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Prologue

	 

	The tops of the corn stalks were well past seven feet tall. When the breeze blew strongly enough, the wide, rough leaves rustled together, and the sound was like a thousand harried whispers. The cornfield was telling secrets, Paul’s grandmother used to say.

	In the height of summer, those leaves scraped and grated even more loudly. The difference was hard to notice with just one plant. But get a few hundred thousand together, all five inches apart, and the whispers were like a symphony of secrets. At night, it could become terrifying.

	When Paul was a child, he couldn’t sleep on stormy nights because of the cornfield. Once it started raining, it was not a big deal. But in those moments leading up to it, which could sometimes take an hour or more, it was like enduring a waking nightmare in the darkness of his room on the third floor of the house all by himself.

	The wind rushed through the field, and the shushing sound made its way to his ears in the most terrifying way. If he listened hard enough, he could imagine he heard words, the way he sometimes picked faces from the patterns in the wallpaper. His mind tried to make sense of the noise, and he swore that someone was saying his name. That the field knew who he was, and it was angry at him, and if he didn’t hide, it would come for him in the dark. He hid under his sheets and waited for the rain to shut the whispers up.

	Of all the things in the field, nothing terrified him more than Uncle Burle. No one could ever tell him who had named Uncle Burle. His father said it was his grandmother. His grandmother claimed it was her father. But however it had started didn’t matter.

	Uncle Burle was the scarecrow posted in the center of the field. Paul could see it night and day from his bedroom window. It faced the house, and he always imagined it was looking at him.

	The scarecrow was made the way any other scarecrow might have been. It was mounted on a cross-shaped set of timbers, and the body was formed from a set of straw-stuffed denim overalls. The material had endured many a storm and was weather-beaten and well worn, but the denim was sturdy, and it held up over generations.

	Beneath the overalls was an ancient plaid flannel shirt. It was red and white and reminded Paul of a tablecloth. Like the coveralls, it was stuffed to bulging with hay, and sometimes, his father had to bring Uncle Burle down and stuff it anew when weather or animals caused him to go limp.

	An old straw hat was affixed on the scarecrow’s head. Beneath it was a burlap sack, the origin of the scarecrow’s name. The bag was stuffed with straw just like the body, and big, black Xs were stitched into it for eyes. The mouth was a series of smaller Xs, stitched with the same thick, black thread. He was neither smiling nor frowning; the stitches were a straight line across, making the scarecrow forever look disinterested.

	When he was very young, Paul imagined it was Uncle Burle whispering in the storms. When he thought he heard his name, he feared it was the scarecrow calling out.

	In his mind, Paul imagined that the scarecrow would capture him one day, and the burlap of its head would tear as it forced its mouth open, ripping the stitches until the bag was so wide it could open its jaws and swallow Paul whole. He would be dragged into the old, moldy straw and digested inside the coveralls, hanging from those timbers where no one would ever find him.

	As he grew older, those fears subsided. He understood that the whispering was just the rough texture of those leaves rubbing together, the dry stalks and the husks creating friction. Uncle Burle was just unwanted old clothing and straw. It was just another mundane detail of life on the farm.

	Paul was twenty-one, and his parents wanted him to do more with his life than they had, so they made sure he focused on his education above all else. But he worked the farm every day in the summer with his father.

	He was the first in the family to go to college. He had a degree in biology and was pursuing a master’s in agricultural engineering. He planned to ensure his education would still help the family and improve life for them and the other farmers he had known since he was a boy. That had been the plan, anyway.

	The whispering from the corn was as loud as Paul had ever heard it. Sweat ran down his face, and he felt it warm and cloying around the collar of his shirt and down the small of his back. It was hard to breathe in the field. The rows seemed to close in on him and hold the humidity. The air was thick and clung to his face.

	He knew the field like the back of his hand. He had seen it every day of his life for as long as he could remember. Except now, he couldn’t find his way out. No matter how far he ran or how fast, the corn never ended.

	He should have hit the house by now, or the road, or anything. Instead, there was only corn. The silky tops barely moved, showing there was no breeze and no reason for that whispering sound to be so loud. He couldn’t see over anything. He couldn’t find his way and had lost all sense of direction.

	The sun was high in the sky. It was anchored dead center above him, so perfectly placed that he had no idea which way was east or west. If he could orient himself and guess the direction, he could leave. But nothing seemed to work.

