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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The wipers were working overtime, swiping so fast against the windshield, Dez Braddock worried they’d fly right off.

      His driver’s side tires caught a dip in the road concealed beneath a long puddle, and he eased off the gas as the SUV hydroplaned for a few seconds. The sound of the water hitting the undercarriage was loud enough to drown out the radio station he’d tuned into.

      “If you don’t need to be out on the roads, don’t head out now,” chirped the DJ. “It’s positively torrential out there.”

      “You don’t say,” Dez grumbled.

      He might have held tighter to the wheel, but his knuckles were already white with the death grip he’d established. He peeled one sweaty palm away from the faux leather, shaking out sore fingers before repeating the process with the other hand.

      “How you doing?”

      The quiet voice from the passenger seat had Dez glancing over. He spared no more than a second for a visual check on his brother, Sullivan Gray. Sully was eyeing him with no small amount of concern.

      While they were both nervous, Dez was the one who most often tended to show it.

      “Don’t talk to me,” he said.

      “Maybe we should pull over.”

      Dez frowned. Sully’s suggestion was an intelligent one, the one Dez should have followed when they’d passed through the last town. Three hours from their home city of Kimotan Rapids, they’d landed in a part of the country with precious few communities. Given the rocky terrain, farms didn’t even exist out here.

      What they did have was a stretch of road which, at various points in history, had been badly damaged by slides. Rock, mud, trees—all had rendered the narrow highway impassable from time to time. Dez wanted more than anything to get back to Kimotan Rapids—KR to locals—by nightfall, but those hopes were all but dashed with the never-ending rainstorm.

      He entertained the notion of turning around and going back to the last town. He’d noticed an old hotel there; even if it didn’t have room for them, Dez would be fine sleeping in the vehicle for one night. Problem was, turning around on this narrow band of road—particularly given the steep slope along the right side—seemed like a bad idea.

      “There’s no shoulder here,” Dez reminded Sully. “Pulling over’s not gonna happen—not until we find an approach.”

      Sully said nothing. Dez couldn’t tell if his silence meant agreement or disagreement.

      “What?” Dez demanded.

      “Nothing.”

      “You’re thinking something.”

      A pause. “You’re in a bad mood and spoiling for a fight. I’m not going there.”

      Dez gritted his teeth. The wheel’s wrap creaked as he readjusted his tense grip. Sully was right; Dez was looking for an argument—anything to release some tension. Except it wouldn’t fix anything. He’d eventually find a safe spot to stop but would have to contend with a sulking brother.

      “Sorry,” Dez muttered. “You’re right. I’m pissy as hell. This sucks.”

      “I know.”

      “And we shouldn’t have to be out here in the first place. Annoys the hell out of me Lachlan sent us all the way out to Woodley to talk to some crotchety old guy who refused to speak by phone. And no wonder. A missing watch? Seriously?”

      “It was a family heirloom,” Sully countered.

      Dez cast Sully a side-eye. He couldn’t believe he was being forced to defend his position. The job had been significantly outside the type of work they typically took on. “It was in his kitchen junk drawer. We drove several hours for a job it took ten minutes to complete.”

      “And he paid us for our time and our fuel,” Sully said. “And he fed you pretty well besides.”

      Dez frowned. “Did you even try the cake? It tasted like dust.”

      “I tried to warn you against eating it.”

      Sully’s warning had consisted of raised brows and a barely there head shake. Silent, yes, given the presence of their client at the same table, but adequate nonetheless. Dez had ignored him.

      “It looked better than it tasted,” Dez said.

      Thoughts of disgusting desserts fell away as a second deep pocket of water caught the tires. Despite driving significantly below the regular posted speed limit, Dez felt the vehicle being sucked toward the road’s edge—and the deep embankment below. Heart pounding, he regained control within a few feet of the edge and sucked in a deep, calming breath. Tires straightened, he continued forward, this time even slower.

      “You’re doing good,” Sully told him.

      Dez held his smart-ass comment in check. Not Sully’s fault, he reminded himself. Maybe later, he’d give their boss, Lachlan Fields, a blast instead. He was the one who’d insisted they come out here, after all.

      “How far to the next town?” Dez asked.

      Sully removed his smartphone from the centre console cupholder and tapped at the screen for a moment. “You won’t like the answer.”

      “Tell me anyway.”

      Sully’s eyes landed on him. “A little less than thirty kilometres. There are no other towns until we get back to the main highway.”

      Dez snapped a curse word. Nope, he most definitely didn’t like the answer. Instead of easing up, the rain was getting heavier. Even worse, fog had settled in the lower spots along the road.

      “Any off-roads you can make out? I’d take one of those right now.”

      Sully’s fingers spread on his onscreen map. He spent a little time moving things around and examining it. Finally, he puffed out a relieved-sounding breath.

      “There’s something here, yeah,” he said. “Another couple of clicks up the road. It’ll be to your left, right before we get to the bridge.”

      “You mean the big one?”

      “Yeah, the one that crosses the North Kimotan.”

      Dez remembered. Both the North and South Kimotan rivers were wide, having carved out deep beds for themselves over their long lifetimes. The bridge in question offered amazing views on clear days, and Dez had planned to stop on the way back to snap some photos. At this point, though, all he wanted was to make it through this trip in one piece.

      “Let me know when we get to the road,” Dez said. “I can barely see a foot in front of us.”

      With Sully monitoring the map, Dez focused on staying on the road. Two kilometres seemed to take forever, but finally, Sully let him know they were nearly at the spot. Dez slowed, watching for the approach. Though it was difficult to make out, he succeeded in navigating the turn.

      He counted himself lucky the road had been gravelled. If not for that, the SUV would no doubt have gotten stuck almost immediately. Even so, the gravel needed grading, and the barer spots—including the patch at the approach—had become mud puddles.

      “How close are we to the river?” Dez asked. “I can’t tell through all this rain.” He peered over as Sully switched over to a satellite map and zoomed in.

      “We’re pretty much right up against the slope leading down to the river,” Sully said. “The road goes along the top of the ravine.”

      Through his window, Dez could make out enough to recognize a rocky cliff towering above them on that side. He gritted his teeth. He had a certain paranoia about slides—more specifically, being caught in one. Just ahead, a clutter of smaller rocks littering the road—a sign the cliff next to them wasn’t very stable.

      “Any flatter terrain you can make out?” Dez asked.

      Sully gave a knowing smile. “You’re worried about getting caught in a landslide.”

      “Damn straight,” Dez said. “Not ashamed of it either. Couple’a times as a cop, I had to help out with rescues. Not pretty. Any chance of me getting past this damn cliff and away from the river?”

      “Hard to tell from this. It does curve away a little somewhere ahead.” He lifted the phone nearer his face. “You know what’s weird? Satellite shows a series of buildings up the road from us, but I don’t see any town name on here.”

      “Doesn’t make sense,” he muttered. “Tell you what, though. I’d feel a damn sight more comfortable if we can weather this out wherever that is—town or not.”

      “I’d estimate it’s maybe another four clicks up the road.” Sully peered at Dez. “Think we can make it?”

      Dez smiled grimly. “Sure as hell gonna give it the old college try.”

      “You’ve never been to college.”

      Dez glared at him. “First of all, I went to police college. And second, shut up, Sully.”
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        * * *

      

      The drive up the gravel road was laborious, Dez forced to crawl to avoid ruts, massive puddles and more than one spot partially barricaded by displaced rocks and trees.

      “How much farther?” Dez asked to a sigh from Sully. Dez couldn’t blame him for being annoyed; he’d asked the question multiple times. Hell, he was beginning to annoy himself.

      “Should be just ahead.”

      Just ahead. Sure—if the village were located inside a hill. The downpour had created a network of snaking vertical rivulets through the roadway. Dez made it through some water pooled at the bottom, but he didn’t get far when he was forced to admit he’d never manage the entirety of the hill. Already, his tires had spun out a few times, and the farther he drove, the steeper it became. He needed more acceleration, and given the state of the road, he’d never accomplish it.

      “No good,” he told Sully. “We’ll need to go back.”

      Frowning, Sully gave a nod. “Maybe we can find somewhere to sit this out at the bottom. Most of the cliff you’re so worried about is a little to the east of where we started up.”

      Dez remembered. He’d been keenly aware of it every moment he’d been driving past.

      Turning around wasn’t an option, not with the overall state of the narrow road. Instead, he backed up, relying on a combination of skill and backup camera to make it the short distance to the bottom.

      Not long before he encountered a problem—an incredibly loud one. A rumble Dez initially took for thunder gave way within seconds to crashing and sharp cracking noises, the sounds accompanied by a shudder so intense, the SUV shook as he steered.

      “Dez!” Sully exclaimed.

      Dez slammed on the brakes, spraying mud. Unable to make out much at first around the vehicle, Dez shoved the stick into reverse while keeping his foot firmly on the brake pedal. The backup camera revealed the issue.

      The first thing he saw was a large boulder and a spray of toppled trees. As he turned to check it out in better detail, he noticed a lot more muddy rock alongside the largest one. Trees of varying sizes jutted from the pile.

      “Tell me that’s not the road,” Dez moaned.

      Sully met his eye with a pained smile. “Would it help if I lied?”

      “Goddammit!” Dez slapped the steering wheel. Given the amount of debris on the road, no chance the road was even remotely passable—not by vehicle and possibly not even by foot. “No fucking way!”

      Sully swivelled in his seat. “That’s not good.”

      “You think?” Dez shifted into park and leaned his head against the wheel. “Please, tell me there’s another way out of here.”

      Silence filled the vehicle’s interior, nothing beyond the ongoing slap-slap-slap of the wiper blades and the pummel of the rain on the roof to listen to.

      “Sully?”

      “I’m checking,” he snapped. “Hang on.” It took a lot for Sully to get to the snapping stage.

      Dez lifted his head enough to scan Sully’s face. Yep, he was stressed, all right, the frown visible despite the beard.

      “I don’t see any other roads,” Sully said, tone as tense as his expression.

      Dez forced down a belly breath, held onto it for a few seconds, then released it slowly. “Okay. Okay.” Resolving himself to what this meant.

      “Okay, what?” Sully asked.

      Dez pinched at the inner corners of his eyes. “Guess we’d better call our significant others. Let them know we’re stuck.”

      “Might not be our only problem.”

      Dez felt an additional spike of dread. He knew that tone. “God, what?”

      Sully cast Dez a regretful smile. “The landslide back there? There’s a figure standing in front of it, staring at us.”

      Every fibre of Dez’s being urged him against looking. He did, anyway. He knew what he’d see before he turned in the seat and peered through the back window: a big, fat nothing. And that was exactly what he saw.

      Exactly what he least wanted to see. Because it could mean only one thing.

      A ghost.
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      Sully had seen it for only a few seconds, but those seconds had been plenty enough.

      Ghosts had been a part of his world for as far back as he could remember, and he’d seen more than he could begin to count. It meant he didn’t have the luxury of second-guessing his eyes.

      The figure he’d seen was something in between shadow and fully formed apparition—dark yet transparent and in possession of a very human shape.

      Sully could tell it was a large, adult man wearing dark clothing and a wide-brimmed hat. He hadn’t been able to make out facial features or hair colour before the spectre vanished into the massive pile of rock, trees and debris.

      “Was he caught in the slide?” Dez asked.

      Sully turned from the rear window to meet Dez’s eye. “I can’t imagine I’d see him if he was.”

      One of the oddest quirks of an already odd ability, Sully could see only the ghosts of people who’d died by homicide.

      Dez made a face. “Yeah, I’d have a hard time imagining a means of murdering someone by rockslide.”

      Sully shrugged. “Can’t rule it out entirely. I got the sense, though, he’s been around longer than a few seconds.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Just going by what I saw of him. I got a feeling too.”

      “Dare I ask?”

      “You probably won’t like it. He was angry. Like, really angry. The sort of rage I felt coming off him isn’t possible for a living person. It comes with a lot of time being trapped in the spirit world. Feeling ignored, helpless, scared—all of those things can get twisted over time into the sort of energy I felt in him.”

      Dez shuddered. “Do you think he caused the slide?”

      “I got the impression from you they happen often enough all on their own. But if I had to state the odds, I’d say he had a hand in this happening.”

      “Why? He trying to kill us?”

      Sully shrugged. “Maybe. Too soon to say for sure. Could have been simply trying to trap us, but that doesn’t sound so good either.”

      Dez’s expression darkened. “No, it sure doesn’t.”

      Sully swept his gaze back out through the windows. Still, he couldn’t see any great distance through the rain though what he could see was ghost-free. For the moment. “Whether or not he caused the slide, one thing’s for sure. He seemed pretty happy about the fact we’re trapped. He can probably tell what I am and wants me to help him.”

      “Maybe it’s something else.” Dez stared hard at Sully, a point waiting to be made. “Maybe he wants you out of his way.”
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        * * *

      

      Sully leaned his seat back while Dez made a call to nine-one-one to report the slide. Sully half-listened as Dez attempted to provide accurate directions to the spot and assured the operator no one in the vehicle was injured.

      Sully’s thoughts strayed repeatedly to the ghost he’d seen, wondering whether Dez might be right. There had certainly been times a spirit had come at Sully with dark intentions. More than once, Sully had nearly been forced into joining them in the spirit world.

      He always tried hard to give everyone—living and dead—the benefit of the doubt. Even the most negative spirits might be operating out of little more than misplaced fear, grief or pain. Like wild animals lashing out, they could even target those who didn’t pose a threat.

      There were others though. As with living people, some spirits cared little for others—even outright hated them. For them, anyone might be an intentional target for their anger—potentially even violence. Not all victims of homicide were good people in life. Bad people got murdered too. Sully couldn’t rule out the possibility the ghost he’d seen had been one of these. If so, every chance existed that the landslide did, in fact, have some paranormal cause.

      Sully cast another glance out the window. The rain had slowed enough for him to make out an extra number of metres in any direction. Still, the river valley was hidden behind the misty curtain, only the slide behind, the slope to the left and the slippery and steep road ahead visible to him.

      “I understand you need to reserve airlift support for medical emergencies,” Dez said. “I wasn’t asking that. I just need to know how long we’re likely to wait for help so we can decide next steps.”

      Dez was stressed, and for obvious reasons. Sully regretted having heaped more onto him by revealing the ghost’s presence. Dez freaked out about few things as much as he did about the paranormal. Yet, despite the fact Dez had no appreciable psychic skill, he’d saved Sully’s ass more times than he could count. If they had a negative spirit to contend with, Sully wanted Dez alert to it and able to provide effective backup should the need arise.

      “I have about half a tank of gas,” Dez told the operator. “I’m running the engine right now, but if it’s going to be a while, I’ll need to conserve fuel. And we don’t have any food or water with us either.”

      A pause came, during which Dez pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yes, as I said, I understand that. I used to be a police officer. But it gets pretty damn cold at night, and we’re rapidly approaching that point now. I want to take every precaution I can against hypothermia.”

      Yes, Dez explained to the operator, he always kept an emergency kit in the vehicle. Didn’t mean he was eager to rely on it.

      Dez sent the operator a pin showing the location of the vehicle. A pause, then, “How long ago? … That’s good to know, thanks. Is it a town, or … Oh. Okay, thanks. Listen, I always carry a charging brick with me on road trips; I probably have something close to one charge left. And I’ve been bouncing between one and two bars of reception to boot. So while I’m hoping someone can call me or my brother back with updates, I’m not sure we’ll be able to respond  … Got it, thanks.”

      Dez disconnected, dropping the phone back into the cupholder with a groan. He spoke while aggressively rubbing his temples. “No idea when they’ll be able to get to us out here. I kind of regret telling them we weren’t injured. At least then, someone would have come right away—or at least as soon as it was safe to get a copter in the air.”

      When he lifted his head out of his hands, he faced Sully. “One thing though: operator said they had a call for service out here for a similar landslide in the spring. Not as bad as this from what I can tell—I mean, the whole road wasn’t totally gone—but it was enough a road crew needed to be dispatched to clean it up and ensure it was safe. Anyway, the call came from a resident who lives right near here. I asked if it came from a town, thinking it was what we saw on the map. The operator said she isn’t familiar with a town around here. Maybe what we saw on the map was a farmyard with a load of outbuildings.”

      Sully scratched at his jaw. “Maybe. Seemed more like a community to me though. From the map, I’d say the road ran through the middle of it, like a main street.”

      Dez shrugged. “Probably doesn’t matter. Point is, someone apparently lives around here. I vote we wait this out an hour or two. If we don’t hear anything back, we should think about knocking on someone’s door. Any port in a storm and all that.”

      “We could always sleep in the car.”

      Dez grimaced. “Sull, you just told me some creepy ghost guy might or might not be responsible for causing a major landslide. Last place I want to be right now is outside with him. Anyway, I’d rather not risk being stuck in a cold vehicle overnight.”

      Sully smirked. “We could cuddle.”

      “I could kick your ass. That’d warm you up in a hurry too.”

      Sully laughed, then decided to leave it alone. Dez was right. If some ill-tempered spirit was roaming around out here, aiming to cause problems, the best option was to place as much distance between him and themselves as they could.

      For now, they’d wait. Sully relaxed back into his seat, closed his eyes and listened to the drum of the rain. After a few minutes, all thoughts fell away and sleep settled in.
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      Dez jumped as his phone rang.

      Sleep had stolen in so gradually, he’d barely been aware of it. Only once his phone startled him awake did he realize he’d been asleep.

      Wiping at his face with one hand, Dez picked up the phone with the other.

      “Who izzit?” Sully mumbled, clearly half-asleep himself.

      The screen showed No Caller ID. “Not sure. Maybe someone at the nine-one-one call centre.”

      Dez answered. “Dez Braddock.”

      “Dez, this is Staff Sergeant Leta Devereaux with the Cedar Springs Police Department. I understand you’re in a bit of trouble.”

      Cedar Springs, the nearest large community to their location, was still an hour’s drive away, Dez estimated. “You could say that. We’ve been cut off from the main road by a landslide. The river’s to one side, a steep slope to the other. Ahead of us is a narrow gravel road I couldn’t get up a short while ago. By now, I’d imagine it’s all but washed out.”

      “Are you safe where you are?”

      Dez checked the windows. He’d shut off the engine before falling asleep. As a result, the windows were steamed up on the inside and obscured by heavy rain on the outside.

      “As far as I know,” Dez told Leta. “I think we should have enough distance between us and the riverbank that we won’t get swept over or something. My biggest concern is further slides.”

      “I understand. Our fire department’s been notified, as has the Quillam Volunteer Fire Department. Quillam sent a team to your location. As I understand it, the damage is quite extensive. They don’t have the equipment to clear it, and there isn’t a safe way over to you just yet. We’ve notified the Department of Highways. They have people who handle this sort of thing. Unfortunately, no one was in the office, so I had to leave a message on an after-hours emergency line.”

      Dez ground his teeth. Typical government behaviour, maintaining an emergency line no one answered.

      “I’m not sure whether they do this sort of work in the dark for safety reasons, and the sun’s going to set within the hour,” Leta continued. “I’d imagine they’ll plan to start work first thing. I could be wrong, of course, so I’ll let you know either way. In the meantime, I wanted to ensure you’re all right where you are.”

      “Guess so, sure. Can’t keep the vehicle running all night, though, so we’ll probably be Popsicles by morning.”

      “I’d advise you to stay with the vehicle for now. If things get dodgy and you’re concerned about your safety, there is a place not far from your location where you should be able to get some shelter. Former town called Sutton Hill. I’ve checked your pin, and it should be at the top of the rise in front of you. You can find it by following the road.”

      “Former town?”

      “It was a ghost town for many years. Might still qualify as one, depending on your definition. Anyway, someone bought what was left of the townsite a year or two ago and has been fixing it up, planning on opening to visitors down the road. It was in the news here a while back.”

      Dez hadn’t heard anything about it, but he supposed if Leta was referring to her local news, it might not have carried as far as the much larger Kimotan Rapids.

      “Thanks for the heads-up,” Dez said. “We’ll stay put for now, but if you could update me ASAP, I’d appreciate it. If we need to hike out, I’d rather do it while we have a little light left.”

      “Understood. I’ll get back to you.”

      Dez disconnected and eyed Sully. “You get any of that?”

      “Yeah, I heard some. Didn’t sound promising, did it?”

      “No. It sure didn’t.” Dez rubbed the back of his neck. Everything ached all of a sudden. Eva had been relatively calm about the whole thing—no doubt thanks to the fact that, as a cop, she’d seen plenty worse than this—but Dez wasn’t as stoic. He wanted out of here, and he wanted out now. “This sucks,” he growled.

      Sully huffed out a breath. “I know. But we’ve got what we’ve got.”

      Neither of them said the other thing out loud—that if they’d stayed on the main road, they wouldn’t be in this mess. Then again, the main road could have experienced a slide too, or their SUV could have been rear-ended by a vehicle being driven too fast for road conditions. Dez had responded to a few of those calls in the past too.

      They didn’t say anything further for the moment, Dez drumming the wheel as he eyed his phone, willing it to ring. As the minutes ticked past, bringing them ever-nearer to sunset, Dez’s thoughts strayed to the ghost Sully had seen. Sometimes, Sully’s ghosts wanted nothing more than to have someone notice they were there. Most of the time, unfortunately, it was something else. They wanted something.

      What this ghost might want, Dez didn’t particularly want to know.

      He checked his cellphone’s map app, judging the distance from their current location to the site of the ghost town. Best he could tell, they were no more than a ten- or twenty-minute hike away—excepting whatever challenges lay in store on the hill before them. Dez didn’t want to leave it much longer. The area had its share of wild animals, and he had no desire to face down a bear, cougar or wild boar. Best they be wherever they needed to be before the sun went down.

      Thankfully, Leta chose that moment to call back. “Not good news,” she said. “A specific crew deals with landslide events in tricky territory. They’re equipped and trained for them. Our issue is, they’re dealing with a slide a few hours north of your position. Someone’s actually missing as a result, so they’ll be focused there for a while yet. Sorry about that. Guess you’ll need to hunker down for a bit. Think you can make it to Sutton Hill before sunset?”

