffed it into his shoulder bag and hurried back to the trail camera, undoing the Velcro strap and sliding the entire assembly into a side pocket on his pants. Shouldering his rifle, Danny jogged out to the doe. He dropped down to his knees, slipped his gutting knife out of its sheath on his belt, and got to work.

	A few minutes into it, Danny had the doe open and the offal tossed to one side, the smell of blood hot and stinking of iron in his nose.

	“Iron,” a voice whispered.

	Danny stiffened and looked around.

	He couldn’t see anything.

	Suddenly uncomfortable, Danny turned back to the doe and started working on the rest of the --

	“Salt,” the same voice whispered.

	Danny got up to his feet, took a couple of steps and looking around, he turned sharply and slipped in the doe’s innards.

	“Hell’s bells!” Danny swore, dropping the knife so he wouldn’t stab himself. He hit his head and knocked the goggles off into the doe’s stomach.

	“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he groaned, already feeling the blood seeping into his pants.

	“Iron and salt,” the voice whispered.

	Danny scrambled to his feet, slipping again in the bloody grass before he was able to stand. Twisting around, he found the speaker.

	It was the old man from the picture on the trail camera, but he was still just as see through.

	Danny felt a chill sweep over him as the old man looked at him with a pair of tired, hazel eyes.

	“Iron and salt,” the old man said once more. “Iron and salt.”

	Something unbearably cold wrapped around Danny’s heart, squeezing it mercilessly. Danny collapsed to the ground, falling onto his left side. Unable to move, unable to breathe, he heard the old man again.

	“Iron and salt.”

	Danny’s vision slowly collapsed, the old man’s face the last thing he saw.


Chapter 3: Brian and Jenny in the House

	 

	“What the hell was that?” Jenny asked, looking up from her crochet.

	Brian looked up from his book, blinked, and reran the sound through his head. “Sounded like a rifle.”

	“That was close by,” she sighed. She looked back down at the scarf she was making.

	“Yeah,” Brian said. “Probably somebody poaching on our land. At least it’s not some dumbass doing a drive-by with some cheap SKS on South Willow in Manchester.”

	“True,” Jenny said. She looked over at him. “Are you going to check it out in the morning?”

	Brian shook his head. “In about half an hour. If they did get something, I want to give them plenty of time to get it ready to move. After that, I’ll go out there, make a lot of noise, bring the big LED flashlight. More than likely, they’ll see me and hear me. Should cut down on any more poaching. If it doesn’t, well, I’ll fire off a few shots myself next time, let them know we’re not playing around.”

	“Sounds good to me.” Jenny grinned, blowing him a kiss.

	Brian grinned and went back to his book, finishing off his second glass of wine and a few more chapters in the Dumas biography he was reading. Thirty minutes later, the mantle clock, which was one of the few items that had been unpacked, struck seven. Brian put his book down and stood up, stretching. He took his phone off of the side table, slid it into his back pocket, and walked to the hall closet.

	The basement door was open again.

	Frowning, he closed it, calling out to Jenny, “Hey, the basement door was open again. We’ll have to get a new lock or something for it.”

	“Okay,” she called back. “I’ll put it on the list.”

	Brian went to the closet, dug his coat out, and took a flashlight from the bug-out bag on the closet floor. “Be back in a little while. See if I can find anything.”

	“Be safe.”

	“I will,” he answered. Brian turned on the porch light, opened the door, and walked out into the cold night air. After he closed the front door, Brian stood on the porch for a few moments, getting adjusted to the cold.

	It felt good.

	He could smell the wood smoke from the fireplace, and under it, Brian could smell snow in the air. The sky was clear, the stars sharp and bright. The moon was nothing more than a sliver, but that too shone brightly. From somewhere nearby, possibly the old barn at the edge of their property, Brian heard an owl calling out.

	I might get used to this, he thought. There was a definite lack of ambient noise but it felt good, in a strange way.

	Nodding to himself, Brian put on his gloves, turned on the flashlight, and walked down the stairs and onto the front lawn. He closed his eyes and once more replayed the sound in his head, remembering where he had been sitting in the house.

	Not the front, he thought. Not the sides. Straight back, towards the woods.

	With the flashlight illuminating his steps, Brian walked around the side of the house, the grass crackling beneath his sneakers. He kept a steady pace, moving farther away from the house. The tree line was perhaps a thousand yards from the back door, and he suspected he might find the remains of a deer there. It would be the best place to wait. The deer wouldn’t go out too far from the tree line, not since it was still hunting season.

	The open fields would be too dangerous for them.

	As Brian neared the treeline, he swept the flashlight from left to right and back again, looking for any indication someone had been around. Then, at the edge of the flashlight’s range, he caught a glimpse of a salt lick and something on the ground. Brian frowned.

	A deer had been baited and shot.

	As he got closer to the salt lick, though, he realized there were two shapes on the ground, and while one was definitely a deer, the other shape was dressed in woodland camouflage.

	“Oh shit,” Brian said out loud. He broke into a trot, careful of his footing on the grass, knowing the treads on his sneakers were a little too smooth for good traction.