	The rows were planted from north to south. A run to the east or west should have freed him in minutes. But he had been in the field for more than half an hour without a sign of anything. It made no sense.

	South of the field was the house. He had barely gone far enough to lose sight of it when he entered, following a shape that he thought was one of the local teens causing trouble. But nothing was what it should have been. And the whispering only grew louder.

	The day was supposed to be hot, but the temperature in the cornfield was so much worse than Paul expected. It was stifling, and he feared that he would get heat stroke if he didn’t find his way out soon.

	He called out for help again and again but no one replied. His father had gone into town, his mother was in the house, and no one else was around. If his mother didn’t come outside, no one would hear him. If he hadn’t left his phone on the porch where he’d been sitting, he could have done something more. So many ifs.

	Paul kept running. East or west, he would have to reach the edge of the field. It was much longer than it was wide, and he should get out sooner or later. He had to find a way out.

	Dried leaves scratched at his skin as he passed between the stalks, moving row to row to get out. More time passed, too much time by far, and soon, he saw something. It was the first thing he had seen that wasn’t corn since he entered the field. A shape in the near distance. He ran toward it.

	He recognized the wooden pole before he reached it, the boots that hung a few feet off the ground, and the dark blue denim tucked into it. He had reached Uncle Burle.

	The scarecrow hung stiff and silent, bits of straw poking out at the wrists around its gloves and under the burlap sack of its face above the collar of his shirt. Paul turned to face the same direction as the scarecrow. The corn was too high to see the house, but he knew it was there. The scarecrow was only about sixty yards from the edge of the porch.

	He ran south with Uncle Burle at his back, focused on escaping and the flat, green lawn around the house that he knew would appear at any moment. The sun blazed down on his flesh, and the leaves rustled loudly, devoid of a breeze. He ran and ran and ran. The corn did not end.

	Five minutes passed. It was impossible. He was no sprinter, but he was running. He should have reached the house three times over.

	Paul cursed. He felt like he was losing his mind. Like he was caught in the most realistic dream he had ever experienced.

	Several more minutes passed. Sweat covered Paul’s face. He wiped his brow and kept running even as some made its way into his eyes, stinging and compromising his sight. He slowed down, stumbling as he used his sweaty, dirty hands to clean his eyes. When he lifted his head again, blinking to clear his vision, he saw a shape looming above him.

	Blue denim coveralls. A red and white plaid shirt. The burlap face under the straw hat looking down at him with big, black X eyes.

	“What the hell is going on?” he whispered.

	Paul stared up at Uncle Burle, at the thick, black thread stitched into the loose weave of the old, brown burlap. The black X mouth was pulled taut around the edges and, as he watched, the thin, brown fibers pulled so tight that they snapped above and below the black Xs. The mouth tore itself open in a jagged split above and below the stitching, wherever the fibers were the weakest.

	“Paulllllll,” the scarecrow whispered.

	Paul couldn’t form words. For a heartbeat, he couldn’t even move his body. He didn’t believe what he saw. He couldn’t because it was impossible.

	Uncle Burle’s arm rose slowly at its side. Paul heard the straw crinkling and snapping inside the limb as the gloved hand closed, forming a fist with only the index finger extended, pointing at Paul.

	He turned and ran as the scarecrow moaned his name a second time. He made it only three paces before his feet got tangled in something thin and hard. Paul tripped and fell face-first into the dry soil, landing hard enough to give himself a nosebleed.

	An old garden rake with thick, curved teeth was half-embedded in the dirt. He had tripped over the handle.

	Paul wiped blood and muddy sweat from his face and looked back. The cross-shaped timbers were still behind him, but Uncle Burle was not. There was no sign of the scarecrow.

	He scrambled forward quickly, getting to his knees and then his feet as he put distance between himself and where the scarecrow had been. Within seconds, a scraping sound drew his attention back the way he had come.

	Uncle Burle stood in the spot where Paul had just fallen. It held the rake in its gloved hand and slowly, loudly, scraped across the dry soil as it pursued him.

	“Paullllll,” the scarecrow moaned again, dragging the rake with one hand and reaching out for him with the other.

	Paul ran, panic gripping him tightly and twisting in his guts. He did not know where to go or how to get out, and it didn’t matter. He just needed to get away from the impossible thing calling his name.