      The valley had already grown dim, shadows settling into the lowest points. Dez turned on the engine and flipped on the windshield wipers, giving himself a better view ahead. The hill hadn’t gotten any more welcoming, as close to a washout as he’d ever seen. Walking up there would be tough enough; driving would be impossible.

      “Guess we’re going to have to,” Dez said.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Dez shook his head, though Leta had no way to see. “Nothing to be sorry about. Given what happened to the occupants of that other vehicle you mentioned, we’ve got it pretty easy. As long as our cellphone batteries and my charging brick holds, you can have someone reach us tomorrow, once they’re able to make it out. In the meantime, my brother and I will head for Sutton Hill.”
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        * * *

      

      The trek up the hill was every bit as unpleasant as Dez had anticipated.

      They hadn’t gone more than a quarter kilometre when Dez knew for sure their SUV wouldn’t have made it. The road was indeed washed out, gravel carried away, rivulets and even trenches carved out and one entire section of road collapsed.

      “Getting out of here tomorrow might be wishful thinking,” Sully shouted to be heard above the rain.

      Dez had been thinking the same thing but had resisted voicing it.

      “Making it up this damn hill should be an Olympic sport,” Dez said to a chuckle from Sully.

      Funny maybe, but true too. They hadn’t gone far before Dez’s face was sodden with more than rain. Between the slick grass and the slicker mud-coated roadway, the steep grade turned an otherwise-usable gravel road into Mount Everest. By the time they crested the hill, he was exhausted and lightheaded, requiring a long moment to catch his breath.

      Sully, puffing for air with hands on knees, wasn’t faring much better. “See anything?”

      “The town, you mean? You’re seeing the same thing I am.”

      “You’re taller.”

      Dez swiped a layer of sweat and rain from his eyes and blinked away what was left hanging off his eyelashes. “Well, I don’t see anything either, all right? Supposed to be here somewhere.”

      Sully plucked as his sleeve. “Let’s keep moving.”

      “We have a choice?”

      A shrug from Sully was answer enough. They kept moving.

      Another dip in the road followed, albeit not nearly as steep as the hill they’d just traversed. One more incline followed.

      Already, Dez felt like he weighed twice as much as usual, a phenomenon easily attributed to his soaked clothing. His waterproof jacket was getting a workout, but the rest of his attire wasn’t resistant whatsoever to bad weather. His jeans were soaked through, and his socked feet squelched against the soggy insoles of his boots. So far, the length of his jacket had protected his waist and hips, meaning his underwear had at least been spared; he didn’t want to contemplate his level of discomfort if that changed.

      He glanced over at Sully. His long hair, tied in a low bun at the nape of his neck, had pulled free in places and hung in strings around his face. He’d long given up on trying to keep his hood over his head, the wind making it next to impossible. No chance of keeping the hood in place with his hands either. They’d both needed their hands free to keep from falling on their faces or asses when the wet vegetation swept their feet out from under them.

      “We’ve got to be close,” Dez told him. “It didn’t look far on the map.”

      “I don’t remember seeing an off-road to the townsite.”

      Dez grimaced. He hadn’t seen one either, but now that Sully had said it, it got Dez wondering. What if they’d missed it in the gathering darkness and heavy rain? “It’s got to be here somewhere.”

      Another small rise lay before them, this one sandwiched by short walls of rock. They reached the narrow peak and stopped.

      Dez broke out in a relieved burst of laughter. “Right there. We found it!”

      At least, he assumed they’d found it. He had no other explanation for the handful of lights glistening below them through the rain.

      Sully nodded. “Yeah. We found it, all right.”

      Dez cast an appraising eye over him. “You don’t sound very excited.”

      Sully met his eye. “We’re not the only ones up here.”

      Dez debated asking the question, fully expecting what the answer would be. “You’re not referring to whoever lives down there, are you?”

      Sully shook his head.

      Blood drained from Dez’s face. “He’s with us here? Now?” He squeaked the final word, didn’t care.

      Sully nodded. “He’s been following us the whole way here. I think he used to live here.”

      Dez frowned. “Apparently, he still does.” Suddenly, the idea of making a return trip to the SUV didn’t seem half bad.

      Sully, though, straightened and lifted his chin. “Not much we can do about it. Let’s go.”

      Dez could think of a few things he could do, all of them involving giving this town as wide a berth as possible. But, in the end, completing their trek was the safest and most logical option.

      “You know, the term ‘ghost town’ was never meant to be taken literally, right?” Dez griped as they completed the final leg toward the lights before them.

      Sully tweaked a thumb toward a spot in the darkness behind him.

      “Don’t tell me,” he said. “Tell him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Sully didn’t turn as he and Dez hiked the remaining distance to the lights.

      He’d been keenly aware of the negative presence behind them since they’d left the SUV, felt it drawing closer with each few steps. It was as if the spirit was growing bolder by the minute, like it had been determining the nature of the threat to itself before shifting back into full-fledged menace mode.

      Ghosts didn’t breathe, but if they could, Sully was certain the spectre would be breathing down his neck.

      He held a shudder in check, reminding himself not to look—and to definitely avoid saying anything to Dez. Ghosts like this thrived on fear. It fed them, made them stronger. Ignoring them could sometimes be enough to weaken them.

      Sometimes, unfortunately, it could also further enrage them. They’d figure it out soon enough.

      The lights of the town lay somewhat below them, nestled within a shallow valley. Sully and Dez picked their way cautiously down the slope, mud, loose gravel and slick vegetation nearly putting them on their backsides a few times.

      They’d almost reached the nearest streetlight when something seared into a spot on Sully’s mid-back. He gasped and flinched.

      Dez pivoted toward him. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing, my ass. What?”

      Sully rolled his shoulders and stretched. The sharpest pain was gone, a dull ache remaining in its stead. “Believe me, it’s nothing.”

      At least, that was what he wanted the ghost to hear.

      He sensed the incoming attack before it had a chance to hit, felt the massing of energy the same way he could tell when an angry living human was preparing to throw a punch. Sully pushed out with his own energy, easily locating the spirit and giving it a solid shove. He connected, energy to energy, felt the shift as he pushed the dead man back—and the inevitable shock from the spirit as it happened.

      Fair enough. Even within the strange world of psychic abilities, Sully knew he was unusual. He couldn’t merely see or sense energy; he could manipulate it too. Came in handy in these situations.

      Abruptly, the energy vanished.

      Beside him, Dez shivered. They were both cold and soaking wet, sure, but Sully suspected Dez could pin part of the blame on anxiety too.

      “Relax,” Sully told him. “It’s gone.”

      “Like gone, gone?”

      “Temporarily. Best I could do at the moment.”

      “You could just send him across, you know.”

      Sully shrugged a shoulder. “Sure, I could. Hate doing it unless I’m sure there’s no other option.”

      Dez knew this, of course, but he frowned all the same. “Not sure he deserves the same treatment as the decent ones. He was doing something to you, wasn’t he?”

      “A kind of sharp, burning pain. Not sure from what. Maybe it was on purpose, maybe it wasn’t. Could be it has something to do with how he died.”

      Dez gave a wry laugh. “Given what you’ve told me about him so far, I’m leaning toward it being on purpose—in which case, I’ll say it again: I’d love it if you’d just send the bastard packing.”

      Admittedly, Sully had considered this himself a few times during the walk here. He hated bullies as a rule, having found himself on the receiving end of his share of them during his youth. Getting older had tempered his views in some cases, had made him realize many bullies had been bullied themselves.

      The ghosts of murder victims could present this way too. While many came across as fearful or in terrible pain, some sought strength in inflicting those same feelings on others. Bullies, yes, but bullies for a reason.

      “You know, all the bad ones I’ve just shoved through—it’s always been as a last resort, and I’ve assumed they head where they need to go,” Sully said. “But I’ve never considered what sort of problem I might create on the other side by doing it without resolving their issues first.”

      Dez huffed out a breath. “Even living people can’t always resolve their issues. How the hell can they expect you to do everything?”

      “Okay, yeah, but I can still give it a try first, right?”

      “Seems to me they should have some pretty skilled spirit types waiting over there to take charge of these things.”

      Sully cupped his hands to his mouth and blew warm air over his fingers before answering. “Sure, probably. But how do I know they won’t be waiting for me over there when I die, wanting to kick my ass for not doing the job I was put here to do?”

      Dez snorted. “You do plenty enough as it is. Anyone’s got a problem with you over there, they’ll have to answer to me too.”

      Sully smiled. That was Dez—the solution to Sully’s bully problems since Sully had joined the Braddock family as a foster kid at age seven. Dez hated bullies as much as Sully himself, maybe even more.

      Sully’s thoughts refocused as they drew near enough to the first streetlight to make out what surrounded it. A series of old buildings—what appeared to be two ramshackle houses and a crumbling shed—came into view through the rain. While Sully wasn’t the best at estimating the age of buildings, he was pretty sure these ones had been here for the better part of a century. Maybe even longer. No lights showed inside the windows of any of them; at a glance, Sully was pretty sure why, given the state of the places. The windows and doors seemed to be intact, and both roofs had been overlaid with tin, but it was clear the houses had been run-down for a while before any such work was completed.

      They continued until a second streetlight revealed several additional buildings. These ones also seemed to have undergone some improvements with each boasting new signage: a livery, a blacksmith shop and a police station.

      The blacksmith shop was fronted by a wide wooden awning, and Dez tugged Sully beneath it. The recessed entrance remained largely dry, giving them a small break from the rain. Dez battled with the zipper of his jacket until he was able to get to his inside pocket. Dez had stored his and Sully’s phones along with his charging brick inside the pocket, relying on the salesperson’s assertions the jacket was fully waterproof.

      Dez grinned widely as he held up his own phone for Sully’s benefit. “Aha, see? Totally dry.”

      “Congratulations,” Sully said. They’d been no more than a few metres from the SUV when Sully found himself wishing he’d made a similar investment rather than paying for the cheaper “rain resistant” option. “Calling Leta back?”

      She had requested a call once Dez and Sully made it safely to Sutton Hill. Dez showed he hadn’t forgotten by nodding a response. “Yeah, and more good news.” He pointed to his phone. “Dial tone.”

      Sully half-listened to Dez’s end of the conversation, focusing instead on their surroundings. While his psychic sight and ability to communicate was limited to homicide victims’ ghosts, he could nonetheless sense the presence of other types of spirits. Usually.

      Not tonight though. Tonight, everything seemed empty. Surprising, actually, given the obvious age of this town.

      Sully let it go. Sometimes, it was best not to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      “We haven’t found anyone yet,” Dez said into his phone. “The buildings appear empty so far. We’ll find somewhere to hole up, I’m sure … Thanks, Leta. We will. If you could make sure to … Exactly. Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      Dez disconnected, stuffing the phone back into the safe and dry recesses of his inner pocket as he spoke to Sully. “At shift change, she’ll make sure to fill in the next watch commander about our situation. I’ll call in first thing, anyway, make sure we’re still on someone’s radar. I trust her, but damned if I’m going to leave our fate entirely in someone else’s hands.”

      “Makes sense to me. Anything else?”

      Dez zipped his jacket back up to his chin. “Nope, except she did tell me if we can’t find anyone here to put us up—basically, if no one’s around—the police won’t make a thing of it if we find an outbuilding to shelter in.”

      Sully was reminded of their earlier conversation. “Any port in a storm.” He pointed in the general direction of the buildings around them. “Looks like we can take our pick.”

      “Your teeth are chattering.”

      “Yours are close to the same.”

      Dez plucked at Sully’s sleeve. “Let’s roll.”

      Leaving the relative shelter of the awning, they made their way farther up the street, the rain hammering down on them the moment they re-emerged. They passed another couple of houses, a large general store, a café, a drug store, a town hall and a schoolhouse. While even more work seemed to have been completed on each of these, none were lit inside.

      A fair few more streetlights stood ahead of them, with others reaching toward the right, indicating yet another street or two that way. Plenty of places someone might be staying, but Sully needed to find shelter sooner rather than later. Dez was right—his teeth were knocking together, and his hands were trembling so badly inside the sodden pockets of his jacket that he doubted he could hold a cup of hot coffee without spilling it everywhere. He removed his hands, tucking them instead into the crooks of his armpits, hunching over in a hopeless attempt to better shield himself from the rain and the chill.

      He felt Dez’s appraising eyes on him without needing to turn. “We’ll check out another few buildings,” Dez told him. “If no one’s in any of them, we’ll just pick one we can use to warm up.” He patted at his jacket. “Packed the matchbook and a lighter in here. I can light a fire, get us warmed up.”

      Sully nodded, his whole body shaking.

      He stopped paying attention to the buildings, focusing now on avoiding the puddles and trying to convince his brain he was sitting on a warm beach. A few unsuccessful minutes of this later, Dez’s hand landed on his shoulder.

      “Hey, Sull, look.”

      Sully peered up through ropes of hair, following Dez’s pointed finger to one of the buildings ahead. His heart gave a responding thud of hope as he noted a handful of lit windows in the large-two-storey structure. A sign stretching along the side read “Bullseye Hotel.” He warmed a little just seeing it.

      Dez dropped his hand to Sully’s back, propelling him onward alongside him. “Come on. Let’s see if they’ll let us come in to warm up.”

      “If they don’t, you’ll need to find out if this town has a graveyard,” Sully muttered. “Ten more minutes of this, you’ll need to plant me there.”
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      Sully wrapped soaked arms around himself, struggling to stave off the shivers racking his body. Stuffed inside wet boots and wetter socks, his feet were practically numb. Hands and face too, for that matter. All he could think about was how great it would feel to step beneath a hot shower or sit in front of a roaring fire.

      Sully started to say something to Dez but gave up partway through, the comment making no sense even to himself.

      “Almost there,” Dez told him, his teeth chattering as he spoke.

      Sully tried to nod but couldn’t tell if he’d managed it.

      Following Dez up the couple of steps to the front doors of the old hotel, he tripped, coming down hard on a knee. Dez gave him a hand to get back on his feet.

      “You okay?” Dez demanded.

      Sully mumbled something intended as a “Yeah.”

      Dez frowned but didn’t press it, instead closing the remaining distance to the door and knocking.

      While awaiting a response, Sully cast his eye over the portion of the hotel he could see from the wide, wraparound veranda on which he and Dez stood. From here, he could make out a row of large windows, two of which were cut into the double front doors themselves. A number of the ground floor lights were on, illuminating visible portions of the Old West-style building.

      The outside certainly retained its period structure, and it seemed the owners had striven for the same on the inside. The sconces in the lobby had to be close to a century old or at least bore the appearance of it. Deeply stained wood covered the floors and the walls, all watched over by intricate tin ceilings. Directly across from the doors stood a broad front desk, stained the same shade as the room’s floors and walls. A circular bench seat was placed in the centre of the lobby with additional seating along one wall. The largest section of floor was concealed by a massive, red-toned area rug, its design and worn texture suggesting it had served its purpose for many decades.

      The nearest windows to these looked into a small, partially visible parlour to the left and, to the right, a large bar—the sort in which Sully could imagine Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday indulging in a drink or a game of Faro. Plenty of light filled both areas, enough to reveal a lone man seated at a table in the bar and a shadowed figure moving past the curtains in the parlour. At least someone was here, Sully thought.

      What else was inside remained to be seen—and with the way Dez was pounding on the wooden portion of the door, they’d hopefully be seeing it soon.

      Unless, of course, the appearance of two soaking-wet strangers prevented their opening the door to them at all.

      Relief flooded Sully as he spied movement at the far right edge of the lobby. The man from the bar—aged somewhere in his forties and possessing a shock of brown hair and a full beard—approached the door at a brisk pace. His eyes flashed open as he took in the pair on his front step. Thankfully, it wasn’t so much fear as puzzlement reflected in his eyes as he heaved open one of the twin doors.

      “Hello,” he said. “Can I help you?”

      “Hopefully,” Dez said. Sometime in between knocking, he’d retrieved one of his business cards which he now flashed at the man. “I’m Dez Braddock. This is my brother and partner, Sullivan Gray. We’re private investigators from Kimotan Rapids.”

      A pair of bushy brows crawled up the man’s head. “Oh?”

      Dez continued. “Anyway, we were on a job not far from here, and we ran into this storm on the highway. We took the road here, hoping to find somewhere to shelter until this passed, but we got hemmed in by a landslide.”

      The man’s jaw dropped. “Oh, hell. Not again.”

      “I’m sorry,” Dez said. “I know this is unexpected, but we would sure appreciate it if you could put us up somewhere until we can get out of here. The sergeant I spoke with in Cedar Springs expects it’ll be a while before they get it cleared, and we’re both soaking wet and freezing from the walk over, so …” He trailed off expectantly, his raised brows registering hope.

      “Oh, of course!” the man exclaimed as he pulled the door open wider and stepped aside to let them pass. “Come in. We’ll find you some dry clothes, get some warm coffee down you. Sound good?”

      Dez shifted past him, casting his best smile. “Sounds great.”

      Sully followed, managing his own pained smile and a chattered, “Thank you.”

      The man grimaced. “Sounds like you could do with a warm bath as well. Follow me. We’ll get you set up.”

      “We?” Dez asked. “Are there still a few people living here?”

      “Only a couple. My wife and myself.”

      “I think I saw her,” Sully said through rattling teeth. “In the little parlour to the left of the lobby.”

      The man peered at him through quizzical eyes. “You sure about that?”

      Sully frowned. “Think so. Why?”

      “Because she has a migraine. She’s been upstairs in bed for the past hour.”
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      Sully sank up to his neck beneath the water, forcing his knees up at the bathtub’s other end.

      The hotel contained a shared but spacious guest bathroom holding a classic clawfoot tub. While a modern toilet had been installed, a shower had not.

      The man who’d introduced himself as Keefe Cleary told them he and his wife, Glenna, were working hard to stick to period fixtures as they spruced the place up. Their aim, he said, was to eventually open the town to vacationers looking for an Old West experience. They had plans to hire staff—who would, of course, dress in period garb—and put on nightly entertainment of the same sort people would have enjoyed in the late eighteen hundreds.

      All of this might have proved far more interesting to Sully were he not so damned cold. Thankfully, after a relatively short soak, his body temperature eased back toward normal.

      He wasn’t nearly so relieved about the ghostly aspects of the place, and he hoped to give that part a miss. Though he often had little choice but to involve himself in spiritual affairs, it didn’t mean he couldn’t try to avoid it. He and Dez got dragged into far too much as it stood.

      A rap at the door was followed by Dez’s voice. “Me. You still alive in there?”

      “Yeah,” Sully replied, relieved he’d stopped trembling.

      “Can I come in?” He entered before Sully managed a reply, placing a bulky cloth bag on the countertop next to the sink. Dez didn’t often stand on ceremony.

      Sully gave Dez a visual once-over. While his ginger hair was still damp, he appeared otherwise dry, clothed in a T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants that, given his height, rode up to just below his muscular calves.

      Dez peered down at himself as Sully smirked. “All they had to fit me. They threw our stuff in the wash, so at least we’ll have those back by morning.” He poked at the bag he’d brought in with him. “I’d expect what they found for you will fit you better than what they gave me.”

      Sully chuckled. “No doubt. Feeling better?”

      “Yeah, but I wasn’t nearly as cold as you were.” He flexed the muscles of his arms. “All this muscle makes for good heat production.”

      “Explains why your head stays warm.”

      After a beat, Dez fired him a glare. “Three seconds, I could drown you in the tub.”

      Sully didn’t respond. Knowing Dez, he might well go through the motions.

      Leaning back against the wall, Dez folded his arms across his chest and crossed one ankle over the other. His position appeared far more relaxed than his suddenly taut expression revealed about his current turn of thought. “What was that whole thing about the person in the lounge?”

      Sully lifted a brow. “You really want to know?”

      “Seriously? Another ghost? One wasn’t enough?”

      “Might be the same one. Couldn’t make out any detail to say for sure.”

      “But it’s possible it’s a second one?”

      Sully shrugged. “Possible.”

      Dez’s lips pressed together, a reluctant question in his expression. “You think there are others too?”

      “Town this old, I’d be surprised if there weren’t.”

      Dez hung his head. “Why can’t we ever visit a non-haunted place?”

      “I doubt such a place exists.”

      “I hate when you say stuff like that.” He pushed away from the wall, casting a glance around the room. “Nothing in here, is there?”

      “Not at the moment, no. You’re safe.”

      “Can I make a suggestion? Can we maybe not get involved in whatever spooky stuff is going on around here?”

      Sully sat up again, lukewarm water dripping from his shoulders and upper chest, making him shiver. “I had the same thought. Except now that I’m thinking about it, I might have to figure out what’s going on with the man I saw back at the landslide site.”

      Dez grimaced. “Only way I want us tangling with that ghost is if we have absolutely no choice—as in, you’re absolutely sure he’s putting people’s lives at risk by causing that sort of thing to happen.”

      “Believe me, I hear you.” Sully shivered again. “Listen, much as I love this whole chatting-with-you-tub-side thing, I really want to get out and get dressed. You can stay or go, but let’s finish this conversation later, okay?”

      Dez straightened and shifted toward the door. “Don’t take too long.”

      Sully quirked his lips. “Afraid of the ghosts?”

      “Damn straight, but also afraid of saying something stupid if Keefe asks me what you meant about seeing someone in the lounge. Some things, I prefer leaving to you to explain.” Dez was mid-way out the door when he paused and turned back toward Sully. “Oh hey, Keefe said we could find him in the bar. He was going to get us set up in a room and get the keys ready for us.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll meet you down there in a few.”

      Dez left, closing the door behind himself. Sully stood, reaching for the towel he’d been provided by Keefe. He dried quickly and wrapped the towel around his head, eager to step into whatever dry clothes he’d been given.

      The bag contained a long-sleeved T-shirt, a pair of boxers with a scribbled note assuring him they were brand new, thick socks and, like Dez, a pair of sweatpants. Unlike Dez, Sully’s fit.

      Sully unwrapped the towel from his scalp, squeezing out the excess water. He’d removed the elastic from his hair earlier but couldn’t find it now, so he simply tucked the damp strands behind his ears for the time being. If he’d lost the band in the wash, he’d find some sort of replacement later.