	In a minute, he reached the body. The dead man was lying on his side in a mess of congealing blood offal. A rifle hung loosely off the hunter’s shoulder, and a skinning knife was a few feet away from the open right hand. Carefully, Brian took hold of the hunter and turned the body towards him.

	The look of fear and horror frozen on the man’s face caused Brian’s heart to skip a beat.

	It looked as though the man had literally died of fear.

	Brian stood up and took his phone out of his back pocket. He pulled off his right glove and dialed 911. After asking his emergency and location, the operator patched him through to Milford, the closest police department. Mont Vernon wasn’t big enough for its own.

	“And who is this?” the dispatcher asked after Brian told her the situation.

	“Brian Roy,” Brian said.

	“Address, Mr. Roy?”

	“One Eighty-Five Old Nashua Road, Mont Vernon,” he answered.

	When she asked his phone number, he rattled it off.

	“Alright, Mr. Roy,” she said. “You’re sure the man is dead?”

	“Absolutely.”

	“Okay. Leave the scene alone, and please wait at your house for the officers. Turn your porch light on, and all of the lights on the first floor if possible. We want to make sure they’ll be able to see you.”

	“Understood,” Brian said.

	He ended the call and looked down at the body of the hunter.

	“Seriously,” Brian sighed, looking down at the dead hunter. “You had to do this shit on my first night here? Christ, even in Manchester, I never had a body in my backyard.”

	Shaking his head in disgust, Brian turned around and headed back towards the house, trying not to think of the new and inventive curses that were going to tumble out of his wife’s mouth.

	 

	***

	 

	At eleven thirty PM, the last of the police left the house.

	Brian was tired, angry and ready to punch a cop.

	Jenny, per usual, had managed to keep him cool and to keep his overworked heart from sending him to the ER.

	All of the police officers who had shown up had been decent guys. All except for the last one, a blowhard part-timer who had spent twenty years in Billerica in Massachusetts. The guy thought he was tough and threw his impressive bulk around.

	Brian had referred to him as Jabba when speaking to one of the other officers, and that was when Jenny had stepped in.

	Brian was in his pajamas and his robe, a pair of slippers on his feet, and a much-needed glass of Booker’s, neat, in his hand. He knew the police were going to be out in the backyard for a while, more than likely until the early morning. It was a crime scene, and everything had to be documented until they could get an autopsy done and officially rule out homicide.

	Brian wanted to sleep.

	Jenny had taken an Ambien and was already asleep upstairs. He had promised her he’d only have one drink, and he was already regretting the promise.

	But he had made it, and he was going to keep it.

	Brian sipped at the Bookers and closed his eyes.

	This was definitely not how he wanted to spend the first night in the house. He had hoped there might be a romantic interlude at some point, but Mr. Poacher had put the squash on that.

	Jenny was starting a new job in Merrimack in the morning, and she was already cutting it close with the Ambien. She’d never fall asleep without it, though; Brian could thank her ex-husband for that.

	“Stop it,” he muttered to himself.

	Thinking like that would piss him off, and that wouldn’t be any good for either of them. She had already had to bring him to Elliot Hospital for one heart attack. He didn’t want her to have to bring him somewhere because of another one. And God forbid if he died on the next one.

	He was sure she’d figure out a way to bring him back and kill him. More than once, too.

	Smiling, Brian finished his drink and stood up. He started to carry the glass to the kitchen when he felt a cold breeze. Frowning, he turned toward it. The breeze vanished, but it had definitely come from the study Brian would be using as an office.

	Walking into the study, Brian pushed the button on the old style light switch and looked around.

	The room’s two windows were closed, and there wasn’t enough wind to force any sort of breeze down through the room’s small fireplace. His boxes of office supplies and electronics were stacked on his desk, but that was all. The shelves were bare; curtains blocked the view of the world beyond the room, and everything was silent.

	Shaking his head, Brian turned off the light and walked to the kitchen. He put the glass down by the sink, put the Booker’s in the cabinet over the fridge, and turned the light out as he left the room. Walking down the hallway towards the stairs, he heard a click and looked back.

	The light was on in the kitchen.

	From upstairs, he could hear the gentle sound of Jenny snoring.

	Turning around, Brian went back to the kitchen.

	The Booker’s was on the counter beside the glass, and there was perhaps a half an inch of the liquor in the tumbler.

	A chill ran along Brian’s spine, and the hair stood up on his arms.

	“I finished my drink,” he told the kitchen, “and I put that bottle away. I’m not doing either one of those things again.”

	Brian turned his back on the kitchen, turned out the light once more, and walked away. When he reached the stairs, he heard a second click.

	The fear that gripped him was primal, but he turned and looked.

	The kitchen light was on.

	Slowly, taking deep breaths, Brian walked back to the kitchen again.

	The glass was empty and stood alone by the sink.

	The cabinet door over the fridge was open and showed the bottle of Booker’s standing there amongst the other liquors.

	“The light,” Brian said after a minute, “is staying on.”

	He left the room and walked to the stairs again. When he placed his hand on the banister, he heard a click for the third time, and he knew, before he looked, that the light to the kitchen was off.