	The nightmares of his childhood flooded his mind, of the field and the burlap face speaking his name in secret, calling out to him as though accusing him of unknown crimes, and he wanted to scream. He wanted to call out for his mother and father and grandmother to make the sounds go away and make everything better. But this was not the nightmare of a little boy.

	He dashed between stalks of corn, trying to put the straw-filled creature behind him and find the way out. Leaves slapped him in the face, the dry edges cutting his flesh and leaving stinging, bloody scrapes across his arms and cheeks and throat. His breath came in deep, struggling gasps as the humid air refused to fill his lungs.

	The rake slashed out between rows and Paul reeled back, narrowly missing the curved, steel teeth. Uncle Burle stumbled forward, ahead of him once more, and stared down with black X eyes.

	Paul was on his back, gasping in fear and exhaustion. The scarecrow lumbered forward and dragged the rake, lifting it slowly up and up as though raising an ax to bring down on a log.

	Paul was too tired to run anywhere and too terrified to even get back to his feet. Paul simply stared in wide-eyed horror. He was going to die in the cornfield, and he knew it.

	The sounds of metal scraping against metal rang out above the whispering leaves. Fire took hold of Uncle Burle’s arm, and the scarecrow moaned, stumbling left and dropping the rake.

	Paul watched as the fire consumed the dry straw and ancient fabric. Despite the humidity, the years of being exposed to the sun had made the scarecrow into a man-shaped tinderbox. Flames engulfed the body in minutes, and as the scarecrow fell to the ground, it revealed someone behind it.

	Paul watched a scarred, bruised, bald man slip a Zippo into his pocket. He stared down at Paul, a plume of smoke rising from the cigarette in the man’s mouth as the scarecrow shuddered and twisted in the fire.

	“House is that way,” the man said, pointing to his right. Paul looked at the writhing mass in the flames. “You should go.”

	The man kicked the burning scarecrow, and chunks of straw and burned clothing sloughed away as the fire petered out. There was something in the center of it, untouched by flames, and that was what the man focused on.

	“Where the hell are the Harvesters?” the man asked, plucking the dark shape from the scarecrow’s smoldering remains. “Where’s Beatrix?”

	The dark shape began to speak in a low, horrible voice, and Paul rolled over, scrambling to his feet and running before either the man or the thing he’d pulled from Uncle Burle thought to focus on him again.


Chapter 1: The Hunt Continues

	 

	Shane had the window down, and the breeze coming in pulled the ash from his cigarette, scattering it across his shoulder and then behind him into the car. He cursed quietly and brushed at his shoulder, making a mental note to clean the rear seat when he got home.

	He would rest first, though. Maybe have something to eat and then sleep for a while. His body was not yet fully healed, not by a long shot, and he had strained himself more than he’d wanted to, tracking down the ghost in the cornfield and trying to get answers from it.

	The wound on the back of his head had been cleaned, treated, and stitched up. The doctor told him he was lucky that he had a hard skull as the injury could have caused serious damage, even fatal if it had been much worse. As it was, he sustained a concussion and was taking antibiotics to ensure that it—and any of his other wounds—didn’t get infected.

	He still wasn’t sure what had hit him in the head. He knew Beatrix’s right-hand man Lanthimos had hit him. Lanthimos had bashed Shane’s head at the cemetery, and they’d even buried him for his troubles.

	Later, Lanthimos, Beatrix, and the ghost Cassius had taken a few rounds out of him. It was arguably one of the worst beatings Shane had ever received. Still, they’d messed up. They hadn’t killed him. He wouldn’t make the same mistake when he had the chance to repay their efforts.

	Cassius was destroyed, but Beatrix and Lanthimos were still out there somewhere. So was whoever gave Beatrix her marching orders. It didn’t matter who Beatrix was working with. Living or dead, Shane would make sure it ended the right way.

	The doctors had not wanted him to leave the hospital. Neither had Agent Ventura. Ventura had helped keep Shane’s name out of things when the law got involved. There was a trail of bodies and some destruction that needed to be accounted for, but thanks to Ventura’s involvement, Shane was not a suspect.