      Sully placed his wallet and phone inside the bag Keefe had provided, checking his battery as he did so. Unsurprisingly, what had been a full charge only hours before had been reduced to less than forty per cent. Ghosts had a way of sucking energy from electronics. Given the kind of strength he sensed from the ghost he’d seen earlier, he guessed the Clearys had a fair few problems with their electrical devices.

      Sully set a mental reminder to ask Dez to borrow his phone charger. He’d forgotten his own.

      He was about to open the door to the hallway when he stopped short. Slow, rhythmical footsteps sounded outside, growing nearer the bathroom door. Sully didn’t hear ghosts—another quirk of his gift—but something about the sound nonetheless left him chilled. This wasn’t a normal human gait, too heavy and too slow. The footsteps in the hall reminded Sully of the classic movie version of Frankenstein, the one featuring Boris Karloff in the role of the monster.

      Which was enough to send yet another shiver up his spine.

      Sully eased open the bathroom door, giving himself a crack through which to peer out.

      His heart thudded hard against his ribcage.

      The hall was lit by low-wattage bulbs set inside a series of old-fashioned sconces, casting the scene in an even eerier light. Two windows either side of the hall looked out over the rear of the hotel, but whatever moonlight might normally flow through them was barred by the storm outside. Though it was closer to dark than light, he had plenty enough to see by.

      A woman in a flowing white nightgown, dark hair falling in a curtain across her face, was making her way toward him. Her steps seemed uncertain, too heavy, as if she’d just regained the use of her legs following a lengthy debilitation.

      His breath caught as she stopped dead. Her head jerked as it lifted, revealing one eye peeking from between pieces of hair.

      For a long moment, their eyes locked, neither of them moving nor speaking. Then she gave a low, jagged moan.

      Sully resisted the urge to slam the door shut and lock himself inside the bathroom as she staggered toward him. What she intended, he had no idea, and he was happy to keep it that way. The one thing holding him in check was the fact he could hear her movements.

      He and Dez had been told the only other person here was Keefe’s wife, Glenna. Given the way she was moving and the fact they’d been told she suffered migraines, Sully thought maybe she needed help.

      “Glenna?” he asked. The word had come out near a whisper, so he cleared his throat and tried again. “Glenna?”

      She reached the nearest window and stopped. He thought perhaps she was about to answer him, but instead, she turned slowly toward the glass. One hand lifted, palm pressing to the pane as her head lowered as if to cast her gaze to the ground below.

      A kind of grunt tore from her throat, followed by another choked groan. Sully’s blood ran cold.

      “Glenna, my name’s Sully. My brother and I—”

      “He’s there,” she said.

      Sully stilled in the doorway. “Who’s there?”

      “He’s there.” All but her index finger folded toward her palm, one by one, until she was jabbing at the glass. “He’s there.”

      Sully opened the door a little wider, about to approach her. He thought maybe either Keefe or Dez was outside.

      Maybe it was someone else. Something else.

      Sully took a step toward her. And jumped as she suddenly flew at him with a shriek.

      “He’s coming for me!” she wailed, fingers embedding in the material of his shirt, her weight forcing him back painfully against the doorjamb. “He comes for all of us!”

      Frozen in fear, he didn’t have time to ask questions before she collapsed, unconscious, on the floor.
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      Were this situation any different, Dez would like this place.

      Despite the renovations still required, the hotel carried all the markings of something from a Wild West flick. Dez didn’t often get the chance to watch those sorts of movies—neither Eva nor Kayleigh were fans—yet part of the reason he wanted to be a cop early on in life was because he’d once had Tombstone on repeat. He’d annoyed the hell out of his parents, quoting iconic Doc Holliday lines multiple times a day.

      The shared bathroom, too, was like something out of the Old West—all hardwood floors, dim lighting, clawfoot tubs and scratched-up, cracked mirrors. As Dez and Sully hadn’t yet been shown to a room, he wasn’t sure what to expect on that count. Since Keefe and his wife hadn’t been expecting company, it was possible the rooms at the old hotel weren’t ready for guests.

      Under the circumstances, Dez would be happy with a sofa or a reasonably comfortable rug in front of a fireplace. Anything to not have to return to the SUV—and, more specifically, the dangers posed by the ghost in that particular location.

      Dez made his way down the stairs which ran along one side of the lobby, next to the long front desk. No one stood at the desk now, nor did Dez see anyone else inside the lobby. Keefe had directed him to the bar, which Dez had spotted through the outside windows.

      Dez crossed the lobby, the old floors creaking beneath his feet. If Keefe and Glenna had been looking for a way to ensure their handiwork would stand up under significant weight, it seemed their prayers had been answered with Dez’s arrival.

      It was impossible to move silently in a building this old, and it came as little surprise when Keefe’s head popped out from the bar area.

      “Dez? Thought it had to be one of you two.”

      Was it Dez’s imagination, or did Keefe seem relieved by his observation?

      With Keefe waving for him to follow, Dez made his way inside. Many of the fixtures—from the long, polished oak bar itself to the furnishings, wall sconces and various decorations—clearly either survived with the building itself or were period pieces purchased elsewhere and brought here by the Clearys.

      “This bar is amazing,” Dez said, turning in a circle as he checked it out.

      “Technically, it’s a saloon,” Keefe said. “The Bullseye Saloon, to be precise. That was its name back in the day.”

      Keefe went about proving it by pointing to a black-and-white photograph hanging on the wall behind the bar. While much had changed over the many decades, Dez recognized the building in the photo as the one in which he now sat. The signage painted in large dark letters below the expansive second-floor balcony read “Bullseye Hotel & Saloon.”

      “Built in eighteen eighty-one,” Keefe said. “Several changes made over the years obviously, but it’s remained more or less as is since then. Bunch of other structures in town are the same.”

      Dez raised his brows. “How’d these places stay standing all this time? Not like our weather’s all too helpful in that regard. Between the rain, the wind and the wicked winters—let alone the fires and various natural disasters—I’m surprised this place didn’t get wiped off the map at some point.”

      Keefe cast him a smile. “Me too, to be honest. Loads of other places—especially ones left abandoned for a period of time—either got badly vandalized or were destroyed in some other way. The credit largely lies with the fact Sutton Hill didn’t fully become a ghost town until the final resident died four years ago. Joe Exner basically acted as caretaker and security officer around here for many years, keeping ne’er-do-wells away while ensuring the place stayed operational. He’d successfully applied for a government grant to keep it going. Planned to get it fixed up and open for tours, had a few guys who volunteered their services for that purpose—including me, actually. Nothing happened with it at that time, unfortunately, so the place was largely left to its own devices until Glenna and I took charge.”

      “Which was when?”

      Keefe made his way behind the bar, pointing to a row of bottles with brows raised in question. “On the house.”

      “A beer would hit the spot if you’ve got one.”

      Keefe grinned. “Magic words.” He bent, disappearing behind the bar. The unmistakable whirr of a fridge motor reached Dez’s ears. One thing had clearly been added to the Bullseye since its earlier days.

      Keefe stood, two sweating bottles of beer in hand. “Glass?”

      Dez shook his head. “Bottle’s fine.”

      Keefe handed Dez his, and the two twisted off their caps at roughly the same time. Keefe tapped his bottle against Dez’s. “To our first visitors. Here’s hoping you won’t be the last.”

      “I’m sure we won’t be,” Dez said. “But cheers to that, anyway.”

      They paused the conversation, each focused on downing a few mouthfuls. The beer tasted great, although Dez ordinarily would have preferred something on tap. Right now, anything to take his mind off the situation was a pretty good thing.

      Having swallowed, Keefe plunked his bottle back onto the bar’s surface. “Sorry, you were asking about when Glenna and I came here. It was roughly two years ago. We inherited it when her grandfather passed away. That Joe Exner guy I mentioned? He was her grandfather. He was a widower, and he and his wife had just the one son—Glenna’s dad. Her parents died some time back, and Glenna was an only child too—which made her the last living descendent of Joe’s. Anyway, we ended up with the town. Took a while for the estate to get sorted out, which is why we didn’t get possession of it right away. Once we did, we came up and started work.”

      Dez tested the nearest barstool. It felt sturdy enough, so he lowered himself onto it, relieved when it held. “What kept Joe here all that time?”

      “Family. He was born and raised here. He flatly refused to leave the place, even when he wasn’t so good at taking care of himself anymore. He used to say no one else could do what he did. Poor old bastard, one of the other guys working on the place found him dead in his chair one morning.” Keefe shrugged and took another long pull from his bottle. “Figure he went out the only way he would’ve wanted to go.”

      Dez frowned, mind flashing back on the ghost from the road. “Any idea what happened to him?”

      Keefe peered at Dez as if trying to work out the purpose for the question. “He was eighty-four years old. It was a heart attack—at least, that’s what the coroner told us.”

      A cause of death Dez could get behind. At least Joe hadn’t been buried alive in some random landslide. “Had you wanted to take over the place?”

      “Absolutely. Tell you something: the place has a real draw. It’s almost what you’d call spooky. It’s like it’s got a personality all its own. Glenna and I knew right away it was our calling to take over from Joe. We picked up where he’d left off, getting the place closer to opening to the public. Joe had money—a sizeable inheritance from his parents—and he passed that along to us as well. He didn’t specify we needed to spend it on Sutton Hill renos, but he didn’t really have to. Glenna and I knew from the start it was the only way to spend the money.”

      Keefe paused for another swig, wiping his lips on the back of his hand before continuing. “Anyway, we’ve got some government funding set up as well, and we’ve got a monetized YouTube channel along with a couple of fundraising campaigns set up. We’ve already got over a hundred thousand followers on the channel, and loads of them have sent money our way to help out with restoration. Makes them feel a part of it, I guess.”

      “Sounds like you’ve covered all the bases.”

      Keefe shrugged. “We have, as far as I could see.” His gaze tracked down suddenly to the bar’s surface. Dez watched him, wondering what he was thinking about.

      Whatever it was, Keefe didn’t share it. Dez had an idea of what the topic might entail, and for his part, he wasn’t any more eager to discuss it than Keefe seemed to be.

      A shout from Sully overhead had Dez jumping. The way Sully called Dez’s name told him something was very wrong.

      He was off the stool in a flash, legs beating a path through the bar, across the lobby and up the stairs. He took them two at a time, registering as he ran the sound of Keefe clomping along behind.

      At the top of the stairs, Dez rushed into the turning until he stood at the centre of the long hallway. His stare immediately shot toward the side where he’d found Sully in the bathroom.

      Dez dashed forward as he spotted Sully kneeling on the floor next to a collapsed woman in a nightdress.

      “Glenna!” Keefe shouted. “Is she okay?”

      “She saw something out the window,” Sully said, voice choked with tension. “She came toward me, freaked out about it, and then she collapsed.”

      By now, Dez and Keefe were kneeling on the floor next to Sully and Glenna, Keefe gently patting his wife’s cheek. Dez went into cop mode, checking for a pulse and ensuring she was breathing. Satisfied on both counts, he met Sully’s eye. “Call nine-one-one.”

      Sully nodded and lifted the device, lighting up the screen in the dim hallway. Before he could dial, one of Glenna’s hands shot toward him and knocked the phone away.

      “No,” she said. “I’m fine.”

      Dez eyed the phone Sully was busy retrieving but turned back to Glenna as she struggled to sit up.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, lowering her head into her hands. “My head.”

      “Did you hit it?”

      “No. I’m not hurt. It’s just this damned migraine. I’ll be all right. I don’t need an ambulance.”

      Dez looked to Keefe to see whether he might argue the point, but he only shrugged. “She has these episodes sometimes,” he acknowledged. “You get used to them.”

      Sully, phone back in hand, glanced from Glenna to Keefe to Dez. “So I shouldn’t request an air ambulance?”

      “No,” Glenna said. “Thank you, but I’m fine.” This time, she accentuated the claim with a smile. “Really.”

      Dez might have checked her over a bit better first, but Keefe was already next to her, helping her to her feet. Glenna appeared sturdy enough as she stood there; while she lowered her head and shut her eyes while massaging her temples, she didn’t waver or sway.

      “Okay,” Dez told Glenna and Keefe. “Your call.”

      Keefe met his eye. “You’re familiar with first aid.”

      “Used to be a cop. I’ve administered first aid on multiple occasions.”

      Keefe blew out a breath. “Gotta say, you’re a handy guy to have around in a storm.”

      Sully had drifted off to stand at the nearest window, gaze tracking downward. Now he turned toward Glenna. “Can I ask you something? You said, ‘He’s there.’ Who did you mean?”

      She peered up from between her hands. “I’m sorry. What are you asking about?”

      “When I came out of the bathroom, you were staring out this window, looking down toward the back of the building. You kept saying, ‘He’s there.’ Who did you see outside?”

      Glenna tilted her head, her expression every bit as puzzled as Dez imagined his must appear. “I don’t remember anything like that.” Her eyes shifted to her husband’s.

      Keefe gave her a kind smile as he wrapped an arm around her, rubbing her arm as he replied. “I think I know what must have happened. When Glenna has migraines, she sometimes takes pills to help her fall asleep. More than once, I’ve found her sleepwalking. I think that must be what happened.”

      Sully nodded. “Must be it.”

      Keefe quirked his lips up a little more. “If you guys want to head back downstairs, I’ll join you in a few minutes. Just need to help get Glenna settled back into bed, and I’ll come get you and show you where you can sleep for the night. Work for you?”

      “Absolutely,” Dez said. “We’ll meet you down there.”

      Once Keefe and Glenna had shuffled out of sight, Dez closed the distance to Sully’s side. “Okay, out with it.”

      “Out with what?”

      “What Keefe said about the sleepwalking. You’re not convinced.”

      Sully shrugged a shoulder. “Actually, I think it’s likely she was sleepwalking.”

      Dez gave his forehead a rub. “Okay, good.”

      “Just doesn’t explain everything, is all.”

      Dez lifted his head enough to meet Sully’s eye. “Explain what, exactly?”

      Sully’s gaze returned to the window and the darkness below. “The man she saw.”

      Dez hated to say it. He did anyway. “If she was that out of it, maybe she was seeing things.”

      “One thing for a sleepwalker to see things; it’s another for someone else to see it while fully awake.” Sully jutted his head toward the window. “The guy she saw is still out there—and I can see him too.”
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      Sully happily accepted the rum and cola Keefe offered him in the bar a short while later.

      “She’s resting again,” Keefe told them as he settled onto a tall stool on his side of the bar. He sounded tired, and he accentuated the tone by rubbing his eyes and gritting his teeth. Glenna might be the one with the migraine, but Keefe appeared to be struggling with his own kind of headache. “I’m sorry about all this. I haven’t been able to figure it out. Neither has Glenna, obviously—and damn, we’ve tried.”

      Dez took a swig from a partially consumed bottle of beer. Sully guessed Dez had been enjoying it when the incident with Glenna had interrupted. “Have you talked to a doctor about the migraines?”

      Keefe toyed with his own bottle, shifting it back and forth between calloused hands. Judging by his palms and fingers alone—not to mention the variety of small healing injuries on the backs of his hands—Keefe had been working hard to fix this place up. Maybe that could explain a few things insofar as the paranormal element in their midst. In Sully’s experience, renos and hauntings could go hand in hand.

      “You know, we checked into the whole medical thing,” Keefe said. “Got us nowhere. Doc gave Glenna some meds supposed to help with migraines because the ordinary pain meds didn’t do anything. Unfortunately, the prescription stuff doesn’t help either. She’s had scans done of her brain to rule out the worst stuff, so basically, we’ve reached the point where the doctors don’t know what to do for her.”

      “When did it start?” Sully asked.

      “Couldn’t put a precise date on it, but it for sure was after we moved here and started working on the place.”

      “Maybe it’s environmental,” Dez suggested. “Could be some sort of mould problem or something.”

      Dez was reaching; Sully could tell. The longer they talked this over with Keefe, the more Sully was convinced Glenna’s problems were paranormal in nature. It wasn’t the sort of thing anyone—especially Dez or Keefe—would want to hear.

      Keefe shook his head. “Tried that route too, actually. Had inspectors come in, check out all the buildings. Got a few here with asbestos we need to deal with before opening them to the public, but it’s surprisingly mould-free. No air quality issues in the main buildings. From what I can gather, various work was done in the past, bringing the structures up to code. Joe was fastidious about maintenance, and I understand he wasn’t the only one around here to feel that way over the years. For the most part, the town was well taken care of. Had the water checked too. All good. We have a really good water filtration system installed as well.”

      Sully thumbed at his lower lip. Dez had filled him in on what Keefe had told him earlier about Glenna’s grandpa and his role in maintaining the town before bequeathing it to his granddaughter and her husband. They’d exhausted all the obvious questions. No way to avoid the awkward topic any longer.

      “The sleepwalking episodes,” he said. “Do they always result from migraines?”

      “She’ll get migraines without any sleepwalking episodes, but yeah, every time she sleepwalks, it’s during a migraine. And you’ll probably ask, but no, it’s nothing to do with her prescription meds. She was sleepwalking even before she started that stuff.”

      Sully hadn’t been planning on drawing that particular connection. “When she sleepwalks, does she generally seem to see things?”

      “Quite often, yeah. She goes on about this man in black. Whole thing creeps me out no end, as you can no doubt imagine.”

      Sully could imagine. Hell, he could do better than imagine. He was admittedly creeped out by the ghost, and he had plenty of experience with these things. “What about you?” Sully asked Keefe. “Have you ever seen anything?”

      Keefe tilted his head. “What, like hallucinations?”

      Sully forced a smile. “I was thinking more along the lines of ghosts.”

      Keefe went still for a few seconds. Then he snorted, took a pull on his bottle. The action was a quick one—too quick. It told Sully a denial was coming—one which would be, at least in part, false. “Nope. No such thing as ghosts.”

      “Wish we were on the same page there,” Dez muttered.

      Keefe’s eyes shot to Dez. “Pardon?”

      Dez heaved a sigh. They were having this conversation, and he clearly wasn’t happy about it. This was Dez, though, and he’d play his part to take some of the pressure off of Sully. “You haven’t seen anything, but have you heard stuff? Felt it maybe?”

      Keefe’s tilted his head the opposite direction, brows lowered and eyes narrowed as if trying to work out where this was going and what role he dared take in it. “Listen, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t sometimes have a weird feeling, like someone’s watching me. But hey, that’s natural in this sort of place, right? Old town, empty buildings, all the history. Loads of people died here over the years. Hell, it’s got its own Boot Hill jam-packed with graves. You let it, place like this will prey on your mind, make you nuts. Don’t know. Maybe that’s what’s going on with Glenna.”

      He’d said the last sentence quietly, quietly enough Sully thought it probable Keefe had never before said it out loud to anyone. More than once in the past, Sully himself had falsely believed he was losing his grip on sanity. It had been terrifying, perhaps more terrifying than the ghosts causing it. As bad as it had been, he knew it had to be awful, too, for loved ones forced to watch helplessly from the sidelines.

      This wasn’t, however, about mental illness. Sully knew what he’d seen, what Glenna had seen. Though he’d been peering through a rain-soaked window, he’d been able to make out the ghost outside. A dark and menacing figure, he’d been clad in black clothing and a wide-brimmed hat. Sully hadn’t seen his face, but he didn’t have to in order to gauge the ghost’s thoughts. Even separated by walls and windows, Sully had easily sensed them—and they weren’t good.

      He leaned forward a little on his stool, catching and holding Keefe’s eye. “I don’t think she’s nuts. And you’re not nuts for feeling the things you’ve felt. I see things, Keefe. Always have. And I’ve seen things here.” He took a breath, held it a moment before exhaling slowly and offering the final observation. “I’ve seen what Glenna saw. The man in black. What’s more, I think this man has developed some sort of connection with Glenna. I think it’s what’s making her sick.”

      Keefe turned his face away a little, casting Sully a side-eye. “Come again?”

      Sully squeezed the cold glass of rum and cola between both hands and pressed on. “The energy connected with this ghost is really dark—destructive even. I think he’s been causing the rash of landslides. Might be his way of trapping you here. At one time, something like that probably would have taken weeks if not months to dig out from. He’s still treating it that way. What he’s building up to, I don’t know, but—”

      “Enough!” Keefe straightened, eyes fixing Sully in a glare. He pointed toward the glass. “Think you must have had a few of those before you showed up here.”

      “I’m not drunk, and I’m not making this up.”

      Keefe clapped his palms over his ears. “I don’t want to hear this, okay? I don’t want to fucking hear this.” He slammed his hands onto the bar’s surface, upper body shifting forward abruptly. “I invited you in because I wouldn’t let a dog sleep outside on a night like this. But as soon as this weather breaks and that road opens”—he thrust his index finger in the general direction of the road leading in—“I want you gone. Do I make myself clear?”

      “I don’t mean to upset you—”

      “Damn right, I’m upset. You come in here with these wild stories, trying to throw a scare into us. Well, I’m not having it, all right? I’ve had to deal with enough nutcases in my life. Don’t need you too.”

      Sully’s attention had been solely on Keefe. Now he noticed Dez had, at some point during the tirade, risen to his feet. At his full height and wearing an expression as stormy as the current weather, it took only a moment for Keefe’s Adam’s apple to bob with a heavy swallow.

      “Sully’s not making this up,” Dez snarled. “He’s trying to help. We both are. You can deny this all you want, but it won’t go away. Take it from someone with a hell of a lot of unwanted experience: this is going to get worse unless you do something about it. You’ve got us here now, and we’re stuck with each other for the time being. Instead of jumping all over us, maybe you want to take your head out of your ass and admit it to yourself. You’re good at fixing stuff, buddy, but there are some fixes you haven’t got the skill to tackle.”

      Dez leaned over the counter, putting his face dangerously near Keefe’s. “You want our help, we’re here. You don’t, that’s on you. All I know is I’m tired of this conversation, and I’m tired in general. You got a place for us to sleep, I’d appreciate it.”