	A quick glance showed he was right, and Brian hurried up the stairs to the bedroom. He kicked off his slippers, shed his robe, and got into bed as fast as he could. He rolled onto his right side and put his back up against Jenny’s as he pulled the blankets up around him.

	For the first time in a terribly long time, Brian felt the urge to pray.


Chapter 4: Brian and the Furnace Technician

	 

	Brian was on his second cup of coffee, and extremely wary of the house, when the technician from J. Lawrence Hall called and said he’d be there in about half an hour.

	Brian took a break from setting up his office and walked out into the hallway, glancing down at the kitchen. Nothing was going on there, so he went into the parlor. He had thought about telling Jenny what had happened in the kitchen before he went to bed, but part of him doubted what he had seen. He had enjoyed a couple of glasses of wine, and a Booker’s, which was more than he usually did. Plus, there was the stress of the move and the whole dead poacher thing.

	There were a lot of mitigating factors, but Brian couldn’t shake the feeling something real had occurred. Why it had occurred, he had no idea. He couldn’t ignore it, though.

	Deciding he would bring it up to Jenny after dinner, Brian worked on his office until there was a knock at the door.

	Brian called out, “Here I come.” He put down his printer, wondering where the hell he’d put the damned thing’s power cord.

	Grumbling and shaking his head, Brian walked to the front door and opened it. A young man stood on the porch, holding a canvas tool bag in one hand and adjusting his glasses with the other.

	“Brian?” the young man asked.

	“Brian indeed,” Brian said, extending his hand.

	The young man shook it. “I’m Jack from J. Lawrence Hall. You have a furnace that needs a little attention?”

	“I hope it’s just a little attention,” Brian said. “Come on in. The basement’s this way.” Brian led Jack to the basement door, which was surprisingly still closed. He opened it and turned the light on before leading the way down the narrow wooden stairs. The smell of earth and age rose up to greet him as a chill settled in around him.

	“Dirt floors?” Jack asked.

	“On the other side of the furnace,” Brian said. “Someone put some concrete down at one point or another. Some of the piping for the furnace does run through the dirt section, though.”

	The basement was empty except for a few broken chairs and a half a dozen wooden apple crates that had come with the house. At the far end of the basement, under the kitchen, the furnace stood off slightly, to the left. A slim doorway was beyond the furnace, a pair of pipes branching off into the darkness.

	“I don’t know if there’s a light in there or not,” Brian said, nodding towards the doorway. “I glanced in with a flashlight when we bought the place, but that was it.”

	“Not a problem,” Jack said. He looked around and smiled. “It’s nice to work in an open area. Some people have years of stuff piled around, and others have a mess.”

	“I can’t even imagine,” Brian said.

	Jack chuckled. “Good times, I’m tellin’ ya.”

	Brian laughed and shook his head. “Okay. Listen, if you need anything, I’ll be upstairs.”

	“Sounds good to me,” Jack said, putting his bag down beside the furnace.

	Brian left the young man to his work and went back to getting the office ready. The indicator on his cell was flashing when he walked into the office, and he picked the phone up off of the desk.

	Did the furnace tech show up yet? Jenny had texted.

	He’s here now. Give you an update soon, Brian texted back.

	He put the phone down, picked up his coffee, and frowned when he took a sip and realized it was cold. He carried the mug into the kitchen and put another pot of coffee on. From under the kitchen, he heard Jack working. Occasionally the pipes rattled as the young man checked something.

	Soon Brian was back in the office. He found some Motorhead in his music library and dropped the phone into the docking station. In a moment, the office was filled with music, and Brian nodded along happily in time to the beat. He took a sip of his coffee and then started hunting again for the cord to the printer.

	Three and a half boxes later, he found it, mixed in with a package of padded yellow mailers.

	Brian held the cord up, shaking his head. “How the hell does that happen?”

	“Brian!” Jack yelled from the basement.

	Brian dropped the cord onto his desk, turned the music off, and hurried out of the room. Standing at the top of the basement stairs, he called down, “You okay?”

	“Yeah,” Jack said, appearing at the bottom of the stairs. “You may want to come and take a look at this, though.”

	Frowning, Brian started down the stairs.

	 


Chapter 5: Officer Sal Merkins

	 

	Sal Merkins didn’t believe for a minute that the new owner of the old Kenyon place had nothing to do with Danny Sullivan’s death. Sal had known Danny for ten years and nothing, absolutely nothing, scared that man. There was no reason why Danny should have looked like that unless maybe somebody poisoned him.

	While Sal had never gotten his detective’s shield in Billerica; too much internal politics and all that crap, he’d seen some messed up murders in his twenty years. Plus, having been on his pension for the past few years, he had a hell of a lot of time on his hands. He watched a lot of television now, especially those investigative shows and the old reruns of American Justice and the FBI Files.

	Sal was positive that when the autopsy was done on Danny, they’d find poison.

	He knew it.

	Sal was almost a hundred percent positive the new guy, Brian Roy, must have used some sort of blow gun or needle gun on Danny. Something that wouldn’t be seen with a quick once over.

	Sure, Danny liked to poach, but that wasn’t any reason to kill the guy.

	Sal sighed, shifted his vanilla frosted donut from his left hand to his right, and settled into the seat of his car. He was parked a ways off from the house, but he had seen the J. Lawrence Hall van pull in, and he was waiting for the damned thing to leave.