	Though Shane wouldn’t have admitted it, he could have used some extra time to rest and heal. But Beatrix would not be resting. He couldn’t afford to be doing nothing while she was still out there. It wasn’t just the potential of what she could do next, and who she could hurt. Shane owed her now. She had started it with him, and he intended to finish it.

	Ventura had not argued too hard against Shane heading out after her. He might have been young, and he was dealing with things he didn’t fully understand, but he was smart enough to know Shane was better suited to handle someone like Beatrix than the FBI was. The law did not work in a way that allowed for the existence of ghosts.

	The one concession that Ventura asked was that Shane keep him in the loop and let him help when he could. As much as Shane preferred doing things on his own and in his way, it was to his benefit to have Ventura in his corner. Ventura wasn’t too pushy, and he didn’t insist on being a part of things. That was the kind of partner Shane was happy to work with. One who stayed home.

	Shane turned onto Berkley Street, heading toward his house. He’d come up emptyhanded after pursuing another lead in the hopes of finding Beatrix or the Harvesters. The ghost in the cornfield had not been very forthcoming. Either it knew nothing, or it was just tight-lipped, but Shane assumed the former. There was no reason for a spirit to show Beatrix any loyalty.

	He had yet to come up with even a reasonable timeline for Beatrix’s actions. It seemed like she had hunted ghosts for a couple of years at most, that was as far back in the timeline as he could track anything. Everything was so disjointed and disconnected. He couldn’t even find out her last name or where she came from. Hell, he had no reason to believe Beatrix was even her real name.

	There were two cars in front of his house when Shane pulled into the driveway. The house loomed over them, casting its shadow across the driveway and ensuring everyone was in darkness as he approached.

	Most of the ghosts of the house were still hidden inside, not visible from the windows. This was par for the course. Carl, Eloise, and the others kept hidden whenever they could, especially during the day. Usually, anyway. Herbert was another matter.

	Shane had befriended the ghost only a short time ago, and they had met Xander Ventura at the same time. Ventura and Herbert were outside, with Ventura leaning on the trunk of his car and talking to the enormous ghost while James Moran stood to one side.

	Herbert was unlike the other spirits in the house. Carl had been a worldly man who had traveled Europe and the United States during his lifetime, and Eloise had been a gregarious child in life. In death, all the ghosts in the house on Berkley Street had one thing in common: they had almost always been in the house on Berkley Street. Even the Davis sisters had only been in one other place.

	Herbert had traveled the country after his death. He’d moved around for decades as part of a carnival, never taking root anywhere and seeing new people every day for well more than an average lifespan. He was not accustomed to hiding when someone appeared, especially someone he knew.

	Shane parked his car and got out, approaching the other men and the ghost.

	“I’d say you look well, but that would be a very transparent lie,” James said, shaking Shane’s hand.

	“Good to see you, too,” he replied.

	“Any luck in the cornfield?” Ventura asked.

	“Found the ghost. He was trying to kill the farmer who lives there. Possessed the scarecrow, of all things,” Shane answered, lighting a new cigarette.

	“That, I would love to have seen,” Ventura said. “I didn’t know ghosts could possess a non-living thing.”

	“Just wearing it like a suit,” Shane said. “Makes the scares easier, I assume.”

	“There was a ghost at the carnival who sometimes possessed a marionette puppet after shows. He’d make the little wooden man walk around and chase children who strayed from their parents. Caused a lot of screams,” Herbert said, pleased by the memory.

	“Jesus,” Ventura said. “That must have warped a few kids over the years.”

	“Perhaps,” Herbert said with a shrug.

	“In any case, he didn’t know much,” Shane continued. “Same story as the bog monster.”

	“There was a bog monster?” Ventura asked.

	“Ah, well, not technically a bog monster. A ghost who drowned in a marsh,” James corrected.

	Shane gestured to the older man with his cigarette.

	“They both ran through his shop once,” Shane explained.

	“Yes,” James said. “The bog monster in question was a man named Flint. One of the more gruesome spirits I’ve seen over the years. Rotten, sagging flesh, unpleasant odor, a very living-dead, zombie feel to his appearance. That was part of the appeal for the buyer.”

	“Beatrix?” Ventura asked.

	“Oh no, of course not. A man named Len Yulich. He purchased Flint’s gold tooth more than a decade ago. Yulich, I’ve since learned, was murdered. His property was stolen, and the gold tooth was taken with some other items.”