      The way Dez had said it, it was clear he wasn’t asking. And Keefe seemed smart enough to know when to back down. Wordlessly, he led them from the bar to the lobby’s front desk. There, he dug behind the counter until he produced a key.

      Keefe slapped it onto the counter. “Only got the one room fully set up for guests so far. You’ll have to share.”

      Suited Sully fine. With the turn this night had taken, he thought it best for him and Dez to stay in each other’s sights. If the ghost didn’t make another move on them, an angry Keefe might. No telling if he kept a gun in the place, but it wouldn’t be entirely unexpected given the wildlife in the area.

      No one said anything more as Dez snatched up the key and led the way up the stairs. As they ascended, Sully felt Keefe’s eyes boring into his back.

      “Maybe he’ll look me up online,” Sully said quietly once he and Dez shut the door to their room behind them. Then he smiled. “Thanks for having my back with him.”

      Dez crossed his arms, scowling. “What a moron. Guys like him only make things worse for themselves.”

      Sully nodded. “Problem is, he’s going to make things worse for all of us if this keeps up. Something tells me I’ll have my hands full enough with our dead guy out there.”
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      Dez stared at the ceiling, arms folded.

      He supposed he should be grateful the storm hadn’t come with thunder and lightning. That would have been all he needed with his imagination already working overtime.

      He glanced toward the other occupant of the queen-sized bed. Sully lay on his side facing away from Dez, breaths coming deeply and evenly in sleep. Dez resisted the urge to elbow him in the back. If he had to lie here fully awake, maybe Sully should be too.

      Dez shifted his eyes back on the ceiling. No, Sully had enough to deal with. Better he, at least, get a decent sleep. If the ghost outside was as significant a threat as Sully was saying, best he be fully prepared for the oncoming battle.

      Dez’s eyes drifted to the window. The rain still fell, albeit not as heavily as before. The dull glow from the streetlights outside provided enough light to make out the ongoing streams of water coursing down the windowpane. It created a blurring effect, one which would make it difficult to see a whole lot clearly out there. Yet Dez wondered what Sully would see should he happen to peer outside right now. Was the ghost still down there somewhere, watching?

      Dez shuddered. There went his imagination again.

      “Try to get some sleep, okay?”

      With his thoughts working overtime, Dez hadn’t been aware of Sully waking. The sound of his voice in the otherwise quiet of the small room made Dez jump.

      “Seriously, D, I’ll deal with it,” Sully said. “Just need a little sleep first. So do you.”

      It was as good a time as any to discuss this. “Any idea how you’re going to handle it?”

      Sully gave a loud yawn. “Not yet, but I’ll figure it out. We always figure it out. First thing, though, okay? Try to get some sleep.”

      Dez studied the back of Sully’s head. “How do you do it? All these years, I’ve never figured it out.”

      “Sleeping, you mean? What choice do I have? I’m human.”

      Dez rolled his eyes. “I know. I meant—”

      Sully rolled onto his back and cast Dez a glance. “I know what you meant.” He grinned, amusement plucking at his lips. “Want me to do what you used to do for me when we were kids? I could yak your ear off until you fall asleep.”

      Dez remembered those days keenly, back when seven-year-old Sully—then a newcomer to their family—had crawled, terrified by the things he saw, into bed with Dez. Dez had done his best to comfort his then-new little brother—even though he always felt as if he himself was the one in need of comfort.

      A lot had changed since then, but not everything. Sully might have gotten better at dealing with the ghosts who popped into his life; Dez didn’t think he’d ever reach the same point.

      “You yakking my ear off will only make me want to pound you,” Dez joked, all the while wishing he weren’t too proud to admit he relished Sully’s suggestion. “Go to sleep. You’re going to need your rest.”

      “So will you. If I’m right about what we’re dealing with here, I’ll need you at my back.”

      Dez’s teeth ground together, and he did what he could to save his enamel by cracking an exaggeratedly wide yawn. “I’ll be there. ’Night, Sull.”

      “’Night, Dez.”
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      The clock on Dez’s cellphone read three a.m.

      Witching hour. Dez had heard someone use the term once for this particular time, and it had stuck with him ever since.

      He had yet to get a wink of sleep, and he was no closer to managing it now as he lay on his side, facing the small bedside table upon which he’d plugged in his phone. Though he’d tried to resist the near-constant urge to keep checking the time, he’d nonetheless found himself doing it at least every fifteen minutes.

      This time of year, sunrise was another few hours away. Plenty of time for the shadows to hold sway over this haunted ghost town in which he lay trapped.

      A few more long minutes passed. The rain had slowed to a drizzle about an hour ago, the sound a light tapping on the window rather than the previous pounding which had, at times, seemed to threaten the pane. Ordinarily, Dez loved rain—the crisp freshness of it, the feeling of warmth and safety when he got to watch it from inside a building or a vehicle.

      Not tonight. Tonight, it only served to make the location and their situation gloomier. When it slowed, he’d mentally celebrated.

      For a few seconds. While the weather might have changed, the situation hadn’t. Less wet, sure, but no less problematic. And with the rain now failing to obscure the window, he couldn’t help wondering what he might see should he look outside—or what might see him.

      Another dark thought, another shiver.

      Already-frayed nerves jumped at a sound from somewhere outside the room. A creak, he thought, probably a floorboard. He strained to hear more, held his breath when he didn’t. It could have been nothing more than the old building settling, a mixture of cool night air and humidity having their way with the wood.

      Could have been. Deep down, though, he knew it wasn’t.

      He waited, keeping his breaths light when he dared take one at all. Beside him, Sully didn’t share his problems, his own inhalations long, deep and easy. Again, Dez entertained the idea of nudging him awake. Again, he held the urge in check.

      He lay still, ears straining to hear above the thrumming of his pulse. He heard it then: another creak, louder than the first. Then another, closer this time, coming alongside a soft thud.

      Footsteps.

      Life experience had Dez’s mind automatically gravitating to the paranormal, to thoughts of ghostly feet approaching their room from the shadows. Dez shook it off, contemplating another, human explanation. Those alternatives weren’t a whole lot less creepy: a haunted, sleepwalking woman or an enraged and potentially dangerous man.

      Whatever the cause, Dez decided he’d need to check it out. He sat up, easing himself out of bed—more to avoid being overheard by whoever walked the hallway rather than a desire to keep from waking Sully. Unless the cause of the noise was a large dog Dez hadn’t been introduced to, he planned on waking up Sully very soon.

      Despite his best efforts at stealth, Dez’s shifting weight caused the mattress springs to creak. He grimaced at the noise, wondering whether he’d been overheard. Off the mattress completely, Dez paused, knees slightly bent, fingers flexing at his sides. He held his position, waiting to see whether he’d frightened off whoever or whatever was out there. For a few painfully long seconds, everything was quiet.

      Thud. Creak.

      Nope. Still there.

      Dez waited until he heard another footstep, then took one of his own. He managed to time out another similar step, the length of his legs and the small size of the room putting him at the door. There, he gripped the cool brass handle, preparing to turn it. He recalled the handle had been surprisingly quiet, while the door’s hinges had given a teeth-gritting squeal of protest as the angry Keefe wrenched it open earlier. Dez hoped he might be safe in easing the door open a few inches, enough to peer out into the corridor. He knew Keefe had left on the hall lights; he could see a dull glow emanating from the gap below the door.

      Dez drew in a breath, releasing it slowly and quietly. He gripped the handle a little more firmly. Then he twisted and pulled.

      The door cracked open more or less silently. He pulled gently until he had a gap of a few inches to peer through. Not quite enough to poke out his head, but enough he could see the portion of the hallway to the one side—the side down which he recalled Keefe leading his migraine-stricken wife earlier. Their bedroom was somewhere in that direction. If it had been Glenna Dez had heard, surely he’d see her.

      Only he didn’t. The hallway was empty—at least on this side.

      Dez decided he’d need to check the other direction. Risking opening the door another few inches, he was relieved the movement produced no loud noise. He gave himself enough space to poke his head through, then checked out the opposite direction.

      And stilled.

      There, partway down the hall, stood Glenna. She had positioned herself outside the room next to Dez and Sully’s, her eyes fixed on it with such intensity, Dez wasn’t sure she’d be aware of him even if he started a tap-dance routine. She was sleepwalking again.

      Dez debated what to do before recalling what Sully had said about the connection which appeared to exist between her and the ghost. This seemed like a problem which could use Sully’s attention, so Dez carefully closed the door and approached the bed.

      He woke Sully with a hand over his mouth. Sully’s eyes flashed open, and Dez put a finger to his lips as Sully pushed his other hand away.

      Dez indicated for him to follow, and Sully managed to hoist himself off the bed with next to no sound. Dez waited until Sully had circled the bed and reached his side before whispering to him.

      “Glenna. She’s outside the room next door. I think she’s sleepwalking again.”

      Sully nodded, then pressed past Dez to reach the door to the hallway. Like Dez, he turned the handle carefully and inched the door open, maintaining silence in the night-quiet of the building’s upper floor.

      Dez jumped. Glenna stood directly outside their door.

      “I think I killed him,” she mumbled, the sound of her voice indicative of sleep.

      But it wasn’t the words or her oddly deadened expression which shook Dez the worst.

      It was the knife she gripped in her right hand.
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      Dez raced down the hall, Sully on his heels. He wasn’t sure which door was the Clearys’, but there weren’t that many rooms. He was hopeful he’d find it easily enough.

      He did. As it happened, when Glenna left the couple’s room, she’d left the door ajar—or at least, that was how Dez hoped the door had come to be left open. It didn’t bear thinking about at this moment if a ghost were to blame.

      Dez didn’t bother knocking. He burst in, closing the distance to the bed in two long strides. He hadn’t noticed blood on the knife, though admittedly he hadn’t taken the time to examine it in minute detail either. Nor did he plan on studying Keefe for signs of life as he lay beneath the covers. Dez laid a hand on his shoulder and shook.

      Keefe’s eyes shot open. Another few seconds for sleep to fall away and for the shock to take hold.

      “What the hell are you doing in my bedroom? Get out!”

      “You okay?” Dez demanded.

      “Of course I’m okay! Get the hell out of here!”

      Dez debated for a moment but ultimately erred on the side of caution, grabbing the rumpled duvet and yanking it off Keefe.

      Keefe fired off the bed, fury in his eyes. “What in the bloody hell are you doing?”

      Dez scanned him for a moment, then the bed. No blood anywhere he could make out. Yeah, Keefe definitely seemed all right.

      Physically, at least. At this point, he’d gone to visually sweeping the room with rapidly panicking eyes. “Where’s my wife?”

      Good question. Dez spun back to the door, finding Sully there, facing into the corridor. “Sully?”

      As Dez approached him, Sully roughly pointed. “There. By the window.”

      Dez poked his head out, managing only a couple seconds’ glance before he was shoved aside by Keefe. Dez grabbed him as he shouldered past. “No, Keefe. She’s got a knife.”

      Keefe snorted. “She’s got a what?”

      “A knife,” Sully said, extending his index finger in her direction once again.

      Keefe’s gaze followed, his eyes widening in response. As she had earlier tonight, Glenna stood next to the nearest window. The knife remained in her right hand, but it hung limply at her side. Again, Keefe attempted to get past Dez only to be pulled back.

      “Don’t make me hit you,” Dez growled.

      “She’s sleepwalking.”

      “With a purpose, apparently,” Sully said. “She said she killed someone. A man. We thought she might have meant you.”

      For a long moment, Keefe was silent. Then a sob broke from his throat. Dez used the man’s emotional breakdown in his favour, shoving him back into the room.

      “Watch him,” Dez told Sully. “He makes a move for the door, knock him into next week.”

      Sully’s turn to make a grab as Dez tried to leave the doorway. “What are you gonna do?”

      “Get the knife away for a start. After that, I’ll see if I can coax her someplace safe until she wakes up.”

      Sully shook his head. “Dez—”

      Dez squeezed Sully’s fingers until he released him. “It’s okay. I’ve talked weapons off people before. I know what I’m doing.”

      Sully didn’t seem happy about it, but he released Dez anyway. Dez cast him a reassuring smile before returning his attention to Glenna.

      Glenna’s focus—such as it was given her current state—remained trained out the window. Dez could try pulling off a quick disarm. Of course, he could get himself sliced open should she prove more alert than she appeared.

      Police training had instilled in him a healthy respect for weapons and an appreciation of caution. He approached her carefully, pausing well out of her reach. In his previous career, he’d have his sidearm drawn. People with knives were plenty dangerous, capable of closing a short distance quickly and inflicting horrific damage. Dez ensured the room was within reach for him, counting on Sully to slam the door between them and Glenna should it come to that. Dez hoped it wouldn’t.

      He resolved to keep his tone gentle to start with. Shouting at a sleepwalker with a migraine might not be the best approach. “Glenna? Hey, Glenna, my name’s Dez. I’m a guest here. I’m going to need you to put down the knife for me.”

      No response.

      “Glenna, drop the knife for me. Come on.”

      Her face turned slightly, though not enough for him to catch her eye.

      She muttered something sounding suspiciously like, “They’ll hang me.”

      Hoping he wasn’t making a mistake, Dez opted to roll with it. “No one’s going to hurt you, Glenna. You’re safe here. You’re safe with us.”

      Now, she did spin toward him. He blanched at the grimace twisting her face, the way her breath whistled through gritted teeth. She stared back at him for a moment that went on forever. Then she said, “No one’s safe.”

      The knife clattered to the wood floor.

      Dez resisted the urge to rush forward, hoping to talk Glenna into backing away from the weapon first. This time, though, she didn’t appear to hear him. As her gaze drifted back to the glass, Dez decided he needed to move. He reached her side in two seconds, snatching up the knife. She didn’t react, didn’t even seem to recognize someone was next to her. It was as if she’d disappeared back inside herself, like she was locked inside her own tortured brain.

      It creeped the hell out of Dez.

      Footsteps behind him had him turning his head to find Sully approaching. Dez took advantage, handing the knife to him. Blade safely out of Glenna’s reach, Dez put an arm around her, turning her and tugging gently in the direction of her bedroom. She shook her head slightly but otherwise didn’t react.

      Inside the room, Keefe wiped at his eyes with the back of his hand, sniffling hard as he did.

      “I can’t keep doing this,” he groaned. “I can’t.”

      “I hate to suggest it,” Dez said. “But is there someplace else she can stay until she’s feeling better? Someplace safe?”

      He really wanted to know whether Glenna could be locked in somewhere she had no access to weapons, but he was loath to utter the words out loud with her already in such a fragile state.

      Keefe shook his head. “This is it. This is the best I can do.”

      “We can sit up with her,” Sully suggested. “At least until this passes.”

      Keefe fired him a glare. “She’s my wife, got it? This is my problem to deal with.”

      Dez turned Keefe’s expression back on him. “Says who? We’re here. We can help, if you’d use your brain for five minutes and accept it.”

      For a few seconds, Keefe’s mouth worked as if trying out all the different retorts his brain had formed. In the end, he hung his head. “I’m so tired.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      Keefe’s eyes lifted to Dez’s. “How can you help, exactly? She’s basically losing her mind. You work as a shrink on the side or something?”

      “Like I said before—” Sully began.

      Keefe cut him off with a raised hand. “I heard you. Wish I didn’t.” He heaved a sigh. “Only thing that scares me more is thinking of this place as being haunted.”

      Sully cast him a smile. “Give me a chance. Maybe I can take care of the haunted bit.”
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      They returned to their rooms shortly afterward, Keefe insisting he’d keep an eye on Glenna for the rest of the night. Sully fully expected no one would get much sleep, but they’d go through the motions, anyway. If they were going to deal with this, it would help to be at least somewhat rested.

      This time, as they lay in bed, it was Sully fully awake and staring at the ceiling. His mind spun as he tried to decide how best to handle the problem. He’d sent dark spirits packing before, shuttling them to the other side without first dealing with whatever problem had trapped them here. Regardless, it remained firmly last resort.

      Whoever this spirit was, he was the victim of a homicide. Whether he deserved help or not wasn’t necessarily Sully’s call to make. He’d been put on this earth with his ability because he had a job to do. Sometimes, the job got messy. Like a medical professional, occasionally he was called on to help bad people. That was life.

      He also recalled the struggles he’d had during the handful of previous times he’d had to force a negative spirit across. It never came without a fight, and often, the fight became physical—even dangerous. Not just for Sully either. Those around him had been put at risk as well.

      If he could figure out what held the ghost here and resolve the issue, hopefully Sully could get him to cross over with relative ease. Without a doubt, that was the best case scenario.

      “What are you thinking?” came Dez’s voice from the spot next to him.

      “Didn’t know you were awake.”

      “You weren’t paying attention.”

      No, he hadn’t been. Dez was lying on his back, which typically meant snoring. The fact he hadn’t been should have been sign enough he hadn’t yet fallen asleep.

      “Guess I’m preoccupied,” Sully acknowledged.

      “You don’t say. Any ideas?”

      “The obvious thing would be to try to communicate with the ghost, figure out who he is.”

      “Obvious, maybe,” Dez grumbled. “Not my preference though.”

      “Not mine either. He seems pretty hostile.”

      “Which puts you in a really vulnerable state once you open yourself up to him. I asked before, but seriously, man, can you just send him across? I know it’s not your preferred approach, but—”

      “We think he’s capable of causing full-scale landslides. He’s going to put up a fight and a big one. I’m keeping that as a last resort.”

      Dez was silent a few seconds. “Point taken. In that case, my thought is we’ll need to talk to Glenna once she’s in a position to have a conversation. Maybe she’ll remember something about these sleepwalking episodes. If we can find out what she experiences during one of these things, maybe we can find some answers about who the guy is—and what he wants.”

      Sully nodded once against his pillow. “I was thinking the same thing.”

      “So first thing in the morning then?”

      Another nod. “First thing.”

      They lay silently for a minute, Sully frowning as his eyes tracked a narrow band of light across the ceiling to where it originated between the window’s partially drawn drapes. The rain had stopped, rendering the streetlight-touched portions of the street visible below, yet he wasn’t eager to peer out. Maybe he’d see the ghost, maybe he wouldn’t. Right now, all he knew was he really didn’t want to.

      “You’re not going to sleep anytime soon, are you?” Dez asked.

      “Nope,” Sully said. “You?”

      “Not on your life.”

      It was going to be a very long night.
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        * * *

      

      Sully cracked open his eyes to daylight filtering through the gap in the curtain, surprised he’d actually fallen asleep. It had snuck up on him without his realizing; as a result, he felt a pang of dread at what might have happened in the interim.

      Dez was no longer beside him, nor was he in the room. While ordinarily not a cause for concern, contending with a negative spirit and a knife-wielding sleepwalker changed the picture of normal significantly.

      Sully propped himself up on an elbow, scrubbing away sleep from his eyes with the opposite hand while fumbling at the nightstand for his phone. He was still searching when the door opened and Dez walked in, hair damp and skin a little shiny with moisture.

      “Got a little sleep, huh?” Dez asked upon seeing Sully awake.

      Sully nodded. “A little.” He checked out the dark circles and the slight puffiness remaining beneath Dez’s eyes. “Guess I can’t say the same for you.”

      “Got maybe two hours in there, on and off. Kept listening for movement in the hall, thinking she’d be coming for us next. It occurred to me they probably have a second set of keys—or even a master key—for all the guest rooms.”

      Sully had noticed the locks on the room doors had been updated at some point. Dez was probably right. “You didn’t hear anything though?”

      Dez shook his head as he dropped onto the edge of the bed. There, he pressed his face into his hands as if to scrub away the sleep. “No. Not a thing.”

      “Given the state of these floors, you would have if someone was walking around. Changing the subject, is the bathroom free?”

      Dez nodded without lifting his head. “I think the Clearys have their own bathroom. The one down the hall’s all yours.”

      Sully patted Dez on the back, then rolled out of bed.
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        * * *

      

      Plenty of warm water remained, enough that Sully felt more or less human by the time he stepped out of the tub. He missed his shower, not least of all because he hated washing his long hair without one, but he could make do. Sporting unwashed hair was the least of his concerns at this point.

      Dez was waiting for him in the room. “I took a walk down the hall while you were in the bathroom. No sign yet of Keefe or Glenna. Hopefully, they’ve managed to get a little shut-eye.”

      “More than we had, anyway.” Sully stepped to the window, scanning the street below. While some pavement remained, it was in poor repair now, marred by cracks, potholes and broad breaks. Of those, most were now filled with water left over from the night’s rain.

      The street was wide, its surrounding buildings appearing only slightly less eerie by daylight. The sun remained hidden yet behind heavy grey clouds; even had the weather been bright and sunny, Sully’s thoughts would be plagued by the loneliness of the place, the sheer emptiness he felt as he scanned the visible structures. It felt off. Wrong even, as if something wholly unnatural held the town in its grip and refused to let go.

      “Earth to Sully.”

      At Dez’s words, Sully stepped from the window and turned to face him. “Huh?”

      “You okay?”

      “Thinking.” He debated sharing his thoughts with Dez, ultimately deciding against it. No point two of them being creeped out over nothing.

      “Think they’ll have something for us to eat?” he asked Dez instead.

      Food was usually a great way to perk up Dez. “I was wondering the same thing. In the meantime, maybe we should take a walk around the town, see if you can spot your ghost from last night.”

      Sully canted his head. “Funny hearing those words from you. Figured you’d want to stay as far away from him as you could.”

      “Hey, only one thing I want more than that, and it’s getting the hell out of here as fast as is humanly possible. Sooner we find him and get him moved on, the better.”
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        * * *

      

      Easier said than done. Sully and Dez covered much of the ground they had last night, strolling down the wide main street before venturing off onto the narrower—and much less accessible—side streets. Other than discovering the secondary roads were nearly impassable in places thanks to overgrowth of trees and shrubs and the utter lack of remaining roadway in spots, Sully wasn’t learning much.

      “Getting anything?” Dez asked eventually.

      “Other than a headache, no.”

      Dez frowned. “Not the same sort of headache as Glenna gets, right? ’Cause I’ll warn you now, you come at me with a knife, I won’t be nearly as gentle with you as I was with her. You’ll be tied up in a closet until the road opens.”