	Sal took a bite of the donut and smiled. He knew he shouldn’t eat it, with his diabetes and all, but he had been the stereotypical cop at the donut shop, and it was a hell of a habit to break.

	Picking up his mug, Sal washed the bite down with a swallow of coffee, thick with Bailey’s and a couple of Sweet’n Lows.

	One day a week, or maybe two, off the bullshit diet his doctor put him on wouldn’t kill him.

	Sal finished the donut, took another drink, and put the mug down in the cup holder. He covered his mouth, belched, and glanced out into the woods to the right.

	“Sweet Jesus!” he said, his heart pounding.

	Thirty yards into the woods stood a boy, perhaps ten or eleven.

	The boy was looking at Sal, a soft smile playing across his narrow face. The boy wore a baggy sweater and a pair of corduroy pants. His hands were in his pockets, and he had a newspaper boy hat tilted back on his head. The smile turned into a grin, and the boy took a hand out of his pocket, waving.

	Sal gave a little wave back, shook his head, and turned his attention back to the Kenyon house.

	What the hell is a kid doing out on a school day? Sal shook his head. Must be home-schooled or whatever. Crazy people keeping their kids home.

	After a few minutes, Sal looked out the side window again.

	The boy was perhaps five yards closer. When he saw Sal looking at him, the boy waved again.

	Once more Sal returned the wave, feeling uncomfortable for some reason. He cleared his throat nervously, took a drink of coffee, and tried to focus solely on the house.

	Only a minute or so later, though, Sal looked out the window again.

	The boy was closer. Just another five yards or so, but still, he was closer.

	Sal straightened up in his chair. The boy was exceptionally pale, like a prisoner who’d been hidden away for years.

	Sal wondered if there was something wrong with the kid. What if he was autistic? What if he had wandered away from his house?

	“Shit,” Sal grumbled. He opened his door and got out, holding the door and frame to steady himself, his knee complaining, his feet tingling. Turning around to look over the roof of the car, Sal saw the boy was gone.

	Sal looked to the left and to the right, but he didn’t see anything.

	The boy had disappeared.

	“What the hell?” Sal said. He turned around and nearly fell, for the boy stood a few feet away from the car.

	After catching his breath and hoping that his racing heart would calm down, Sal said, “Kid, are you okay?”

	The boy smiled at Sal, nodding.

	“Ah, well,” Sal said, sitting back down on his seat. “That’s good to hear.”

	The boy continued to smile, the look on his face raising the goose bumps on Sal’s arms.

	“So,” Sal said, clearing his throat after a quick glance at the house to make sure the van was still there, “do your parents home school you?”

	The boy only smiled.

	“Do you go to school?” Sal asked.

	The boy nodded.

	“The elementary in Milford? They bus you in?”

	“No,” the boy said, his smile never leaving his face.

	“Then where do you go to school?” Sal asked.

	“My grandfather teaches me.”

	Home schooled, Sal thought. “What are you studying today?”

	“History,” the boy grinned. “History and the right to control.”

	“Oh,” Sal said, “um, that’s interesting.”

	The boy nodded.

	“Where’s your grandfather?” Sal asked, wondering if the man was out looking for his odd grandson.

	“There,” the boy pointed.

	Sal looked out of the passenger side window and saw an old man standing in the forest where the boy had been a few minutes earlier. The man was grim, his face looking as though it had been beaten out of granite. His frown spoke of disappointment and sullen anger.

	The man slowly faded from Sal’s vision as though a soft cloud had passed over Sal’s eyes. Then there was a black veil that moved across the world, blocking everything from view.

	Sal tried to speak and found he couldn’t. He started to shake, to tremble. Sweat burst from his skin, and his heart pounded. His tongue swelled in his mouth, and Sal found he couldn’t breathe, but he couldn’t move his hands to open his mouth and push his tongue aside. He fell back into the driver’s seat of his car.

	Sal couldn’t do anything other than shake in his seat, blind to the world.

	A hand caressed his cheek, the flesh so cold, Sal would have screamed if he could.

	“I love staying home,” the boy whispered into Sal’s ear. “I learn so much.”

	Sal felt his legs begin to twitch violently, smashing his knees into the underside of the steering column.

	The cold hand vanished from his cheek, and Sal continued to writhe in his seat.


Chapter 6: Brian, Jack, and the Unlit Room

	 

	“You didn’t check this room out at all?” Jack asked, leading the way to the dark section of the basement.

	“I glanced at it,” Brian said. “Why?”

	“Check this out,” Jack said. He walked into the small room, stepping off to the right. He was wearing a small headlamp and turned it on, the light powerful and illuminating. “Do you see where the pipes branch off to the left?”

	“Yeah,” Brian said. The pipes went through an opening at the top of the rocks that were part of the foundation.

	“That’s a false wall,” Jack said excitedly.

	“What?” Brian asked.

	“Yeah,” Jack said. “It’s totally false. I went to look at the connections, you know, to shine my light in there to make sure there wasn’t any rust or anything on the joints. I figured the pipes were in a little crawlspace, but no. It’s all open behind this wall.”