	“Like Benedict Winston,” Ventura interjected.

	Winston was the man who’d owned Cassius and a ghost named August. August had mailed himself to James looking for help after Beatrix and the Harvesters killed Winston and released Cassius for the fun of hunting him. More than a dozen people died because of their hunt before Shane destroyed the spirit.

	“Much the same, it seems. And the spirit from the cornfield seems to have been sold to Benjamin Putter close to twenty years ago.”

	“Is Putter dead?” Ventura asked.

	“He is. More than a year ago. I was told it was an accident, but I wonder how true that is considering these other cases,” James said.

	“I can look into them,” Ventura said, writing names in a small notebook. “I don’t have much else to go with on my end, though.”

	“Nothing on Beatrix?” Shane asked.

	“No. I pulled what I could on her two dead associates from the fish factory, Kraft and Tully. Minor stuff. Tully was involved in an assault and battery three years back. Kraft was questioned as a witness to a murder but was never a suspect. Nothing that linked one to the other.”

	“They murdered people, didn’t they?” Herbert asked.

	“We’ve got a murder victim and fingerprints from the deceased in his house. August was our witness, and he’s both a ghost and destroyed. Cassius committed all the other murders. In the real world, I can’t bring charges against anyone for any of this. I need Beatrix, and the gun she used, or another witness.”

	“Doesn’t matter. We’re not looking to prosecute anyone,” Shane pointed out.

	“Maybe not,” Ventura agreed, “but in terms of helping you find these people or cover your ass if more bodies turn up, it’s hard to do with so many holes to patch up. I can’t tell my director that a ghost is the reason we haven’t brought in a suspect.”

	“Frustrating though that might be, I’m more concerned with what links these three murders. Winston, Yulich, and Putter. How did Beatrix know them? How did she find their hidden ghosts, and why did she let all of them loose?” James said.

	“How did you find them again?” Ventura asked.

	“Witnesses. People talk in my line of work. There are only so many spirits that look like Flint. But he was in a different state from where Yulich lived.”

	“Found him in a school,” Shane told Ventura. “Harassing some local kids having a party.”

	“Harassing?”

	Shane shrugged.

	“Might have planned to kill them; I don’t know. Didn’t get that far. Beatrix releases the ghosts to hunt them; it’s what she did with Cassius. I assume she released these other two for similar reasons.”

	“But she abandoned them,” Ventura said. “Why do that?”

	“From what I saw, this woman likes two things: Money and hunting, and they seem to go together. If the hunter doesn’t pay, I don’t think she finishes the job.”

	“It makes sense in a way,” James said. “Suppose you pay her to take you on a ghost hunt, and then you realize you’re in over your head. Or maybe you get killed. She could leave the ghost and reuse it later. Get someone else to pay her for it.”

	“Phelps said she had a list of ghosts to choose from. He chose Cassius because it was local. The others could have been ones she already released,” Shane said. “She wouldn’t care if these things killed a hundred people while she wrangled up a new paying customer.”

	“That’s deranged,” Ventura said.

	Shane chuckled and nodded, exhaling smoke.

	“Yeah.”

	“So, our girl knows who collects ghosts, and somehow, which ghosts they collected. Even obscure ones or ones that have been kept secret like this Cassius. What’s the common thread?” Ventura asked.

	“I’ve been trying to figure that out,” James said.

	“Aside from you, I suppose,” the agent added.

	James looked at him with narrowed eyes.

	“I am not involved in this, Agent Ventura,” the old man said bluntly. Ventura held up his hands.

	“Didn’t mean to suggest you were, Mr. Moran. But all three dead men were your clients.”

	“Years ago,” James agreed. “And none were involved with the others. I didn’t even sell Winston the spirit they stole from him.”

	“No,” Ventura said, “but you’re still a link. This is a niche world, isn’t it? So, who else would know all three men? Who else could connect A, B, and C? You can’t be the only one.”

	James went quiet and Shane finished his cigarette. He wouldn’t have said it quite as awkwardly as Ventura had, but the thought had also occurred to him. He didn’t suspect James Moran of anything illicit, and he believed that the man had no idea who Beatrix was. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t a link in the chain. He had clients and colleagues, any of whom could have been involved and indirectly pulled him into something.

	“You keep your records secure, right?” Ventura asked then.