      Though his words came off as lighthearted, they carried a touch of anxiety.

      “Don’t worry,” Sully told him. “Not that sort of headache. More the sort stemming from three hours of restless sleep. That and frustration from walking around in boots which haven’t entirely dried out yet.”

      Dez patted him on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s finish this street and head back. Maybe they’ll be awake soon. Much as I want this done, my stomach’s reminding me it’s time for breakfast.”

      Sully laughed. “Yeah, your stomach’s reminding me too.”

      With Dez leading the way, Sully remained near him as they navigated around puddles and thick banks of vegetation grown brown with the autumn. Sully cast his eye over the few houses still standing and at the remains of those which had long since fallen in or been removed. As it often did, his mind drifted into a past he hadn’t been a part of—what the town must have once looked like and, more specifically, who’d lived and died here. Each home and business represented lives lived, experiences had. These structures had witnessed joy and pain and grief. Looked at that way, they should have hosted at least a few spirits who’d once called this place home.

      The sense of emptiness struck Sully again. This isn’t right.

      “What about there?” Dez asked. His voice had come out quiet, near a whisper.

      Sully tracked his gaze to a small structure somewhat removed from the street, near the very end of the block. “Doesn’t look like a house.”

      “Not a house,” Dez said. “It’s a jail.” He met Sully’s eye. “Glenna said something last night about being hanged—you know, after the whole thing about killing a guy. If she’s picking up on something from a spirit, seems to me the jail might be a good place to check.”

      Sully pinched at his lower lip. “Yeah,” he said finally. “You’re right.”

      “You don’t sound convinced.”

      Sully lifted a brow. “Remember our last visit to a haunted jail?”

      Dez grunted. “Don’t remind me. I already hate myself for suggesting this. How about we go the breakfast route first, come back here later?”

      Sully shook his head. “No, let’s just get this over with. I’ve lost my appetite.”

      Dez clenched his jaw. “Yeah, me too—and that’s saying something.”
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      Sully stepped cautiously toward the old jailhouse, gaze fixing on the barred windows as he went. He had the impression of being watched, but so far, the shadowed spaces behind the windows remained empty.

      “Got anything?” It was the third time Dez had asked since they’d started making their way over.

      “Nothing yet,” Sully replied. “Nothing I can see anyway.”

      Dez grunted. “You think someone’s inside though?”

      “You really want to know about it?”

      Dez stuffed his hands inside his pockets. “Wanting to and needing to are different things.”

      Fair enough. “I’m getting the impression of spirit energy, yes. So far, I can’t see anyone.” He turned a smirk on Dez. “Feel better for knowing?”

      Dez glowered at him but said nothing.

      Sully returned his gaze to the building toward which they were headed. One storey and not very large, any signage which might have once marked it had long since faded. Sully guessed it had been many years since the structure had been in use and had only been saved from razing due to its historical interest. Plenty of people found jails fascinating; Sully might too but for the fact a number of their previous, often unpleasant inhabitants seemed to stick around.

      Past experience had provided a reason, especially when dealing with old jails. The heavier a role religion and spirituality played in a person’s life, the more reluctant they seemed to be to cross over after death if they believed they’d committed serious wrongs. Sully couldn’t blame people who stuck around as ghosts when they believed what awaited them on the other side was an eternity in hell.

      “Glenna must have heard stories about Sutton Hill from her grandpa, right?” Sully said.

      “Sounded like it to me.”

      “Her whole comment about hanging probably has some historical context then.”

      Dez shuddered. “If you’re sensing someone in or around the jail, I’d guess there’s a solid chance they died by hanging. Good thing is if you can’t see them, it isn’t your kind of problem.”

      “No, but we’ve contended with wrongful hangings before. What if that’s what happened to the man I’ve been seeing?”

      “Which is why we should check out this building. Yeah, I don’t like it, but I get it.”

      Sully reached the door with some difficulty, a network of weeds and tall grass barring his path. A pair of wooden planks acting as steps had all but rotted away, one of them snapped entirely off, the other appearing as if the slightest provocation would send it the same way. Sully moved cautiously, stepping over the broken plank and setting his foot onto the farthest edge of the remaining one. It held.

      “Not sure you trying this is a great idea,” Sully warned Dez. “It’s pretty rickety.”

      “So you’re suggesting going in on your own?”

      “Not like I’m going to get lost. It’s a small building. If I get into something I need your help with, you’ll know.”

      Dez paused where he was, his expression suggesting he wasn’t overly broken up about it. “Fine. You go. I’ll wait here. Just don’t do anything stupid like get yourself locked inside a cell.”

      Sully rolled his eyes. “Yes, Mom.” With a shake of his head, he tried the door. It wasn’t locked though the hinges were sticky enough he needed to put a shoulder to it to force it open.

      The interior was as dim as it had seemed from the outside, the encroaching trees and years of grimy buildup on the windows keeping the daylight sealed out. Sully took each step carefully, knowing the state of old wooden floors in old wooden buildings. The roof seemed sturdy enough, all things considered, with no signs of collapse or water-weakening. Perhaps the townspeople had tended to this place over the years despite the fact it had probably stopped functioning as a jail. Then again, maybe it had functioned as a jail until the end. Unlikely they’d had a working lawman here by the time the town died out, but the pair of cells contained in this one-room building would work well enough in a pinch. If a drunk town resident got too raunchy or abusive, what better place to toss him for the night to sleep it off?

      “What you see in there, Sull?” came Dez’s voice from outside.

      “Nothing,” Sully said. “Couple of cells, an old desk along one wall—probably where the town policeman worked. Other than that, it’s just a lot of dust and cobwebs.”

      A pause. “So no one there?”

      “That’s reaching. There’s an energy here, all right—just not anything I can see.”

      Check that. As soon as the words were out of his mouth, movement in the corner near the desk had his head pivoting that direction. A shadow formed, definitely human-shaped and wearing something on his head resembling a Stetson hat.

      “You coming out?” Dez asked.

      “Give me a sec. Might have something here.”

      “What do you have?”

      “Hang on.” Sully mentally debated telling Dez about the forming spirit but wasn’t sure having Dez charge in here right now was the best plan. Broken planks might mean broken ankles. Anyway, it wasn’t as if Sully couldn’t handle this—whatever this was.

      The figure continued to form, shadow gradually sharpening into a hat-clad head, shoulders, torso and arms. The legs remained fuzzy for the moment, and Sully thought it possible the ghost was reserving its energy for what it absolutely needed.

      What that meant for Sully remained to be seen.

      “I can see you,” he told the ghost.

      “Who are you talking to?” Dez demanded.

      For the moment, Sully ignored him. “I can’t hear you, but there are other ways to pass along to me what you want.” He refrained from mentioning the obvious: should the spirit touch him, it could pass along thoughts to him in the form of a vision. Problem with that was Sully lost himself to them, disappearing completely into the minds of the spirits. It was hard enough with the good ones; with negative entities, it was never advisable.

      “Sully?” Dez appeared in the doorway, eyes narrowed as if trying to better make Sully out. “It’s him, isn’t it?”

      “Seems to be, yeah.”

      Dez went ramrod straight and took a step toward the doorframe. “I’ll come in.”

      Sully held up a hand, palm out as a call for pause. “Wait. Don’t need you spraining your ankle or cutting open your leg falling through the stairs. I’m okay for a minute. Just—”

      It was the last thing he got out before a massive force nailed him. His feet left the floor, and then he was flying backward. He struck something hard with his back and fell, dazed, to the floor.

      Sully’s vision spun as he peered up into the shadows, seeking the spirit. No search needed. There he was.

      Coming right at Sully.
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      Sully’s back ached from the impact against the iron bars, but at this moment, the pain was the least of his concerns. Plenty more was on the way if the fury rolling off the ghost was any indication.

      Sully’s head spun, but he knew what he needed to do. He focused his energy, intending to psychically shove the spirit away from him.

      But ghosts moved fast when they wanted to. One second the man was across the room, the next he was in front of Sully, one pale hand reaching for him.

      Though the hand didn’t connect—not enough to force a vision—it had an impact all the same. Sully’s breath caught, his throat compressing as if he were being strangled.

      Or hanged. That was what this was, he realized through mounting panic. Even now, through the pain and the fear, he felt the sensation of rough rope around his neck, right down to the friction and tension.

      He kicked out at the ghost, knowing somewhere in his muddled thoughts it was pointless. He tried to call out for Dez, but no words came. No air meant no speech.

      Sully’s feet scraped the floor, his hands clawing hopelessly at the intangible noose, tears leaking from the corners of sealed-shut eyes.

      He heard his name on Dez’s lips, the sound holding the same level of dread Sully felt himself. Then Dez’s hands were on him, tugging, lifting, dragging. Sully reached out blindly, grabbing hold of Dez’s shirt hard enough to tear the stitching.

      “Sully, I can’t move you!” Dez yelled between pained grunts. “Focus! Focus, damn it!”

      Unconsciousness was close, pinpoints of light exploding behind Sully’s eyelids. If he didn’t do something now, death wasn’t far off.

      He had only one chance: force himself past the terror and the pain and do what he’d tried to do moments ago.

      He stopped fighting. As he stilled, he corralled his remaining energy, picturing it coalescing into a ball of fire inside him. He gave it a few seconds, watched it grow larger, hotter, brighter.

      Even now, despite the fact he had yet to make his move, it felt as if the force against his throat released a little. It was all he needed.

      Sully shoved the ball of light forward, through himself and out against the other energy. He felt it connect—not least of all because the ghost completely released him. He cracked open his eyes, watching through tears as the ghost folded against the far wall. This time, the dead man’s hands scrabbled at his own throat.

      A moment later, he was gone.

      Hacking for air, Sully grasped again at Dez’s shirt. “Get me out,” he managed to cough.

      Sully could barely recognize his own words through the convulsions in his lungs and throat, but Dez seemed to. He hauled Sully to standing, hitched him up against his hip and hauled him outside. Back in the fresh air, Sully’s head began to clear, and he focused on drawing in deep breaths to take himself the rest of the way to full consciousness.

      He realized he was still moving—or, rather, being moved—Dez continuing to half-carry him away from the jailhouse.

      “Bad idea,” Dez grunted out. “Really, really bad idea.”

      Dez finally stopped when they’d reached the front steps of one of the houses. There, he deposited Sully onto the topmost step, pushing his head down between his knees and ordering him to take deep breaths.

      “I’m not going to pass out,” Sully complained, pushing pointlessly against Dez’s hand on the back of his neck.

      “Do what I’m telling you,” Dez grumbled. “Don’t argue.”

      Sully obeyed, sucking air as deeply into his lungs as the position would allow. After about a minute of this, Dez finally let him up.

      “You okay?” Dez asked.

      Sully nodded.

      “Out loud,” Dez demanded.

      “I’m fine.” Sully peered up at Dez. “Thanks, D.”

      Tension whooshed out of Dez. Sully noted the steps had been cemented at some point in the past, which was lucky given the way Dez all but collapsed next to him. His breaths were coming as heavily as Sully’s, as though they’d been in a footrace.

      “What the hell, Sull?”

      Sully gave his head a shake and instantly regretted it as his vision swam. He dropped his head into his hands, rubbing at his temples as he answered. “He came at me fast—too fast for me to make a move on him.”

      “He really threw you. One second you were there, next you weren’t. Sounded like you really nailed those bars. Then all that choking stuff started. Sure you’re all right?”

      Immediate threat gone, Sully definitely noticed the physical discomfort. “Think so, yeah. Starting to hurt a little.”

      Dez lifted his shirt at the back. “Yep, looks like you’re going to have some decent bruises here. Tell me if any of this hurts.”

      Sully gritted his teeth as Dez pressed on his ribs, but thankfully, nothing felt broken. Dez next checked out his neck, tugging at the collar of his shirt to see better.

      “Damn, Sull.”

      Sully cast Dez a side-eye. “What?”

      Dez released his shirt, eyes rounder than usual. “You’ve got a nasty mark around your neck. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was a rope burn.”

      Sully sighed. “It is a rope burn.”

      “Come again?”

      Sully met his eye. “The ghost got right up to me. Didn’t cause a vision, but it was close enough I felt what he felt. I was being hanged—same way he was.”

      “That’s how he died?”

      Sully nodded. “Since I can see him, I can safely assume it wasn’t justified. Maybe a lynching. Maybe something else.”

      “So, what? He was just trying to show you what happened to him, how he died? Because seriously, man, what happened in there was messed up.”

      Sully thought about it. “Maybe that’s all it was, sure.”

      Dez frowned. “You’re not sold, are you?”

      “No,” Sully said. “I’m not. It’s hard to say how much of what I felt was my own and what was coming from him. What I do know is when he closed in, it wasn’t fear or desperation I read on him. It was anger. He wanted to hurt me.”

      “Bit more than that, wouldn’t you say?”

      Sully paused but ultimately nodded. “Yeah. Guess it was.”

      Dez chewed on the inside of his bottom lip for a moment. Then he shot to his feet. “That’s it. We’re out of here.”

      “What?”

      Dez grabbed his arm, yanking Sully up next to him. “We’re getting out of this town. I don’t care if we need to hike all the way back to the highway and hitch a ride.”

      “We can’t leave, Dez.”

      Dez hung his head. “Don’t. Don’t tell me we need to stay here when a ghost just tried to kill you. Hell, nearly killed you.”

      “Dez—”

      Dez seized Sully’s shirt front and shook him. “Sully, I couldn’t stop him, okay? Usually, I can pull you out of crap like this, but I couldn’t this time. He was too damn strong.”

      “Which is exactly why we can’t leave. You’re right—he is strong. He’s had a century and a half to get this way. A long time for anger to brew and power to grow. He’s dangerous. We can’t leave things like this. We can’t leave the Clearys.”

      Dez scowled. “So far, they haven’t given me much reason to give a damn.” The words held no real strength though. Sully was right, and Dez knew it.

      “I know it’s not ideal,” Sully said.

      Dez gave a dry laugh. “Not ideal? Really? We’re stuck in a haunted ghost town with a murderous spirit, a woman who sleepwalks with knives and a guy whose moods change faster than Mario Andretti drives. On top of everything, we know nothing about the ghost we’re dealing with other than that he’s apparently on paranormal steroids.”

      “Not true,” Sully said. “We know one very important thing.” He raised a brow. “We know how he died. Maybe we can use it against him.”
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      Dez had no idea how Sully thought they’d be able to use the ghost’s death against him. Come to that, Sully didn’t seem to know either. He said as much on their return to the hotel.

      The one thing Sully insisted on was that they had to figure it out. Dez supposed he was right. His own sense of justice told him so.

      Would be nice, though, if fixing people’s problems didn’t produce so many for the two of them.

      By the time they got back to the hotel, the smell of bacon frying told Dez at least one of the Clearys was awake. They’d taken a few steps into the lobby when a face appeared at the doorway leading to the back.

      Glenna beamed as she spotted them, wiping her hands on an apron which appeared to be at least several decades old. “Oh, good morning! I knocked at your door, but I realized you must be out. Keefe told me he threw your clothes into the wash last night, so I put them in the dryer first thing. They’re all washed up for you, and I left them on your bed. I hope you don’t mind my going in there unannounced.”

      Dez studied her for signs she recalled anything of last night. He couldn’t find any.

      “Sure,” he said. “That’s awesome. Thank you.” He glanced at Sully. “Maybe we could go up and change.”

      Sully nodded at Dez before turning to Glenna. “Where can we leave the clothes you guys lent us?”

      “There’s a hamper in the bathroom. Just put them in there.” Glenna cast them another wide smile. “Come back down as soon as you’re changed. Breakfast’s almost ready.” She disappeared into the back, leaving Dez and Sully alone in the lobby.

      They made their way back to the room where they located their clothes where Glenna had indicated. Everything had been neatly folded and separated into two individual piles.

      Dez spoke quietly while he tugged off his borrowed shirt. “She doesn’t strike me as someone who recalls running around with a blade, talking about killing someone.”

      Sully had already removed his shirt and was prodding at the mark around his throat while inspecting it in the large dresser mirror. “I know. I thought the same thing. When Keefe said she sleepwalks during her migraines, he wasn’t kidding. She really was completely out.”

      “I prefer the awake Glenna.”

      Sully chuckled. “Second that.” He frowned as he turned, craning his neck to check his back. “I look like I just got out of the ring.”

      “And like you lost the fight,” Dez added.

      Sully met Dez’s eye in the mirror. “Didn’t quite lose. I’d call it a draw.”

      Dez flapped his laundered shirt in the air to unfold it, then tugged it over his head. “We’ll need to do better than a draw if we’re going to sort this thing.”

      Sully didn’t need the reminder, so he wasn’t surprised when he received no vocal response.

      Since Dez finished changing before Sully did, he scooped up the items they’d borrowed and took them down the hall to the bathroom. He hadn’t noticed the hamper when he’d been in here before, but he saw it now, tucked in between the wall and the double-sinked vanity. He stuffed the clothes inside, checked his reflection in the mirror to ensure he was presentable, then returned to the hall.

      Movement from his right drew his attention, and Dez forced a polite smile as Keefe exited his room. He appeared worse for wear, which made sense given the night he’d had.

      “How you doing?” Dez asked once Keefe was within decent earshot.

      Keefe grunted an initial reply. “’Bout how you’d expect. Had to sleep with one eye open to make sure Glenna was all right and not trying to get up again.”

      Dez wondered if Keefe had questioned at all whether she might be out of it enough to turn a knife on him, but he kept the thought to himself. Keefe’s current attitude was bearable; last thing Dez wanted was to change that.

      “We saw Glenna on our way back in,” Dez told him. “She mentioned breakfast was almost ready.”

      Keefe perked up a little. “Bacon on?”

      “Didn’t see it, but I sure could smell it. Smelled great.”

      “Good,” Keefe said. “I’m starved. You and your brother coming down?”

      “Definitely. I’m pretty hungry too.”

      Keefe snorted. “Guy your size, you’re probably hungry all the time.”

      “You said it.”

      They fell into step as they made their way down the hall, Dez pausing outside the door to his and Sully’s room to knock.

      “Morning,” Keefe said as Sully appeared. “Sleep okay?”

      “More or less,” Sully replied as he pulled the door shut behind him. “I won’t ask if you did.”

      “Good. Don’t.” Keefe took the lead the rest of the way to the stairs, talking as he went. “So you two were out already, I hear?”

      “For a while, yeah,” Sully said. “We wanted to have a look around.”

      Dez noted he didn’t mention specifically what they were looking around for. As far as Dez was concerned, it went without saying. Keefe neither pursued the topic nor asked what they might have found. Some things were best left until later, once they’d had a chance to eat something. Nothing like talk of nasty paranormal activity to kill an appetite.

      That said …

      “Need to ask something,” Dez asked. “Glenna—does she remember anything about these episodes she has?”

      “Nope,” Keefe said. He turned enough to catch Dez’s eye. “And I’d prefer to keep it that way. Disturbing enough for me. I don’t need her worrying about it too. She’s got enough to deal with, with the migraines.”

      “Fair enough,” Dez said, all the while wondering when they’d need to raise the topic. They couldn’t avoid it forever, not if ghostly activity was to blame for her odd behaviour.

      Downstairs, they followed Keefe through the doorway Glenna had appeared in earlier. Marked as an employees-only area, it contained an office and a cleaning and supplies closet near the lobby. Farther down, the hall emptied into what proved to be part of the private living quarters for the owners. A mid-sized kitchen was the first room they came to, one containing a U-shaped bank of counters and cupboards, a table with six chairs set around it and a rear door leading to a wildly overgrown back garden. Dez guessed the garden had once been replete with vegetables and herbs to feed the managing family and their guests, but it had long since been lost to weeds and wild grasses.

      The table had been set for four people with plates, silverware and glasses from another era. Dez wondered how many mouths had eaten and drunk from these. Then he wondered how many of those mouths were still muttering invisibly in the shadows. Shut up, he told himself.

      “All set?” Glenna asked them. She peered from Dez to Sully and back again. “Doesn’t look like we managed to shrink any of your clothes. I was worried.”

      “She thinks I don’t know how to wash clothes,” Keefe griped, tone light.

      Glenna rolled her eyes. “With reason. Come on, give me a hand laying the food out.”

      “Need some help?” Dez asked.

      She waved them toward the table. “No. Sit down. You’re guests.”

      A few minutes later, food on the table and everyone seated, Glenna bowed her head and lowered her hands to her lap. While Dez’s family had never been religious, he recognized the signs of an upcoming prayer and so lowered his head as the others did.

      “Bless us, oh Lord, and these thy gifts which we are about to receive from thy bounty, through Christ our Lord, amen,” she said.

      Keefe uttered the amen part, leading Dez and Sully to do the same. Glenna lifted her head, laid a cloth napkin onto her lap and gazed around the table. “This is nice. Our first guests.”

      She eyed Keefe, and for a moment, her expression turned misty. “Our first guests.”

      He nodded and smiled but quickly busied himself with scraping scrambled eggs from a bowl onto his plate. “Yep. First ones.”

      “Sorry we weren’t quite ready for you,” Glenna said while pouring out orange juice for herself. “We’re some distance from a grand opening—as you can no doubt tell.”

      Sully plucked a few strips of bacon from the platter in front of him. “Looks really cool already. Loads of people will probably love this place as it is.”

      Sure, Dez thought, loads of people probably would. Unfortunately, he and Sully weren’t among them.

      “Sometimes, it feels like we have way more work to do around here than we’ll ever get to,” Glenna said.

      “Keefe told us your grandfather left you the town,” Sully said.

      Glenna swallowed the bite she’d taken before answering. “He did. He died four years ago, and it took a while to get his estate settled. Keefe and I officially took possession two years ago.”

      “He mentioned that.”

      “We didn’t actually move in right away,” she said. “We drove back and forth quite a bit while we worked on the place. It had been vandalized in spots, although luckily, it’s too out of the way to attract as many ne’er-do-wells as it might otherwise.”

      Dez spoke through a half-full mouth. “I didn’t notice a security system. You didn’t want to install one? They can be helpful with deterrence.”