	Brian stepped a little further into the room and then moved in a little further again.

	Finally, Brian stepped up to the stone wall and touched it.

	The wall was cold, but it surely wasn’t stone. Brian gently ran his hands over the false stones and said, “It’s like they were made out of papier-mache and then painted and shellacked.”

	“Right,” Jack said. “This is crazy.”

	Brian nodded. He squatted down and found a single iron ring embedded in the false wall near the floor, in the absolute center. Glancing up, he saw a large iron hook hanging from the joist above him. Jack looked up, too.

	“Holy shit,” Jack said softly. “Do you think the wall pulls up?”

	“Let’s find out,” Brian said. Reaching out, he took hold of the iron ring and pulled it gently. The ring came out of the wall, trailing a chain that went taut after about a foot. When Brian stood and pulled the ring up, the wall swung out and up easily, and in a moment Brian hooked the ring to the hook.

	There was enough room between the bottom of the false wall and the dirt floor for both Brian and Jack to walk hunched over into a much larger space. Once they were inside the room they stood up. The hidden room was longer than Brian had suspected, perhaps eighteen feet in length and another ten feet wide. Part of it had to run beyond the house.

	Maybe an old root cellar that was converted, Brian thought. But for what?

	Jack took a step forward, looking around, his headlamp filling the room. There was no window, just stone walls and thick wooden beams, different from the rest of the basement. The heating pipes ran into the room for a few feet before turning up and into a hole in the beams and disappearing into the wall above them.

	The floor, like the first part of the room, was dirt, yet there was a difference. Set into the dirt were nine stones, all flat, each of them engraved.

	Brian squatted down and looked closely at the first stone, reading the inscription.

	Mary McNerney Kenyon, Beloved Wife of Josiah A. Kenyon, b. May 3rd, 1826 d. June 25th, 1876.

	“What the hell,” Brian said. He stood up, looking at the familiar pattern of name, inscription, and dates on the other stones. “This is a goddamned graveyard.”

	“Geez,” Jack said softly. “I’ve heard about this before.”

	“What?” Brian asked, turning to look at the young man.

	“Yeah.” Jack nodded. “New Hampshire’s got this weird law, man. You can bury your family on your own property. And back in the old days, they used to bury people in the basements.”

	Brian rubbed the back of his head, absently reflecting that he needed to shave it again. “You know; I think somebody could have told me there were a bunch of graves in the house before I bought it.”

	“Yeah,” Jack said. “Sorry, man.”

	“Not your fault,” Brian said. “You didn’t sell me the place.”

	“Yeah.”

	After a moment, Jack said, “Hey, would you mind if I snapped some pictures? Nobody is going to believe me without proof.”

	Brian laughed, shaking his head. “Knock yourself out, kid. I’ve got to go lay into my real estate agent.”

	“Good luck,” Jack said, taking his phone off of his belt.

	“Thanks,” Brian said. He made his way to his office, drank his coffee, which had cooled at record speed, and picked up his phone. He sent a text off to Jenny. Hey, Babe, wanted to let you know there’s a graveyard in the basement.

	With the text sent, Brian gave his real estate agent a call.


Chapter 7: Trooper Waltner on Old Nashua Road

	 

	Tim Waltner was nearly done with his shift. All he needed to do was a drive-by along Old Nashua Road in Mont Vernon. A poacher had been found dead, cause not yet determined, and so the State Police wanted to let any other poachers in the area know they were around. The guys from Fish and Game would roll through during the night as an extra warning. Some of those guys seemed to like playing in the woods at night a little too much.

	Nearing number 185 Old Nashua Road, Tim spotted an older model Crown Victoria parked up and off the side near the turn-around at the end of the road. The driver’s side door was open, and there was someone sitting in it. The license plate read, “Merkins.”

	Tim rolled his eyes.

	Merkins was a pain in the ass. The guy was retired. He needed to stay retired before he got himself or, more than likely, somebody else hurt.

	The guy was a train wreck. Probably one step away from diabetic shock.

	Slowing his patrol car down, Tim rolled down his window as he approached Merkins. When he pulled up beside the Crown Vic; though, Tim saw instantly that Sal Merkins was not in good shape. In fact, it looked like the man had gone into diabetic shock a while ago.

	Tim threw his car into park and got out quickly, hurrying to the obese ex-cop. The man’s eyes were closed, and his body was cold to the touch. Tim checked for a pulse in the man’s wrist and in his neck.

	Nothing.

	On Sal’s sharply creased blue pants were candy sprinkles and remnants of frosting. There was a Dunkin Donuts bag on the seat next to him. A coffee mug was in a cup holder, and the keys were in the ignition.

	Sal was undeniably dead. The stench of feces and urine assaulted Tim’s nose.

	He stepped back, sighed, and then went back to his car to call it in.

	When he was done, Tim went down to the turnaround, swung around so he was facing back down the road, and pulled the patrol car up behind the Crown Vic.

	Tim parked his car, put on his lights, and took his phone out.

	He could play a game or two of solitaire before the team got out to process the scene. In five minutes he would be getting paid for overtime.


Chapter 8: Brian and Jenny at Home

	 

	“Wow,” Jenny said.