	“Of course. My files are under lock and key. My clients demand discretion.”

	“But would a ghost be deterred by a locked filing cabinet?”

	“Ghosts cannot steal files from a locked cabinet. And none of mine are missing. I checked into this when I found out who had died and what business we’d done.”

	“But could a ghost read them?” Ventura said.

	Shane could see the tension in the corner of James’ eyes. He hadn’t thought of that because what ghost would break into an office to read paperwork? It would have been a stupid suggestion if it hadn’t at least sounded plausible.

	“I only know what I’ve been able to unearth,” James said. He sounded confident, but there was something there. Shane could see he was shaken. Maybe Ventura or Herbert couldn’t, but Shane had known James Moran long enough to see something had changed.

	“What have you got?” Shane asked.


Chapter 2: The Fundamentals of Death

	 

	“Little more than I’ve already told you,” James began.

	The shadow of the house was cold, despite the heat of the day. The breeze rolled in hot and humid and then died down as the cool of the shadow set in once more.

	Shane could see movement in the windows behind the other men. He drew no attention to it, but the time he’d spent in the driveway had piqued the others’ curiosity. Carl watched from the third floor, while Eloise and the Davis sisters caused curtains to stir on the ground floor. None would come outside, he suspected. They were not comfortable enough with Ventura to expose themselves so openly. But everyone was paying attention.

	Beatrix had already sent a package to the house once. She knew where Shane lived, meaning everyone was compromised. The others were invested in what had happened. They had all offered to help, to leave the safety of the home and travel with him to fight her. He’d turned them all down and wound up in the hospital. That put them all on edge, even more than usual.

	“I’ve been able to identify a few other one-time clients who have died or gone missing in the past ten years, and it seems like their homes were also robbed of specific haunted items. Only one appears to have been a murder, though the police arrested a suspect. But the details are similar enough that it drew my attention,” James explained, handing some paperwork to Shane.

	“These are ghosts?” Shane asked, leafing through the pages.

	“Yes. I traced the spirits back to the owners and discovered that all had passed away. One was from an item I sold to the former owner; the others had items I sold them, but these spirits were not from me. In each of these cases, the relevant spirit, one I would consider highly dangerous and unsafe in the hands of anyone who had not been well-vetted, has been moved to a new, unrestrained location.”

	“Same thing they did with Cassius and these other ones,” Ventura said.

	“Most of them are near where they were originally kept. Only one crossed state lines,” James continued.

	“So, the Harvesters identify a ghost, kill the owner, capture the spirit, and release it for a hunt. If someone pays for the hunt, it goes down as planned. If they can’t pay or it’s otherwise derailed, the ghost is left to run free until someone else wants to pony up the cash to take it down. That’s our working theory?” Ventura asked.

	“Seems like,” Shane replied.

	“The evidence points in that direction,” James agreed. “I’m sure we’re still missing some of the finer details.”

	“Like how they learn about the spirits to begin with,” Shane said. He lifted the sheaf of papers James had handed him. “But maybe one of these knows.”

	“Give me the names of the other dead collectors, and I’ll see what links I can dig up,” Ventura suggested.

	James glanced at Shane, who nodded, and the older man quickly scrawled some names on a page in a notebook and handed it to the agent.

	“After this, I’m afraid my well of information has run dry. I have word out among other collectors. No one has told me anything about the Harvesters yet, but that can’t last. If they have been running hunts for some time, someone will have either partaken or at least looked into it. I’m confident I’ll find someone,” James said.

	“Maybe you can dig up something else,” Shane said. “Either one of you. Beatrix had ghosts with her. They were like hunting dogs. I’ve seen some strange spirits before, and some monstrous ones, but these were engineered. Someone bred these things.”

	Ventura’s eyebrow raised, and he gave James a sidelong glance before refocusing his attention on Shane.

	“I know I’m the new kid here, but I’m going to need you to explain that,” he said.

	“I’m not sure I understand what you mean, either,” James added.

	“She had a few of them with her at Winston’s,” Shane explained. “They were badly deformed. Every bone was broken and reset so they were running on all fours, but with a half-dozen new joints in each limb. Their faces had been skinned, but in patterns. It was like a design, carefully carved in the flesh. Surgical.”

	“Some ghosts come back after enduring
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