      “We talked about it,” Keefe said. “In the end, we decided money was better spent on needed repairs. The sort of setup we’d need here would cost a fair amount. We settled for getting some signs and stickers stating the place is monitored. You probably saw a few in your walk around.”

      Dez hadn’t, but then, he hadn’t exactly been looking for them. He’d been too busy watching for evidence of ghosts. “The repairs you’re talking about—must be a massive job for two people. You don’t have a crew?”

      “Something else we can’t afford,” Glenna said. “Which is why we’re still at this two years later. Initially, we’d planned to fix up the hotel, maybe the café down the road and the stables. That way, we’d have a few services to offer to start with—you know, accommodation, food and drink, horseback riding. The Old West experience. But it turned out more needed done than we expected. So here we still are, trying to get things ready.”

      “Figure we can make do with the saloon, maybe serve meals in the lounge,” Keefe said. “More people stay, the more we can put into repairs to other structures. I mean, thanks to Joe, the place is in way better repair than it would have been. He kept heat and water turned on to the main structures and a few of the nicer homes, for example. At least we were spared major structural issues on this place.”

      Glenna’s lips formed a proud smile. “He was a handy guy.”

      “Must have been pretty well off too,” Dez said. “Can’t imagine how he not only owned a whole town but kept it running on his own besides.”

      “Not completely on his own. A number of others stuck around to help out. Sutton Hill had a real sense of community about it. I remember even from when I visited him as a kid. People here loved the place, felt connected to it. Lots didn’t want to leave even when it was clearly fading. They stayed here right up until the day they died.”

      And even after, Dez thought as his mind flashed back to the ghost. Never an ideal time to talk about hauntings, but maybe this was his chance to at least open the door to getting some needed answers.

      Dez toyed with the remains of his eggs. “The town’s been here for ages. Must be pretty cool, living someplace with all that history.”

      “It is. It’s amazing, thinking about all the people who came before.”

      “Do you know much about how it got started?”

      “A little, although if you want the full story, I should direct you to a history book we have here. I keep meaning to memorize the basics, but I can’t seem to retain detail like I used to.” She tapped the side of her head. “The headaches, they really do me in.”

      “I can imagine. We heard they’re pretty awful.”

      Glenna raised her brows. “Keefe mentioned them?”

      How to answer? “He did. He’d been explaining why you were indisposed last night.”

      “Right. Sorry about that. I wish I’d been available to greet you properly.”

      As in, not armed and dangerous, Dez thought. Something else to keep to himself.

      They chatted a while longer over breakfast, Keefe and Glenna filling them in on which projects they were in the midst of and explaining how their YouTube channel and its accompanying GoFundMe and Patreon campaigns were keeping them afloat. Dez didn’t raise the topic of ghosts. Neither did Sully. It didn’t seem like the right moment, particularly given how badly Keefe’s hackles had risen when it came up previously. Hopefully, one or both of them would have the opportunity to speak to Glenna alone. At least during her waking hours, she seemed polite, kind and warm.

      With Glenna and Keefe insisting their guests relax elsewhere while they saw to cleaning up from breakfast, Dez and Sully made their way to the lounge at the front of the building. Glenna had informed them the history book in question was inside an oak hutch there.

      “You’re hoping to see a photo of the ghost, aren’t you?” Dez asked while Sully dug through one of the hutch’s drawers.

      “Yep,” Sully said. “And maybe it’ll tell me something about him too.”

      “Info’s a good thing. Tell you what though: I could sure use a nap after last night. Didn’t sleep a whole lot.”

      Sully snorted without turning. “Well aware.” He stopped digging, pulling a blue hardcover book from within the drawer and turning to show Dez. “Looks like the one.”

      Dez stretched out on the sofa, jabbing a finger toward the matching chair. “Chair’s all yours. Enjoy your read.”

      Sully eyed him. “You really are tired. Go ahead and sleep. I’ll wake you up when I find something.”

      Fine with Dez. He let his eyes slide shut, listening to the low ticking of a grandfather clock in the corner. The hypnotic sound had nearly put him to sleep when he was startled awake by Sully’s voice.

      “You know what’s weird?”

      Dez asked the obligatory question through a heavy sigh. “What?”

      “Glenna said people loved this town so much they stayed until they died.”

      “Yeah, so? Lots of people don’t want to leave places they consider home.”

      “Exactly. Given they stayed their entire lives, I’d expect to find at least a few stuck around after they died. But it’s like the whole place is empty. If they loved it so much during their lives, where are they now?”
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      The clock ticking and Dez’s quiet snores formed a relaxing soundtrack as Sully nestled into the chair and flipped through the book.

      It contained the same sort of thing as Sully had seen in every other local history book: write-ups about the town’s history, summaries of various businesses that had come and gone and a pile of individual family histories of those who’d once called the town home.

      Sully leafed through the contents, scanning through the photos attached to each family, wondering whether he might see someone resembling the ghost. Problem was, he’d never had a clear view of the spirit’s face; so far, it had presented as little more than a mass of shadow beneath a wide-brimmed hat. What was more, the ghost could have passed for at least half a dozen men whose photos Sully came across. At one time, dark clothing and large hats were the norm around here. Without a better glimpse of the ghost’s features, Sully remained at a loss.

      He moved on, locating a write-up about the jailhouse. The building currently on the site was actually a second structure, built after the first police detachment caught fire shortly after the turn of the century. The existing detachment and cells were built and opened in 1903, and it had remained functional until the detachment was closed in the sixties. Afterward, the town opted to keep the building for its historical significance. Didn’t hurt to have a lockup in town for those few instances in which it was needed, the article stated. What it was needed for, it didn’t say, but Sully could imagine Sutton Hill wasn’t immune to crime.

      Though he had hoped the story might contain some information about the sort of punishment meted out, all it said was that the nearest courthouse was in Cedar Springs, meaning prisoners would have been transported there for trials and sentencings. Sully couldn’t say for sure, but he imagined that meant legal hangings would have been carried out in Cedar Springs rather than in Sutton Hill.

      Which, of course, further complicated matters for him. If the ghost was hanged according to law, he would have met his death elsewhere. Not that it necessarily meant anything; while most times, it seemed, ghosts had a connection to the place where they died, sometimes they instead returned to where they’d lived—or to where they believed they’d suffered an injustice.

      Or it could be the other possibility. The hanging might have been a lynching or an outright murder. If so, it could have easily happened right here in Sutton Hill.

      Local history books contained plenty of interesting stories, yet often stayed away from a community’s darker side. Those stories were more apt to be found in newspapers, official archives or court documents.

      Sully’s lips quirked into a smile. Seemed a good excuse to call his fiancée.

      Sarah Leffler was a reporter at Kimotan Rapids’s largest newspaper. She was an ace at research and had ready access to decades of news archives. If a murder had occurred in Sutton Hill and had made the news, Sarah would find it.

      Sully pulled out his phone, tapping at the screen until he found her contact info. She picked up on the second ring.

      “Hey, babe,” she said. “You doing okay? I missed you last night. Please tell me you’re getting out of there soon.”

      “Haven’t heard back from the police or highways people yet. Might take a bit longer given the damage to the road though.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of. You’ll keep me posted, right?”

      “Of course I will. You have a minute?”

      She groaned. “Oh, God, what did you find?”

      Yeah, she knew him well. Sully explained what he and Dez seemed to be dealing with and how the ghost he’d seen on the road had only made things more complicated since the landslide. “I’ve been skimming through a local history book here, hoping it might have some clues as to the guy’s identity, but so far, I’m drawing blanks. I can’t ID him based on appearance alone, so I need to narrow things down based on his cause of death.”

      “Which is the hanging thing you mentioned. Hun, you sure you’re okay? You could have been killed.”

      “I’m okay. Best way of keeping us all that way is pinning this ghost down, though, so—”

      “I hear you. I’ll get on it right away. As it happens, I’m just waiting on some phone calls, so I’ve got a few minutes to spare. I don’t know of Sutton Hill having its own paper, so I’m thinking I’ll need to search the Cedar Springs Sentinel. If the death was considered significant enough, it might have made the paper here in KR. As for time period, what are you guessing?”

      Good question. “Based on the clothing alone and what I know about the town’s history, I’d say anywhere between 1881 and maybe 1910 or 1920. Make sense?”

      “Sure, but you know if you’re basing it solely on clothing, the scope could be much larger, right? I mean, the Wild West getup is kind of a big thing at Halloween or fancy dress events. People have been dressing up as Wyatt Earp for ages.”

      Sully hadn’t thought of that. “So what you’re saying is I might have you looking at every hanging-related death for the past one hundred fifty years.”

      Sarah gave a dry chuckle. “And nope, that’s not happening. It also presents us with two other problems. It’s gotten a lot more common for police to hold back causes of death when releasing details of a homicide. Those details would come out in court, but we don’t cover every single homicide, so there’s a chance it got missed. And there’s another possibility. You’ve investigated more than one death which was falsely believed to be a suicide.”

      Sully dropped his face into his palm. “In other words, there’s a chance this ghost’s death might not have been reported at all.”

      “If the authorities wrote it off as a suicide, no, it probably wouldn’t have made the papers at all—not unless he was someone of particular note. Even then, the cause of death might have gone unreported.”

      “Right. So this might get me nowhere.”

      “Give me a little time to check into it,” Sarah said. “I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

      “Thanks, hun. I appreciate it.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      Sully disconnected and peered over at Dez. Still asleep.

      Movement at the door had his gaze snapping there. He’d half-expected to find the ghost, so he was relieved to find Glenna instead.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” she said. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I was coming to find you and caught part of your conversation. You said something about a hanging-related death and a ghost.”

      Damn. Much as this conversation needed to happen, this wasn’t the way Sully had envisioned it taking place. Given Glenna’s problems and Keefe’s sensitivities around the topic, Sully had hoped to ease into it.

      “Yeah,” he said reluctantly. “I did mention that. My fiancée’s a reporter in Kimotan Rapids. She’s really good at digging stuff up for me.”

      Glenna’s gaze flicked to Dez, then back to Sully. She leaned partway into the room, whispering, “I don’t want to wake him. Can we talk for a minute?”

      Standing, Sully placed the book on the seat of his chair before following Glenna into the lobby. She didn’t pause there though, opting instead to lead him outside.

      Glenna inhaled deeply and sighed. “I love the morning after a rain.”

      Sully gave her a polite smile, all the while wondering how they’d landed on the weather as a topic. It seemed a far cry from violent death and the paranormal.

      “Yeah,” he said. “It’s nice.”

      She guided him around the corner to where a newly built, old-style bench had been placed beneath a streetlamp. Glenna sat, patting the spot next to her for Sully. He joined her, wondering what she wanted to talk about and how he should approach the matter of her sleepwalking.

      Glenna cast Sully a grin before scanning the street visible from their spot. “It’s a great place, isn’t it? Anyone would feel lucky to live here.”

      Sully chewed on the inside of his lower lip, though he ultimately nodded. “Sure. It’s pretty cool.”

      “You’re not convinced though.”

      Sully felt her eyes on him and turned to meet them. “I’m not really in a position to judge.”

      “You are though. I looked you up.”

      There it was. Of course she’d checked him and Dez out, a pair of strange men who happened into the Clearys’ virtually off-the-map town in the middle of the night. Sully knew what a quick internet search would reveal about him; question was how long it would take Glenna to get to the point.

      “You see the dead.”

      Not very long, then.

      Sully nodded. “Some of them. Not all.”

      “You’ve seen someone here, haven’t you?” She leaned in, eyes widening, brows lifting. “You’ve seen him.”

      Well, this was something. She definitely wasn’t sleepwalking, so the fact she was hinting at the ghost revealed a deeper extent to the problem. Sully wanted to be sure though.

      “Who are you referring to?” he asked.

      “The man in black. He always appears wearing a big hat.”

      Yep, they were on the same page. Sully nodded. “I have. I thought I might find a clue as to who he is in the history book, but it didn’t help a whole lot, actually.” He tilted his head. “Do you know who he is?”

      She frowned, shaking her head. “No. I’d hoped you might be able to help with that. My grandpa spent years trying to find out, and he never did. Keefe won’t talk about this—it freaks him out too badly—but I think the main reason my grandpa stayed here until he died was because of the ghost. And I believe it’s why he left the place to me.”

      Whatever page Sully and Glenna had shared earlier seemed to have been flipped. He was missing something. “Sorry, why would the ghost have anything to do with you or your grandfather staying here?”

      “Because of what we can do. We share something in common with you, Sullivan. My grandpa and I are what are commonly called psychic mediums. We can communicate with the dead—and when they go dark, we’re the only ones who can stop them.”
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      Sully hadn’t seen this coming.

      While he’d met and worked with fellow psychics before, it was rarely the conclusion he jumped to when meeting people. To hear both Glenna and her grandfather possessed the gift of sight could well change the way Sully approached this job.

      “You’re surprised,” Glenna said.

      “Sorry,” Sully said. “Don’t encounter a whole lot of people like me, is all.”

      “Guess I could say the same.”

      Sully eyed her, trying to decide which of his abundance of questions to ask first. “What form does it take with you?”

      “My gift, you mean? Hard to explain. While I’m awake, it’s mostly feelings. Sometimes, I’ll see things or hear them, but mainly I just sense when something’s around. It’s at night when it’s really strong—while I’m asleep. I communicate with people through dreams.”

      Her lips squeezed together for a moment as her eyes tracked over her surroundings. Yet her gaze never seemed to fix anywhere, as if whatever she saw was inside, not outside, of herself. “They’ve been really vivid since I came back here. As a kid, I remember the dreams were really strong when I’d visit my grandpa. I didn’t understand what was wrong with me; my parents never talked to me about it. My grandpa recognized it though. Once he told me about his own gift, I knew what was going on with me. When I was visiting here, and my gift got really out of control, I thought maybe it was because of the connection I had with my grandpa, making us both stronger. Now, though, I think it’s mostly something else. Not the town so much as what haunts it. I’m stronger here because I have to be.”

      Her gaze clamped back onto Sully. “I’ve seen the man in my dreams, always during my migraines. Keefe doesn’t want to know, but I think this spirit is the real cause of what’s going on with my health. It would be easier for Keefe if this were something fixable through medication or even surgery. He hates not being able to help me. More than that, he hates being afraid.”

      “He’s scared of ghosts,” Sully concluded.

      Glenna nodded. “Big time. When he was helping out my grandpa here, he heard all the stories. Grandpa shared them with him to keep Keefe and me as safe as possible. ‘Knowledge is power,’ Grandpa always said. I guess knowledge is only power when you can find a solution, and there really isn’t one. Not that we’ve found so far, anyway. And Keefe’s way of coping with fear and a lack of control is by calling my grandpa and I crazy for what we’ve seen. Easier to think others are losing their minds than to accept you’re at risk of losing yours.”

      Sully uttered a dry laugh. “Been there, done that.”

      “You’ve got people who believe in you though. Makes a difference.”

      Sully thought of his family and smiled. “Yeah, you’re right. It does. I didn’t always have it so good though. I lucked out, found them when I was seven. It changed everything for me.”

      Glenna leaned back, smoothing nonexistent wrinkles from the thighs of her jeans. “Keefe tries. He doesn’t mean anything by it. He does his best to protect me, to take care of me. Only, he can’t get his head around the truth—or he doesn’t want to.” A sheen formed over her eyes. “I miss my grandpa every day. I try so hard to get a sense of him here. Part of why I was happy to honour his wishes and take over this place was because I was so sure I’d feel him with me. But I don’t. I don’t feel him anywhere, not even in his old house where he lived and died.”

      Sully leaned back too, putting him right next to Glenna. “What about others? Do you get a sense of anyone else here?”

      “No. No one. That’s weird, right? In this kind of town, all the people who died here, I should be able to feel something. But I don’t. No one except him.”

      No need for her to explain who she meant.

      “Yeah,” Sully said. “Me too. And you’re right—it’s weird.”

      “So you don’t feel my grandpa around either?” Her tone carried so much hope, Sully hated to say no.

      “No,” he said. “Sorry. I’m in the same situation as you. Only the one spirit.”

      “Maybe the others are afraid of him. Maybe they won’t stay because of him.”

      Sully had been wondering the same thing. “Maybe that’s true in most cases. But you mentioned your grandpa had been trying to get a handle on this dark spirit. Did you ever get anywhere?”

      “Not especially. Grandpa compiled all the information he could on the town’s history, thinking maybe he could figure out who it was and what happened to him. We never got anywhere. Loads of bad things happened to people back in the late eighteen hundreds and early the next century. The town had shootouts and murders and court-ordered hangings—all the things. Archives are full of deaths of men who could potentially be this ghost. My grandpa was awesome at research; it was kind of his thing, you know? I got decent at it too. Hasn’t helped us so far.”

      “It sounds as though the two of you were pretty tight,” Sully said.

      Glenna gave a sad smile. “We were.”

      “You mentioned the fact you haven’t sensed him here. I have a hard time believing he’d abandon you.” Sully scratched his jaw. “Tell you what: soon as Dez wakes up, he and I can go poke around in your grandpa’s old house—if you’re okay with it, of course, and can point us in the right direction.”

      “I can go with you right now.”

      Sully cast her an apologetic smile. “I really need Dez around when I’m doing anything ghost-related—particularly when it comes to the strong ones. He understands what I do and how to help me when I need it.” He didn’t mention how even Dez had been unable to do much to help Sully during the most recent attack; it seemed the sort of thing Glenna didn’t need to hear right now.

      “Okay,” she said. “I understand. But I’ll come with you when you go, if it suits you.”

      “Keefe won’t have a problem with that?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Keefe can be a bit overprotective. If he gives you grief, I’ll handle it.”

      Sully chuckled. “I get the whole overprotective thing. Dez plays the big brother role well.” The conversation seemed relatively relaxed to Sully—relaxed enough, he thought this might be the opportune moment to bring up what might prove an equally difficult topic.

      “Are you aware you sleepwalk at night?” he asked.

      She stared at him.

      No, he realized, she wasn’t aware.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You sleepwalked last night. Twice, actually. I was given the impression it’s not altogether uncommon when you have migraines.”

      “Keefe said that, huh?” She scowled. “Would have been nice if he’d told me about it.” She sat forward, dropping her face into her hands and massaging her temples. “It used to happen when I was little sometimes—at least, my grandpa told me it did.”

      “Only here, or did it happen anywhere else?”

      She shook her head without lifting it from her hands. “Only here.”

      “What about the headaches? You ever have those before moving here?”

      “A few times after I hit puberty, not before. Even then, they’re rare and only happened when visiting here. My mom took me to see a doctor about them, actually. The doctor told me it was probably hormonal, said plenty of girls get headaches at that time of the month. Problem was, I wasn’t always on my period when I visited.” She peered up at Sully finally, a flush creeping through her cheeks. “Sorry. Too much information.”

      Sully chuckled. “Don’t worry, I’ve got a fiancée who sends me out on feminine hygiene runs from time to time. I’m not weirded out by it.”

      “You’re easy to talk to, is all. I kind of feel like I’ve known you a long time.”

      While Sully didn’t feel the same way, he understood what she meant. He’d discovered over time it was easy for him to form bonds with other psychics. They shared something most people couldn’t comprehend coupled with a loneliness from what they experienced, something only another psychic would grasp.

      Again, Sully counted himself lucky he had a family who ensured he never felt alone as he once had—and as so many other psychics did throughout their lives.

      “I don’t mean to cause any additional strain,” he said. “But we need to discuss the sleepwalking thing. It’s not as simple a matter as you walking around in your sleep. Last night, you had a knife with you. You said something about killing a man. You worried you’d be hanged for it. Given what you’ve told me about your gift, it makes me wonder whether you were channelling someone.”

      Glenna grew pale at his words.

      Sully gave her a moment to process, but when she didn’t respond after a long moment, he prodded gently. “Glenna?”

      She shook her head gently as if shaking off cobwebs. “Sorry. A knife?” Wide eyes bored into Sully’s. “Did I try to hurt anyone?”

      “No,” he said. “You were holding it, is all. You didn’t attack anyone.”

      She heaved a sigh. “Thank God. Thank God.” Her hands shook as she ran them through her hair.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I—” She released another heavy breath. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      Sully wished he had a good answer for her. “Best I can think is once we deal with this ghost, it should alleviate what you’re going through. Hopefully, it’ll stop both the headaches and the sleepwalking.” He hated to repeat his last observation, but he needed to. “What I said about maybe channelling this ghost—do you think it’s possible?”

      “You mean, am I connecting with his thoughts and actions and repeating them in my sleep? God, I don’t know. Maybe. I have no memory of anything you’re talking about. I have dreams of seeing this ghost standing on the street, staring up at me through the window, but I don’t remember anything about a knife or talking about killing anyone.”

      Sully leaned forward, elbows on knees. “The reason I ask is because this ghost attacked me yesterday. Actually, he’s come at me a couple of times now, but yesterday—in the old jail—it was really bad. The way my ability works is I see ghosts of people who died by homicide. Clearly, that happened to the ghost we’ve been seeing. He’s angry, and I think all his years spent being angry have made him super strong.”

      Glenna frowned. “So he’s a victim, not a bad guy?”

      “Not that simple. Bad people get murdered too. The reasons behind homicide are complicated, and so are the reasons I see these ghosts. Usually, they come to me for justice or to resolve some issue for them, but sometimes, I see them because they’re a risk to others and I need to remove the risk.”

      “You can do that?”

      “I’ve always managed to pull it off. Sometimes, though, it means a fight. The more I can find out about the ghost—including pinpointing its weaknesses—the better my chances. What I’ve managed to figure out so far, after being way too close to this ghost, is that he died by hanging. I had the impression of something else before too—a sort of sharp, burning pain in my back.” It wasn’t until now Sully put it together, his attention having been drawn elsewhere since his initial encounter with the spirit. “I think maybe he was shot.”

      Glenna’s lips twisted slightly as if she were chewing at the inside of the lower one. “Or maybe it was something else. Did you happen to get a good look at him?”

      “Not really. He was pretty shadowed when I saw him.”

      “So you didn’t notice he carries a gun?”

      Sully’s brows crawled up his forehead. “I didn’t.”