	Brian and Jenny stood in the hidden room, Brian holding the flashlight and showing her the headstones.

	“This is crazy.” she said, shaking her head.

	“I know.”

	“Who the hell buries their family in the basement?”

	“Evidently the Kenyons did.”

	“But what about the smell?” Jenny asked. “I mean, don’t the bodies stink as they rot? Wouldn’t that smell come up through the house?”

	“We’ll have to Google it.”

	“Wow,” she said again. After a moment, she added, “I want to get a pen and paper later, write down everybody’s names and see what I can figure out.”

	“Sounds good to me. Why don’t we go upstairs? The meatloaf is going to be done in about ten minutes.”

	She looked over at him and smiled. “Okay, Mr. Domestic.”

	Brian chuckled.

	Together they left the room, and Brian unhooked the ring, lowering the wall back into place. The last thing he wanted to hear in the night was the sound of the wall crashing down because either the ring or the hook let go.

	“Did you see the ambulance over by the turnaround?” Jenny asked.

	“No,” Brian said. “What were they doing, hanging out?”

	“No,” Jenny said, shaking her head. “There was another car and a couple of state police cruisers. They all had their lights on. You didn’t see anything?”

	“Nope,” Brian said. “I stayed in the office most of the day, and the furnace tech let himself out.”

	“You need to be more observant,” she said, winking at him.

	Which reminded him of the kitchen.

	“Speaking of observant,” Brian said as he led the way back upstairs, “I didn’t tell you what happened last night in the kitchen after you went to bed.”

	“No, you didn’t,” she said. “What happened?”

	Brian told her, finishing the story as they both walked into the kitchen.

	“Are you serious?” she asked, sitting down at their small breakfast table.

	“Yup,” Brian said. He opened the stove door and peered in at the meatloaf, enjoying the smell. Smiling to himself, he closed the door. “It freaked me out.”

	“Why didn’t you wake me up?” she asked.

	“Two reasons,” Brian said, smiling as he sat down across from her. “The first is that I wouldn’t have been able to. Your Ambien is strong, Babe.”

	“True. What’s the second reason?”

	“I didn’t want to have you either scared or down in the kitchen demanding that whatever it was did it again for you.”

	Jenny laughed, nodding her head. “Okay. Fair enough.”

	“I did manage to get a hold of our real estate agent when you were on your way home,” Brian said.

	“Oh, yeah? What did she have to say about the other tenants of the house?”

	“That she didn’t know about them,” Brian said. “I believe her. She’s pissed about it. She said she was going to ask around locally to see if anyone knew about the graves.”

	“I hope she finds out something,” Jenny said.

	“If she doesn’t, I will,” Brian said.

	“Do you think,” Jenny said after a minute, “the basement door opening and closing has something to do with the graves down there?”

	“I really, really hope not,” Brian said. “I know you love ghosts and supernatural stuff, and I don’t mind those things, so long as they’re not in the house I live in.”

	“Don’t worry, big man,” she said, grinning. “I’ll protect you.”

	Brian chuckled and leaned back in his chair. He opened his mouth to speak, but closed it suddenly as something cold moved past him.

	The grin on Jenny’s face vanished.

	“Did you feel that?” she asked.

	Brian nodded.

	“That’s crazy,” she said, standing up. She walked to the window and looked outside. “It’s not even windy out. Not a single one of the trees is moving out there.”

	“I’m not surprised.”

	She walked back to the table, sitting down again. “Do you think that it’s one ghost?”

	“I have no idea,” Brian said, “but I want there to be no ghosts.”

	“You know,” Jenny said, “I should invite Sylvia Purvis over.”

	“No,” Brian groaned. “Not Sylvia.”

	“She’s not with Dom anymore,” Jenny said, frowning slightly.

	“It doesn’t matter if she’s with anyone or not,” Brian said. “I know she’s your friend, Babe, but that woman’s a pain in the ass.”

	“Yeah, but she means well.”

	“Hitler meant well too.”

	“Oh, cut the shit.” Jenny sighed. “I want to invite her over.”

	“Okay,” Brian said. “Okay. When?”

	“I’ll see what she’s doing tomorrow.”

	Brian wanted to say something snarky about Sylvia being busy doing Tarot card readings for her cat, but the timer for the meatloaf went off and saved him.

	Keeping his comments to himself, and the peace of the house intact, Brian got up and put on his oven mitts.


Chapter 9: Sylvia Pays a Visit

	 

	“Babe,” Jenny said. “She’ll be here in ten minutes.”

	Brian nodded as the clock on the mantle struck nine. He stood up, stretched, and walked out of the parlor into the kitchen. From the liquor cabinet, he took down a bottle of Jameson’s, and poured half a mug full of the whiskey.

	This might be enough to deal with Sylvia.

	He capped the whiskey and left it out on the counter in case he needed more.

	Jenny frowned at him as he sat down, but she didn’t say anything. She knew he didn’t like Sylvia. Sylvia didn’t know it, but Jenny did.

	Sylvia irritated him.

	To the point where he occasionally fantasized about physically lifting Sylvia out of the house to make her leave when they had the misfortune of being in the same room together.