      “Makes me wonder if that’s what happened to you when you felt the pain in your back. Maybe he shot at you.”

      “Huh,” Sully said. He hadn’t considered this, but it was possible. Surely, if ghosts were able to harm him in other ways—and they certainly had from time to time—they could potentially turn a weapon on him.

      Question was what kind of damage they could do. Maybe the ghost had attempted to kill him with the weapon and failed, which was why he’d come at him in the jail instead.

      Or maybe all the ghost needed was more time and energy to figure out how to do exactly as he wanted.
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      Joe Exner had lived and died in a two-storey house, the kind of prefabricated structure Dez recalled hearing people used to be able to order through a catalog back in the nineteen twenties.

      During their walk around the townsite, he and Sully had skipped this particular road, having seen little but overgrown yards and dilapidated houses. They hadn’t noticed Joe’s house, hidden as it was behind a lush stand of pine, elm, poplar and caragana. It appeared to Dez as if Joe kept it that way on purpose, as if thick vegetation would form a protective barrier between him and dangerous paranormal activity.

      Dez had questions about Joe’s cause of death and whether the ghost might have been involved, but he hated to mention it. Sully had reinforced to him how close Glenna had been to her grandfather; Dez knew how much he hated discussing the details of his own loved ones’ deaths. He decided he’d bring it up when necessary and not before. Of course, it would likely become necessary now that they were about to step inside the house where Joe had died.

      Glenna had joined them, but Keefe had not. Dez noted Keefe had gone to some lengths to avoid being asked to come along, mumbling about needing to fix something and promptly vanishing from the room. Glenna had simply shrugged and gone to locate the house keys. It seemed she was well used to her husband’s avoidance issues.

      Despite the overgrowth of vegetation around Joe’s house and the paint peeling from the siding, it was clear to Dez the place was in far better repair than most of the houses in town. As Glenna keyed them inside, and Dez got his first glimpse of the interior, he could see the maintenance extended there as well. Joe had taken care of his house just as he’d taken care of the town’s main buildings. It must have been exhausting.

      Yet, as they passed through the porch and the entry hall, it was obvious the place wasn’t being as well tended as it once had. It surprised Dez, given what he now knew of Glenna’s relationship with Joe.

      “Sorry it’s so dusty,” Glenna said as if sensing Dez’s thoughts. “I came in here once shortly after he died, thinking I was going to keep it clean, but it felt so empty. I felt wrong being in here, as if it were someone else’s house. He wasn’t here anymore. Everywhere I looked, as hard as I tried, I couldn’t get a sense of him. So I stopped coming.”

      The opportune moment seemed to be upon them, so Dez opted to ask the question. “He died here, I understand?”

      A nod. “Keefe found him, actually. Probably a big reason why he refuses to come back in here.”

      Made sense to Dez. “His heart?”

      “Yeah—although I’ve never been convinced there wasn’t more to it. Part of me will always wonder whether the man in the hat had something to do with it. But without being able to see or communicate with my grandpa, I guess I’ll have to resign myself to not knowing.”

      Dez considered Sully. If anyone could figure it out, it would be him. So far, though, nothing about his demeanour suggested he’d noticed anything out of the ordinary.

      Sully caught his eye and gave a nearly imperceptible head shake. No, Dez’s read had been right. Nothing here.

      “Anything?” Glenna asked Sully. The hopeful tone in her voice made him sad. He remembered the feeling, those months after his dad had died, looking for signs everywhere Flynn was still with him. Each time he’d come up empty, it gave him that deadened, empty feeling all over again.

      “Not here,” Sully said. “Maybe you could show us where he died. Sometimes, I’ll get a better sense of them there.”

      “His bedroom’s upstairs,” Glenna said. “It’s where Keefe found him, lying in bed. Keefe figured it was a good way to go, dying in his sleep. If Keefe had the same sort of sleeps I do, he might think differently.”

      “Did your grandpa have dreams too?” Sully asked as Glenna led them toward the staircase in the entry hall.

      She paused at the base of the stairs, one hand smoothing dust almost reverently from the lowermost portion of the handrail. “Sometimes, yes. He had it worse though. He’d get visions in the daytime too. People who didn’t know about his gift probably figured he had a form of epilepsy. He’d just stall out, whatever he was doing. Sometimes a few seconds, sometimes as long as a minute or so.”

      Again, Dez checked out Sully. “Been there, done that,” he said. “Sully does the same when he’s communicating with someone. My job is to make sure he’s not having a major problem while he’s under.”

      “He mentioned that to me,” Glenna said. Her lips formed a wistful smile. “I wish I still had someone like that in my life.”

      Dez wasn’t sure what to say. Thankfully, she solved the problem for him, turning away from them to lead the way upstairs. Dez and Sully followed silently, Sully in front, his eyes endlessly scanning as they approached the landing to the upper floor. Again, nothing about him told Dez he saw or felt anything.

      He wasn’t sure whether he should feel freaked out about this or relieved. With Sully, this wasn’t a common problem. It seemed wherever he went, the dead found him. The fact the place was this unnaturally empty of spiritual activity was almost as creepy as hearing it was full of it.

      The upper storey was darker than the ground floor, most of the doors pulled to. Glenna headed right, leading them through one door into a bedroom. She flicked the switch, revealing power had been kept on inside.

      “I couldn’t bear to cut power and water to the place—at least not during the colder months,” she said. “Winters around here, the house would fall apart within a few years. Even if my grandpa’s really gone, I want this place kept up in case he does drop by someday.”

      Sully seemed to be half-listening, his face registering a deepening concentration. He’d be tuning into the place, dropping his walls and opening himself up to the place and any spirits within. He stepped forward as far as the bed, resting a hand against the brass headboard. Nothing showed in his expression as he turned toward the window, hidden save for a crack of light by a set of dusty, beige-hued blackout drapes. There, he parted the material, touched the glass and peered down.

      He went rigid.

      Dez took two quick strides toward him, standing where he could see Sully’s face. “What?”

      “He’s there.”

      Glenna joined them now. “My grandpa?”

      “The man in the hat.” Sully extended an index finger, touching it to the glass and angling it to show direction. Of course, Dez saw nothing. He looked to see whether Glenna did but found her staring as blankly as he typically did.

      “I don’t see him,” she said.

      “He’s there, through the trees, where the front gate stood.”

      Glenna narrowed her eyes as if to see better, ultimately shaking her head. “Nothing. But I don’t usually see them the way you do.”

      “Do you sense him though?”

      She closed her eyes, her face registering concentration. Perhaps ten seconds of this, and she nodded. “Think so, yeah. He’s watching us.”

      When her eyes didn’t reopen, Dez frowned. “Glenna? You okay?”

      She gave a slow nod. “Stay here,” she muttered.

      “Why?” Sully asked.

      “Stay.” Glenna turned from the window and drifted from the room. Dez watched through the open door as she made her way slowly down the stairs.

      “Something seems off with her,” Dez said.

      “Yeah.” Sully met his eye. “I think we’d better keep an eye on her.”

      Dez didn’t need to be told twice. He led the way from the room, his gaze snapping to the base of the stairs. As carefully as Glenna had been moving, she was now gone from sight.

      Sully caught the back of Dez’s shirt as they reached the halfway point on the stairs. “Got a bad feeling. Be careful.”

      Dez stopped where he was, spinning in place. “Of what, exactly? The ghost—or her?”

      Sully opened his mouth to reply. His eyes flashed wide instead.

      Dez didn’t have time to ask or to turn before Sully grabbed him hard and shoved him sideways. As he and Sully crashed through the banister and fell, a blast sounded from behind Dez.

      He’d been around firearms enough to recognize the sound.

      A very physical, very deadly shotgun.
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      Dez hit the floor hard, tangled up with Sully who lay half beside, half under him. Dez groaned as he shifted, attempting to extricate himself while scanning his surroundings for danger.

      There it was. Glenna, her expression somewhere between deadened and dazed, clutching a single-barrel shotgun, fingers fumbling to either extricate a used shell or replace it with a new one. Dez wasn’t about to take the time to decipher which. He didn’t even have the time to check on Sully. His attention homed in on Glenna, his intentions solely on disarming her before she had time to fully reload.

      After propelling himself to his feet, Dez charged her with a roar. She barely seemed to notice as he closed the short distance and slammed into her, taking her down to the floor. A guy his size tackling someone her size could well leave her with an injury, but he didn’t have the luxury of caution, not with her being seconds away from taking a second shot.

      She barely moved as she lay under him, nor did her expression much change. That she was in some type of trance seemed obvious to Dez. He took advantage, clearing the weapon before shoving it across the floor, keeping her pinned beneath his weight as he did.

      “Sully,” he called out over his shoulder, unable yet to spare him a glance. “Sully, talk to me.”

      “I’m good,” Sully ground out. “Gonna have some more bruises. You?”

      “Me too. Thanks, man.”

      “Back at you.” Sully’s voice carried the sound of movement, as if he were hefting himself to his feet.

      “Get the gun, okay?” Dez said. “I need to figure out what to do with her.”

      Sully appeared in his peripheral vision, scooping up the shotgun and pocketing the shell Dez had tossed in the opposite direction. Satisfied the gun was safely out of play, Dez returned his attention fully to Glenna.

      “Glenna,” Dez said. “Hey, Glenna. Need you to come back to us here. Come on, Glenna.”

      No response. Her expression remained dazed, no indication she’d heard him at all.

      Dez lifted his eyes, seeking out Sully’s. “Any sign of him?” Dez avoided a more specific and unnecessary descriptor.

      “He’s here,” Sully said. “I’ll need to focus.”

      Enough said. Dez divided his attention now between Glenna and Sully, not the easiest task given the situation. Dez wanted to ask Sully for his views on why the ghost had elected to use Glenna rather than attack directly as it had yesterday, but Dez decided he could come up with his own answer. Strong as the spirit clearly was, it took energy to launch a physical assault on a human. When that human was Sully, it must take an astronomical amount of energy, particularly given how effective Sully had become at returning psychic fire. Dez guessed it was easier for a spirit to attach itself to a susceptible person and influence them into doing its bidding. Simpler to goad a living being into carrying out an action than to do it itself.

      Sully turned in a circle, eyes closed, expression intent. “He’s conserving his energy,” he muttered for Dez’s benefit.

      Again, Dez didn’t need to ask for what. It had accurately gauged the threat Sully posed. Only question was how it planned on handling it.

      A groan from Glenna shifted Dez’s attention back to her. She blinked heavily a few times as her focus cleared, and she at last caught Dez’s eye and held it.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded. “What happened?”

      Deeming her no longer a threat—at least for the moment—Dez lifted himself off of her. “You don’t remember anything?”

      Another couple of heavy blinks. “No.”

      He’d explain in a moment. “You hurt? I had to tackle you pretty hard.”

      She lifted her head, peering down at her body as her brow furrowed with concentration. He watched as her expression suggested she was performing a self-scan for injuries. “Kind of sore, yeah, but I don’t think I’m hurt.” She fired Dez a glare. “Want to tell me why you tackled me?”

      “You shot at us,” Dez told her. He pointed to the staircase where he and Sully had shattered the railing plummeting through a few minutes ago. The wall opposite the spot was pockmarked with buckshot. It seemed both Dez and Sully had avoided taking any shrapnel, not for a lack of trying on Glenna’s part.

      Or rather, he noted as her eyes widened in horror, on the ghost’s part.

      “No,” she whispered. “I couldn’t have. I wouldn’t …” But she trailed off without adding to the argument, her eyes instead welling with tears. “My grandpa’s gun. It made me use it to … Oh God. What’s happening to me?”

      A pained grunt from Sully had Dez’s head whipping toward him. Sully had doubled over, one arm protecting his middle, the other shaking as he continued to hold the shotgun. Uncertain whether this spirit might be attempting to possess Sully, Dez dashed over to him and seized the gun in one hand, using the other to grab hold of Sully.

      “Come on,” he told Sully and Glenna. “We need to leave. Now.”

      Sully, still bent at the waist, snapped his head up, a glare pinning on something across the room. Dez didn’t see what, but he didn’t have to. Sully’s teeth ground together as his breath whistled hard through his nose. He growled low in his throat, then exhaled sharply. Dez didn’t have the same ability to sense spirit energy as Sully and Glenna, but even he could tell the air felt different—lighter.

      Sully straightened. “There,” he said. “Now we can leave.”

      Dez tilted his head as he regarded Sully. “You get rid of him?”

      Sully gave a dry laugh. “Wish it were so easy. It’s like swatting at a wasp, Dez. You might get it to leave you alone for a few minutes, but the bastard will always come back.”

      Sully glared at the spot he’d been focused on moments ago. “Until you kill it.”
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      Sully’s entire body ached.

      He’d already been sore heading into Joe Exner’s old house, mainly the result of the attack the day before but also due to an ongoing headache throbbing throughout his skull. If he didn’t know better, he might blame the headache on the terrible sleep he’d had last night. The minor injuries added at Joe’s place provided a combination of bruising and scrapes to his already pained form.

      The headache hadn’t eased, and the longer he felt it, the more Sully accepted the reason as paranormal in nature. Spirits such as the one haunting the ghost town didn’t simply suck energy from batteries and electrical devices; like vampires, they drained people too. And the more time they spent in Sutton Hill, the more drained Sully felt.

      He was headed back toward the hotel when his phone went off, Sarah’s ringtone sounding from his pocket. Sully dug it out, leaving Dez and Glenna to continue on ahead a few steps while he answered.

      “Hey, hun,” he said.

      “You sound awful. Are you okay?”

      He debated how much to share, ultimately deciding he’d prefer to avoid detailing much while Glenna was within earshot. Nothing she didn’t know already, of course, but they were trying to maintain a decent relationship with her. Unlikely she’d be thrilled to learn Sully was passing along information about Glenna’s problems to someone who was a stranger to her.

      Anyway, he preferred not to bring up the gun incident—not just to avoid scaring Sarah but to prevent certain questions from Glenna. Before they left, Dez had concealed the gun and the ammo in separate spots, placing them where Sully hoped no one would find them. No telling whether other firearms were in the townsite, but any taken out of play was a good thing.

      “We’re getting by,” Sully told Sarah. “Really tired and hoping to sort this out as soon as possible.”

      “Wish I could help,” Sarah said. “One interview I was waiting on came through, so I got pulled off my search for a bit. But I wasn’t getting anywhere, anyway. It’s a needle in a haystack, babe. The number of violent deaths in Sutton Hill over the years is off the charts. Loads of people died in gun-related incidents for example. Numerous others were hanged—whether by court order or lynching. And don’t even get me started on all the stabbings, beatings and poisonings. We’re talking Murder Central out there. I can’t believe you don’t see more than one ghost.”

      Sully squeezed at the corners of his eyes, staving off a shooting pain beneath his brow bone. “I can’t believe it either, honestly. I’ve never been anywhere like this. I mean, hey, I walk around Kimotan Rapids and see or sense ghosts virtually everywhere. I don’t buy that a town this old wouldn’t be bursting at the seams with paranormal activity.”

      “Especially given the sort of violence it’s seen.” Sarah gave a humourless laugh. “The Grim Reaper’s got to be working overtime around there to keep the place cleared out.”

      Sully gave the bridge of his nose one more pinch, then straightened. “What did you say?”

      “About what?”

      “Never mind. Got an idea. Thanks, hun. I’ll give you a call tonight, okay?”

      “Good. Maybe you can tell me what I’ve helped you figure out, because at the moment, I’ve got no clue.”

      “Absolutely. Love you.”

      “Love you back.”

      Sully disconnected and called for Dez and Glenna to hold up.

      “Maybe it’s a long shot and won’t come to much,” he told them once he’d rejoined them. “It’s an idea, though, and I’m happy for any of those I can come by.”

      Glenna’s face showed hope. “What is it?”

      “We were wondering why we’re not finding evidence of more than one spirit in this town. What if it’s because there’s an extremely active reaper making the rounds here?”

      “A reaper?” Glenna said. “That’s a thing?”

      Dez’s lips quirked up. “Oh yeah. It’s a thing, all right.” He turned to Sully. “So you’re thinking maybe a reaper’s been clearing souls out of here without offering them a choice in the matter?”

      “Could be, yeah. And the reason this one is left—”

      “Is because he’s too big a pain in the ass to deal with.” Dez scratched his jaw. “Sure, we’ve seen firsthand exactly how challenging powerful spirits can be to cross over. Even reapers struggle with them.”

      “Exactly. Thing is, though, as much as we’ve come to know about this stuff, there’s at least one person we’re familiar with who knows it better.”

      Dez nodded. “Tracker Jack. Problem is, we’ve got no way to get to Edge Creek.”

      “No,” Sully said. “We’d need to find someone to go for us.”

      Until now, Glenna had been listening without comment. She chose this moment, stepping forward and glancing between Sully and Dez. “What’s at Edge Creek? And who’s Tracker Jack?”

      Sully glanced at Dez. This wasn’t ordinarily a topic they touched on with outsiders, but given Glenna’s obvious connection to the other side, Sully figured she’d be open to the unusual.

      “Jack’s a reaper,” Sully said. “He runs a ghost train at Edge Creek, one that transports souls from this world into the next.” He avoided a few other key but hard-to-explain details—namely that Flynn and Aiden Braddock—the latter Dez’s biological younger brother—were working reapers alongside Jack on the train. Some things were simply too personal to share, particularly with someone who’d just attempted to kill them.

      Glenna’s brows crawled up her forehead. “What, serious?”

      “Serious,” Dez said. He returned his attention to Sully. “The train isn’t visible to non-psychics until after dark, and even then, it’s questionable how amenable Jack will be to dealing with someone who isn’t you.”

      Sully had considered this. “Dad and Aiden would show themselves to Mom or Eva though.”

      Dez crossed his arms. “Eva’s on shift tonight. As for Mom, it’s almost Halloween. The track will be crawling with drunken partiers and weirdos. I don’t want her there on her own—especially if it turns out Dad and Aiden aren’t around for whatever reason. What if they’re on some job somewhere?”

      Sully shared Dez’s concerns. Thankfully, he had another solution. “What about Wray?”

      Dez gave a thoughtful nod. “Wray Mallory? Think she’d go?”

      Sully shrugged. “Why not? She’s one of the toughest people I’ve ever met, plus the whole psychic thing can’t hurt. And hey, I’ll bet she’ll get a kick out of meeting an actual reaper.”

      He frowned. “Or at least I hope so. I’ll give her a call.”

      Glenna touched Sully’s arm. “Could we call once we’re back at the hotel? I want to get back to Keefe. I’ve got a bad feeling, and I can’t think why.”

      Sully had a few ideas—one of which involved her having recently shaken off what he could only described as a possession by a murderous spirit—but he kept them to himself. He thought it best, until they had a handle on the situation, to keep a close eye on the Clearys. A quick return to the hotel seemed a good idea.

      With Glenna leading the way at a brisk pace, they made it the rest of the way to the Bullseye Hotel. Glenna stepped through the front door into the lobby, giving it a quick scan before moving on to the saloon. Easily recognizing her concerns, Sully did his part, checking the lounge to the side before making his way to the private rooms at the rear. No one in the kitchen, so he expanded his search that way, noting a disused sitting room with the opening to a hallway along the opposite wall. Checking the hallway, Sully noted three small bedrooms, all of them dark, dank and dusty. He wondered briefly why the Clearys had elected to use a hotel room rather than fixing up one of these for their own use, but that was a question for later.

      He returned to the lobby to find Dez and Glenna coming down the stairs from the upper floor. Glenna had her phone in hand, her expression reading worried.

      “He’s not here,” Dez explained. “She’s on edge about it.”

      “Lots of buildings in town,” Sully noted. “He could be working on one of them.”

      “He’s not answering his phone,” Glenna said while shoving her cellphone back into the pocket of her jeans. “I don’t know where he is.”

      “You mentioned a few buildings you guys have been working on fixing up for guest use,” Dez suggested. “Maybe he’s working in one of those.”

      Glenna’s furrowed brow told Sully she wasn’t sold on the suggestion, but she went with it for now anyway. Alongside Sully and Dez, she checked out the café and the stables, calling Keefe’s name into each as they moved through them.

      Nothing.

      Sully and Dez searched both buildings with Glenna. The café was small, consisting of a dining room containing eight tables, a Formica-topped counter, a kitchen and a unisex bathroom. None of it appeared to have been updated since the sixties, but the decor was the least of Sully’s concerns. He found no sign of Keefe having been inside. With the recent rain and the abundance of mud, shoe prints would have shown outside and either messy prints inside or cakes of mud left behind at the entrance along with a pair of wet boots. None of it was present at the café, nor did signs of Keefe exist at the stables.

      The stables’ interior had likewise retained a dated appearance, no indication it had undergone significant renovations since the middle of the last century. Clearly, the place had remained in use well beyond the frontier days when it would have been most essential. Sully could easily imagine an active community replete with fun summer activities, friendly neighbours and good times. What had happened to change things?

      Yet maybe his read was wrong. Maybe Joe Exner had done his utmost to make Sutton Hill better for everyone. Clearly, he’d worked hard to keep the place up, and might well have given his life to render it safe from its dark paranormal influence. Despite everything he’d done, Sutton Hill’s shadows had overtaken the light and refused to let go.

      Dez emerged from the farthest of a dozen horse stalls, his head shaking as he did. No, no sign of Keefe here either.

      Glenna’s phone was back to her ear as she returned from the office area, located toward the front of the building. As she had earlier, she left a message for Keefe, begging him to call her back. By the time she returned the phone to her pocket, she was shaking.

      “I’m sure he’s okay,” Dez said. The words sounded hollow.

      Glenna shook her head. “He’s not. Something’s wrong. This isn’t like him. He gets too spooked around here. He doesn’t wander off without a good reason.”

      Sully thought back to breakfast. Keefe had seemed as okay as possible under the circumstances. He hadn’t appeared to be in a bad state of mind, certainly not in any way that might explain why he’d avoid communicating with Glenna.

      “Something’s wrong,” she repeated.