	Brian put his happy face on for Jenny, though, and he bolstered that fake happiness with a long drink from his mug.

	He wouldn’t be drunk when Sylvia was there, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to be sober either.

	Twenty-five minutes later, there was a knock on the door, and Jenny put down her crochet. She got up, gave Brian a kiss on the top of his head, and made her way to the front door.

	“Jenny!” Sylvia said, her voice as pleasant as a pair of tomcats fighting.

	Brian took another healthy drink and realized he might have to top off his drink sooner rather than later.

	Jenny walked back into the parlor with Sylvia behind her.

	Sylvia was tall and strikingly beautiful. She was also insane as far as Brian was concerned. She stank of incense, wore clothes that may or may not have been washed in the past decade, and had enough bells and charms on her body that she sounded like a wind chime store caught in a hurricane.

	“Hello, Brian!” Sylvia exclaimed, looking over the top of her reading glasses at him, her red hair piled high and messy on her head.

	“Hello, Sylvia,” Brian said.

	“I love your house,” Sylvia said, walking to the loveseat and sitting down, dropping her huge blue purse onto the cushion beside her.

	“Thank you,” Brian said. “But the house was all Jenny, not me.”

	Jenny smiled at him as she sat in her chair.

	“So,” Sylvia said, looking at Brian intensely, “Jenny told me you experienced something supernatural here?”

	Oh my God, Brian thought. Continuing to smile, though, he said, “Yes, the other night.”

	“That’s amazing,” Sylvia sighed. “You’re so fortunate. There are few people that can be open enough to engage in contact with the ethereal world. Welcome.”

	Brian could only nod.

	“Jenny,” Sylvia said, “what is it you would like me to do?”

	Jenny smiled at her friend. “We want to know what, if anything, is going on in the house.”

	“Well, I can tell you this house is alive with energy,” Sylvia said, looking around. “It’s amazing.”

	What’s truly amazing is I’m listening to your bullshit, Brian thought. He still smiled, though, wondering if he could slip away and get another drink.

	Sylvia took her glasses off, letting them hang on her chest by a delicate chain. She closed her eyes, spread her arms out to either side and extended all of her fingers. For a few moments, she stayed that way, a small half smile playing across her face.

	Then the smile faded away, and a moment after that, her face became pinched as she tilted her head to one side. Her eyes darted back and forth under her eyelids, and Brian sat up.

	Sylvia’s entire posture changed, her arms dropping down, and her shoulders hunched. She winced and shook her head.

	With a gasp, she opened up her eyes and looked around fearfully for a moment.

	“Are you alright?” Jenny asked.

	Sylvia looked at her, blinked, and then slowly nodded. “Yes.”

	“What happened?” Jenny asked.

	“I’ll tell you in a minute,” Sylvia said, the exuberance gone from her voice. “Did you know you have graves in this house? That there are people buried here?”

	Brian looked to Jenny, his eyes widening as she shook her head in wonder.

	They had both agreed not to tell Sylvia, only to speak to her about the kitchen and the liquor. Not even the chills or the opening basement door.

	“Yes,” Jenny said. “We found them yesterday.”

	“They’re here,” Sylvia said. “They’ve never left.”

	“Why not?” Brian asked.

	“They’re bound here,” she said uncomfortably. “Something keeps them here.”

	“What?” Jenny asked. “What keeps them here?”

	Sylvia shook her head. “They wouldn’t say.”

	“You said ‘them,’” Brian said. “How many of them are there?”

	“Seven,” Sylvia said.

	“Seven?” Brian asked. “Seven?”

	“That are kept here,” Sylvia said, nodding. “There are two others who are not forced to be here, but they still remain.”

	“What the —,” Brian said softly.

	“So nine,” Jenny said, “nine ghosts are in this house.”

	“At least,” Sylvia agreed.

	“Wait, what?” Brian said. “At least?”

	“There’s the possibility of more,” Sylvia said, clearing her throat slightly. “There were things, people, on the periphery of my sight, but I couldn’t get much from them. Mostly fear, anger, surprise. But again, I don’t know if they’re connected to the—”

	Sylvia stopped, her eyes widening.

	“Sylvia?” Jenny said.

	Sylvia remained perfectly still, her eyes focused on the door.

	“Sylvia?” Jenny asked again.

	Brian twisted in his seat to look at the doorway. He couldn’t see anything there, but the basement door was open again.

	I know I closed that door, he thought. Turning back around, he looked again at Sylvia. The right corner of her mouth twitched, and she shuddered before blinking several times and nodding her head.

	She looked at Brian and then at Jenny.

	“You need to get salt,” Sylvia said firmly. “Salt and iron.”

	“What?” Brian asked.

	“Salt,” Sylvia said. “Drive into Milford, go to the supermarket, and buy yourself boxes of kosher sea salt.”

	“But why?” Jenny asked.

	“You’re going to need to seal the doors and windows into the house with it,” Sylvia said. “The thing, the person that keeps the others here, he doesn’t come in often, but when he does, it can be terrible.”

	“What type of iron?” Brian asked, straightening up.

	“Bars,” Sylvia answered. “Rods. Anything long you can swing. But it has to be iron. It can’t be steel. Just iron.”

	“Why iron?” Brian asked.

	“I can’t explain right now,” Sylvia said. “There’s too much. But you have to get those things, do you understand me? You have to.”

	“Yes,” Jenny said. “Yes, Sylvia, we’ll get those things. But I thought ghosts can’t hurt people?”

	Sylvia looked at Jenny hard, and for the first time Brian, even through his slight haze of whiskey, realized there was some substance and backbone to Sylvia.

	“Ghosts can kill people, Jennifer,” Sylvia said softly but firmly. “They can literally scare you to death. They can cause things to happen. There are a great many deaths attributed to natural causes and to household accidents that are, quite simply, murders. Committed by the dead, but murders nonetheless. If you’re going to stay here, you need to be prepared to defend yourselves and to find a way to get rid of the one who is binding the others here.”

	“What about an exorcism?” Brian asked.

	Sylvia shook her head. “You don’t have a demon here, Brian. You have a malicious, murderous ghost. You can destroy it. You can chase it away yourself, but an exorcism, regardless of the faith of the exorcist, will not work. This is not a matter of faith, not religious good versus religious evil. This is your straight up run-of-the-mill evil, the neighbor next door who decides killing is the most fun he’s ever had.”

	“Great,” Brian sighed. Taking a deep breath, with his hand shaking ever so slightly, Brian finished the last of his whiskey and whispered, “That’s just great.”


Chapter 10: Samuel Hall Goes for a Walk

	 

	Samuel Hall had turned eighty in August, and all of those eighty years, save for a couple when he patrolled the DMZ in Korea, he had lived in Mont Vernon. Specifically, he had lived at 99 Old Nashua Road, and once he had turned sixty-eight and retired from the State’s Department of Highway Maintenance, Samuel had started walking.

	He walked every day.

	At six o’clock in the morning, he stepped outside of the large farmhouse his great-grandfather had built, lit his first pipe of the day, and walked to the end of the driveway. From there Samuel turned left, walking the full two miles down to where Old Nashua Road intersected Route Thirteen. Once at Thirteen, Samuel turned around and walked back up Old Nashua Road, past his own home half a mile up to the turnaround, past the Kenyon House, and home again.

	Samuel walked this route twice a day, at six o’clock in the morning and six o’clock in the evening. Florence, before she had passed away, had walked with him, and he often thought about his wife as he walked.

	Yet when Samuel passed by the Kenyon house, he thought of Paul Kenyon, his best friend who had passed away when they were kids in 1945. Paul had been trying to climb the roof of the house again and had fallen, his grandfather finding the boy’s body.

	Now, after a five-day stay in the VA hospital in Manchester, Samuel was walking once again. His knees were feeling better after the cortisone injections the doctors had finally settled on. Samuel drew on his pipe, letting a long stream of smoke out into the night sky, and shook his head at the minor ordeal the hospital visit had been.

	Yet as he neared the Kenyon house on the darkened road, he saw a pair of cars in the driveway and lights on in the house.

	Samuel slowed down, looking as he went. No one had lived long in the house since seventy-five, when Mr. Kenyon, Paul’s grandfather, had passed away. A few people had rented the home from a Kenyon cousin who lived down in Boston, but they never stayed. Then, after nine eleven, the word passed through town that the cousin had been on one of the planes that hit the towers. Since then, the cousin’s estate had been trying to sell the house.

	Looks like they finally did, Samuel thought. He turned his attention back to his walk, the flashlight he held in his gloved right hand lazily splashing light across the road and the trees. Hunting season made Samuel especially wary, and he hoped—although not with much confidence—that hunters from Nashua or Manchester understood that deer didn’t move around with flashlights.

	Nearing the turnaround, the flashlight flickered like a candle guttering out, and by the time Samuel reached the turnaround, the flashlight was dead. Samuel came to a stop, turned the flashlight on and off several times, and frowned. He had just put new batteries in the damned thing.

	“You’re old,” a soft voice said. Laughter followed the statement.

	Samuel looked up sharply, clenching the pipe’s stem between his teeth. He searched for the source of the voice and saw a small shape near the woods on his left. The moon was only half-full, yet it cast enough light onto the road for Samuel to realize it was a child who stood perhaps twenty yards away.

	“I am indeed old,” Samuel said around the pipe. “And without a flashlight that works.”

	“You can’t get home without a flashlight?” the child asked in a mocking tone.

	Samuel realized the child was a boy and said, “No, young sir, I’m sure I can get home without a flashlight. I’m merely concerned about hunters. You should be too, out in the dark during hunting season.”

	“There aren’t any hunters here,” the boy replied. His voice was full of confidence. “I scared them all away, Sammy.”

	Samuel stiffened slightly.

	No one had called him Sammy for decades, and the voice, Samuel realized with growing horror, was that of Paul Kenyon.

	The pipe nearly fell from Samuel’s mouth as he asked, “Paul?”

	The child moved closer, and Samuel saw it was Paul. The boy wore his favorite sweater and had his hat on in its usual rakish back-tilt.

	Yet Paul was dead. Samuel knew he was dead.

	“Am I dying?” Samuel asked, looking at his childhood
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