      Dez laid a hand on her shoulder, keeping his tone as reassuring as possible. “We’ll find him, all right? We’ll turn the whole place upside down if we have to, but I promise you, we’ll find him.”

      Forcing a smile, she gave a short nod. “I’m going to text him.”

      Sully waited until she headed back outside, then snagged Dez’s shoulder before he could follow. “I don’t like this.”

      “Join the club,” Dez grumbled.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have said what you did to her.”

      Dez canted his head. “What, you mean about promising to find Keefe? Why?” He dragged out the last word, uncertainty at wanting an answer bleeding through the tone.

      “You told me once police were trained to avoid making assurances. ‘Don’t make promises you can’t keep,’ and all that.”

      Dez rubbed the back of his neck. “I hate asking, but I guess I’m going to have to. Why do you think we might not find Keefe?”

      “There’s something really wrong with this town, Dez. It devours the people who live here. Keefe lives here.”

      Dez shuddered. “Again, hate to ask, but I’m gonna need you to explain ‘devour’ here.”

      Sully pressed his lips together. “Sometimes, I think maybe it’s along the lines of what’s been happening to Glenna—it changes people, turns them into something dark, something twisted or corrupt. Hey, we’ve seen signs of it in Keefe too with the whole moody, angry thing. Seemed more than him being worried about his wife. He was like a different person.”

      Dez exhaled through pursed lips. “And sometimes this thing does what it did to Joe, right? What nearly happened to us. It takes people’s lives. That’s what you’re thinking.”

      Sully nodded. “Yeah. Afraid so.” He frowned. “I think we will find Keefe, Dez. Question is what state he’ll be in when we do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Sully and Dez had worked with Wray Mallory a few times in the past. As psychics went, she was as rock solid as they came. As a human being, she was even steadier.

      While Sully and Wray shared a strong link with the unseen and unexplained world, for the most part, the similarities ended there. Wray read objects like Sully read spirits—psychometry, she called it. As far as Sully could tell, this wasn’t the sort of job which would benefit from her unusual skill, but he welcomed the idea of her involvement nonetheless. Little fazed Wray, and Sully could use every solid presence he could get.

      She picked up her phone on the second ring. “Ghost Boy,” she answered. “How’s it hanging?”

      Sully sank back against the cushions of the lounge’s sofa, pressing the speaker button to allow Dez next to him to share in the conversation. “Funny you should mention hanging,” Sully replied.

      He explained the situation, leaving out nothing. Maybe Glenna and Keefe would dislike the idea of their problems being openly discussed with strangers, but with things as they were, Sully figured their issues were far larger than a perceived breach of privacy.

      Wray listened silently throughout, offering comment once Sully had finished his initial run-through of events. “You guys sure know how to find trouble, don’t you?”

      “Tell me about it,” Dez groaned. Slumped on the sofa, he appeared as exhausted as the words and tone would suggest.

      “Listen,” Wray said. “You know I’ll give you a hand where I can. Where exactly do I come in here, though? I’ve tackled spooks before, but they’re not exactly my schtick, you know. That’s all you two. If, on the other hand, you’ve got an inanimate object around there needing a read, I’m all over that.”

      “Road’s blocked,” Sully reminded her. “Dez checked on the situation right before we called you. A highway crew checked it out, and they’re going to need to bring in some special equipment and people who know how to work it. Won’t happen until sometime tomorrow at the earliest. Not being pessimistic here, but I’m not eager to hold off until then.”

      “Hey, just because some road crew’s ill-prepared to move in doesn’t mean I am. Say the word, I’ll hike it. I’ve served in some pretty raunchy locations with some wicked terrain. Think I can manage one little landslide.”

      Sully considered her offer. As much faith as he had in Wray, the last thing he wanted was to put anyone he cared about in harm’s way. She could absolutely handle herself in virtually any scenario she encountered but even the toughest nut could be cracked under enough pressure. Sully had seen enough in Sutton Hill to appreciate the sort of pressure this particular spirit could exert.

      “I know you can, Wray,” Sully said. “Not the issue. We’ve got one missing person already. Dez and I spent the past three hours with this lady, searching everywhere for her husband. We can’t find any clues as to where he ended up. At the very least, we should have seen some footprints in the mud, but we weren’t able to locate even that much.”

      “I’m a fair tracker too, you know.”

      Sully smiled into his phone. “There’s the thing right there. We need a tracker, all right, but not the sort we can dial up on the phone. It’s actually why we’re calling.”

      “Buckle up,” Dez uttered with a dry laugh. “You’re in for an interesting ride.”

      “Tell me,” Wray said, a grin in her tone.

      Sully was grateful for her all over again.

      “How much do you know about the Edge Creek Light?” he asked her.
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        * * *

      

      The run-up to Halloween had always been a gong show for Wray.

      As a kid with what felt to her like a freakish ability, this time of year had been something of a minefield, filled with people developing sudden and short-lived fascinations for psychics and other aspects of the paranormal world. As an adult, she’d spun her gift into a lucrative career in reality television, due largely to a then-husband whose life goal was to find an audience who would adore him nearly as much as he adored himself.

      These days, Wray did what she could to keep her ability on the down-low, eking out a living in a pawn shop while using both her maiden name and a change in appearance to separate herself from her former life. Lord knew her ex had already done his level best to separate her from both financial security and self-respect.

      In this part of the world, the sun bowed out early this late in the year. It meant she could get herself to the Edge Creek crossing before the area filled up with the usual array of ghost hunters.

      Check that, she thought as she steered her great-aunt’s car onto the well-worn approach leading to the crossing. One other vehicle had already beaten her here. Leaving it plenty of room to get back onto the mainly quiet highway, Wray parked her car and got out.

      The air was crisp and fresh, far fresher than she’d grown used to during her years in the United Kingdom. Inhaling deeply, she was reminded again why she hadn’t so much minded a return to her once-home in Kimotan Rapids.

      She’d been aware of the Edge Creek Light as a kid, had heard the stories from schoolmates who’d made the drive out here to bang on the tracks to summon the ghost train. Knock three times on the track, according to legend, and the light would appear. Certainly, the trio of young men currently standing on the tracks were giving it their all, one of them clanging the body of a large flashlight against the nearest steel bar while the other two shouted goading obscenities at the so-far-invisible spirit.

      Wray stood back, arms crossed, enjoying the spectacle for the moment. She’d been around long enough to know these guys knew as much about the paranormal world as she did about performing brain surgery on a baboon. Given enough time, they’d tire of this and leave. All she needed to do was stand here and watch the trio of buffoons pad their entry for the Darwin Awards.

      “Yo, train!” one yelled. “Hey, you! Come on! I’m tired of waiting here!”

      A series of clangs from his buddy punctuated the pointless command.

      The third guy, eager to get his own in, howled like a wolf in the night. Somewhere in the distance, a few coyotes howled back. The three men burst out laughing, then temporarily abandoned their bid to call the Edge Creek Light in favour of communicating with wildlife.

      Wray shook her head and heaved a sigh. Another shining example of why she believed the world would be better off with women in charge of pretty much everything.

      One of the guys turned toward her, the steadiness of his stare suggesting he was the designated driver for the group. “Hey.”

      Wray smirked. “Hey. Trying to summon the light or get eaten by wild dogs?”

      The guy straightened as the other two turned, seemingly clueing in they were no longer alone.

      “Trying to summon the light,” the sober-ish one replied.

      He might have had significantly less to drink than his friends, but it hadn’t made him any the smarter, Wray decided.

      She jutted her chin toward the still-darkened portion of track in question. “Doesn’t look like you’re having much luck.”

      “Think you can do better?” one of the others asked. He wore a pair of cowboy boots, the pointed toes peeking from beneath the cuffs of his dark-wash jeans. He staggered as he spoke, nearly falling over the track as he did.

      Wray shrugged. “Who says I’m here looking for the light? Maybe I’m hunting goofballs.”

      The men responded with uncertain chuckles, the sort which told her they were trying to work out whether they’d been insulted. Truth be told, she hoped to make this as uncomfortable for them as possible. She’d need them gone in order to do what Sully and Dez had requested.

      The third man, though nearly as drunk as the cowboy, appeared to catch Wray’s meaning before the others. He leered at her as he took a few surprisingly steady steps toward her. A seasoned drinker, she realized.

      “Don’t know about goofballs,” he said. “But if you’re hunting for a good set of balls, I got some for ya right here.” He sneered as he grasped his crotch through his jeans and gave it a meaningful shake.

      The comment and the gesture led to amused laughter from his friends—the sort of laughter which told Wray they thought nothing of how she might interpret things. Hell, it was more than possible her worst possible interpretation was exactly right.

      Wray raised a brow as she cast her eyes between the men. Yeah, they were the type—this particular subset of men which thought nothing of making a woman feel uncomfortable or unsafe. Wray could imagine how most women would feel upon finding themselves alone amongst this group of mouth-breathers. They were all chortling now, making comments about her body which moved far beyond suggestive and well into the obscene.

      “I don’t like that language,” she said.

      “What you gonna do about it, bitch?” said the crotch-grabber.

      Wray cocked her head. Then she cocked a fist and let it fly, catching him in the jaw near his mouth. It hurt, but some things were worth a little pain. “I really don’t like that language.”

      She hadn’t hit him very hard, just enough to make her point. She’d hoped he and his cronies would take the hint and bail.

      Not this group of geniuses.

      A growl from the cowboy heralded his approach. Flashlight raised above his head, he charged her. Wray held her ground, taking a rapid sidestep as he reached her and brought the flashlight down in an arc toward her head. She used his momentum against him, catching the arm and pulling it toward his side, twisting until he released the would-be weapon. She followed through with a kick to his knee, hard enough to cause it to buckle. He howled in pain; she wondered how much louder he’d wail had she kicked harder and snapped the joint.

      With two of the men now groaning and clutching injured body parts, Wray turned to the sober one. “What do you say?” she said. “Third time’s the charm.”

      The man gave a rapid shake of the head. “Sorry, ma’am.” He stepped forward, gripping the arm of the guy she’d smacked in the face and helping him to his feet. Then the two of them heaved the cowboy from the ground and dragged the limping guy toward their vehicle. She followed, watching as they got in and drove off, ensuring they left Emily’s car alone. Once their taillights had vanished around the distant curve, Wray returned to the tracks.

      The men had left their flashlight behind, so Wray used it to her advantage, bringing it down against the nearest track three times. She straightened, eyes on the darkened horizon, waiting.

      A light snapped on.

      This would be the point where plenty of people would be flipping out, maybe even running for their cars. Wray stood where she was, arms folded.

      The light grew larger, brighter, stronger. She felt it now, the energy emanating from it. Definitely not a physical train but every bit as real.

      It was even brighter now, bigger—big enough that when a human form took shape within it, she could make it out right from head to toe.

      Sully and Dez had filled her in on who manned this otherworldly train. She knew Flynn and Aiden Braddock could often be found here, but this figure belonged to the other one. The wide brim of a Stetson told her as much.

      “Jack Winter?” she asked, squinting into the light. For the first time since she’d come here, a tremor sounded in her voice. Three semi-drunken louts she could handle; she’d never in her life encountered an actual reaper.

      “Who’s asking?” The voice was surprisingly soft, nearly a whisper, hissed directly into her ear despite the fact she stood at least twelve feet away.

      “My name’s Wray Mallory. Sullivan Gray and Dez Braddock sent me. They need some help. They said you’re their best chance at getting it.”

      A pause, a long one. Or maybe it only felt long.

      Then the light vanished, replaced by a lean man in black, the top half of his face concealed by shadow, tufts of sandy hair tickling the collar of his duster, stubble shifting as his lips parted with a coming question.

      “Where are they?” he asked.

      “Sutton Hill. It’s a ghost town located near—”

      Jack held up a hand. “I know it.”

      Wray tilted her head as she eyed him. “Judging by your tone, you don’t think much of the place.”

      The whiskers twitched as the reaper’s lips formed a humourless smile. “I think too much about it. Rather I didn’t have to.” The smile faded. “What kind of trouble they in?”

      “The only kind they ever get into.”

      Jack shook his head. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

      “So you’ll go find them?”

      “I will. Won’t be right away though. My partners are away, rounding up a few stragglers. I need to keep an eye on the train until their return. Sully and Dez will understand.”

      Wray nodded. Given the identity of the partners in question, she was certain they would understand. “Anything I can tell them in the meantime?”

      “Tell them to keep their eyes open and their heads down. Best they stay in one piece until I can get there.”
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      Dez wasn’t enjoying much about his time at Sutton Hill. He was enjoying it even less having heard Wray’s message from Tracker Jack.

      “Given what you’ve said is going on there, I know this can’t be the answer you were hoping for,” she said upon wrapping up her summary of her brief conversation with Jack.

      Dez leaned back in his chair at one of the saloon’s tables, tugging a hand through his hair. He raised his voice, enabling the phone—positioned on the table in front of him and set to speaker mode—to pick up his response. “It’s not, although I can’t fault him for delaying either. I’m glad he’s making sure Dad and Aiden get back all right before he comes out here. I lost them once already. I can’t risk losing them again.”

      “Can spirits die?” Wray asked.

      Dez eyed Sully, seated across from him. Sully read the meaning in Dez’s look and leaned toward the phone to answer. “In a way, they can. They’re basically a collection of energy. Dissipate the energy, and the spirit ceases to exist.”

      “Huh. Seems to me that might be the solution to the problem you’re having out there. Can you do that?”

      Sully cupped his hands below his beard, butting his thumbs against his chin. “It’s not a simple matter. I’ve seen Jack, Dad and Aiden do it, but whatever powers exist on the other side arm them with weapons for the job. Thing is, while the weapons are efficient, and the three of them are good at what they do, they still run into problems against the powerful spirits. I get the impression the weapons they carry have the same sort of impact as physical guns. They’re effective against things of a certain size, but pit them against stronger spirits, it’s like trying to take down a rhino with a twenty-two. Not going to happen.”

      “Not before the rhino gets in a few shots, anyway,” Dez added. “And I don’t need to tell you how that fight’s likely to go.”

      “Not so good.” Wray blew out a breath. “Listen, I don’t know what kind of help I’d be, but if you think I can lend a hand, say the word. I’ll drive in as far as I can and hike the rest of the way.”

      Dez exchanged a glance with Sully who shook his head. “Appreciate the thought, Wray,” Dez said. “But you’ve already done more than enough. You finding Jack for us is a huge deal. Thank you.”

      “You’re sure? Granted, my particular gifts don’t run much toward the ghost side of things, but hey, I’ve seen combat. How much different can it be fighting some nasty-assed spirit?”

      She was joking, but only just. Her offer, Dez knew, was real, and it meant a lot. “You’re a good friend, Wray. We’re okay for now. It’s helpful to know you’re there should something more come up.”

      “I’m just a phone call away,” she said. “I mean it.”

      They disconnected shortly after. Dez re-pocketed his phone and slumped back in his chair. “Tell you what, Sull: I know there might not be much she can do to help with our ghost problem, but given the crap we’re facing, I’d be happy for anyone who’d be able to watch our six.”

      Sully lowered his head into his hands, rubbing at his face so his reply came out slightly muffled. “I’ve thought about it too, believe me.” He lifted his eyes to Dez’s. “Going up against this one is hard enough knowing you’re here. I don’t think I want anyone else I care about mixing in—leastwise, not living, breathing people.”

      Dez scowled. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, bro.”

      “You know what I mean, D. These big bads freak me out. Trying to get a handle on this thing is like wrestling a python; every time I think I’ve got a grip on it, there are a dozen more feet of it wrapping around me. We’ve got a missing man and a woman trancing out and actively trying to kill us. You and me, we make an awesome team because we know each other so well, but it’s our Achilles heel too. Sometimes, we’re so busy watching each other’s backs, we miss what’s coming at us from the front.”

      Dez listened through a frown. Sully wasn’t wrong. Far more than once, one or the other of them had nearly died to keep the other safe. Sully was already bearing the brunt of the paranormal attacks, and given he was the only one of the two of them who’d see it coming, that wasn’t likely to change. The last thing Sully needed was someone else to worry about. The more his attention got dragged away from the spirit, the more the risk to himself increased—the last thing Dez wanted.

      “Okay,” he said. “I hear you. Let’s aim for now to do what Jack told us. Maybe we lie low a while, see if we can wait things out.”

      “Except Keefe’s still missing,” Sully reminded him. “We can’t ignore that. Glenna certainly won’t, and we can’t leave her to cope with it herself.”

      Dez nodded silently. He was about to answer out loud when his phone rang. Upon picking up, he recognized Staff Sergeant Leta Devereaux’s voice.

      “How’s it going out there?” she asked.

      “Honestly? Seen better days. We’ve got a missing man to contend with, among other problems.”

      “What do you mean, missing?”

      Dez did his best to explain without incorporating details about their various paranormal experiences. Now wasn’t the time to have to start answering questions of that nature or have her begin questioning his sanity.

      “We’ve been looking for him for a few hours,” Dez concluded. “Nothing so far.”

      “Any signs of someone having been injured?”

      “We’ve been watching for evidence of injury or accident. No blood, no signs of major breakage. The couple’s truck is still parked where it should be. We poked around all the buildings we could get to, but there are quite a few we can’t access due to safety or terrain or both.”

      “Could he simply be working on something?”

      Dez shrugged though she wasn’t there to see. “Suppose so, yeah. Can’t rule it out.”

      “What about his phone? Can Glenna use GPS to locate him?”

      “I asked about that, actually. They don’t have Wi-Fi set up out here yet, so they’ve turned off as much as they can to keep their data costs low. That means location services is disabled on both their phones.”

      “Damn. Well, given what you say about Keefe, we know he’s a responsible, capable sort of guy who should be able to take care of himself. No reason for significant worry just yet. But you’ll keep me posted, yeah?”

      It was a demand, not a request. Problem was, Dez couldn’t as yet keep her informed about everything. Plenty of reason from Dez’s viewpoint to worry though there didn’t seem to be a good way to describe the threat posed by a paranormal being.

      “Listen,” Leta said. “I called about something else. The road crew made it out your way, started doing some work to clear things out. Problem came up.”

      Dez hated to ask. “What sort of problem?”

      “Secondary landslide. Caused a piece of machinery to roll. The operator managed to bail out before it toppled over the ridge and rolled, but it was a close one. Guy was injured, badly enough he needed to be taken to hospital. They had to shut things down for now, pending investigation and all that. Need to figure out the best way through given the obvious instability of the area.”

      Dez rubbed his forehead. “Ah, hell. Guy going to be okay?”

      “He will be, I’m told. Some broken bones and a dislocation, as well as a hefty collection of cuts and scrapes. All things considered, he’s lucky. The equipment he was operating looks like some sort of abstract sculpture.”

      “Glad he’ll recover,” Dez said. “Guess we’re stuck here a while longer then, huh?”

      “Guess so. Sorry. Thought I’d better let you know. Need to bail, but call me with updates on this Keefe guy, okay?”

      Dez said he would and disconnected.

      “One of these days, I’d love to come right out with it, full disclosure,” Dez told Sully. “You know, along the lines of, ‘Yeah, we think the missing guy might be in some trouble because a ghost’s tried to off us at least twice.”

      “I’m sure that would go over well,” Sully said with a twitch of the lips. “What else did she tell you?”

      Dez hadn’t put the call on speaker, so he took a few minutes to fill Sully in on the parts he hadn’t been able to overhear in full.

      “Sucks we’re still trapped here,” Sully said. “But we’re stuck anyway until we find Keefe and deal with this ghost problem.”

      Dez nodded, and the two of them fell silent for a long moment—long enough to clue in to the utter stillness of the place. “Hey, Glenna didn’t come downstairs without us hearing, did she?”

      “On those creaky stairs? Even while she’s paranormally powered-up, I can’t see her being able to drift around without making noise.”

      Dez grimaced. “God, what if she’s got another migraine? I don’t think I can deal with her having these episodes all day.”

      “Can’t be fun for her either.” Sully massaged his temples. “Guess we should go check on her.”

      Dez groaned lightly. “I was afraid you’d suggest that.”
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        * * *

      

      The door to the Clearys room was closed, as it had been the last time Dez was upstairs. He’d headed up earlier to grab his charging brick, which he’d left plugged in that morning. Having a job which often had him on the move into the wee hours, Dez had learned long ago to keep portable chargers handy at all times.

      The last time he’d been upstairs, he’d listened for a moment at the Clearys door, trying to make out if Glenna was enduring a fitful sleep, ill or crying—anything which might require his help. Best case scenario, he’d hoped to hear conversation should Keefe have returned without alerting anyone. No sounds had come from within though, and Dez had gone back downstairs.

      Now, with Sully at his side, Dez repeated his earlier actions, placing an ear near the door and attempting to hear. After a few seconds of this, he glanced at Sully and shook his head. No, he still couldn’t make out any noises.

      “Maybe we should check on her,” Sully whispered.

      Dez raised his brows. “What, like kick in the door? Yeah, I’m sure that would earn us bonus points. We’ve got enough of The Shining going on here. Might as well get ourselves an axe and really go to town.”

      “You’re obsessed with The Shining, you know that?”

      “Obsessed with not finding myself in the middle of it, you mean.” Dez glowered at the door, contemplating a next move. He hadn’t ruled out booting it in, but he understood Sully’s reluctance too. Hell, he had his own reservations. No telling whether the Clearys had a firearm on hand inside their bedroom. Dez could burst in to find the business end of a long gun aimed at his middle—or worse.

      The thought having formed, Dez stepped quickly to the side of the door, tugging Sully with him.

      “Think she’s armed?” Sully asked.

      “She had a knife last night, a gun this morning. By now, she might have found herself a rocket launcher.”

      Sully eyed the door. “We could always try the old-school approach.”

      “Which is?”

      Sully quirked his lips. “Knocking?”

      Dez delivered an elbow to his side. “Smart ass.”

      Staying to the side of the door, he reached out and rapped on the wood. He waited, listening. Nothing.

      He knocked louder this time, putting his ear right against the closest section of door. He strained to make out any sounds, whether bedsprings as someone got up, floorboards as footsteps approached or—God forbid—a firearm being loaded or cocked. None of that reached his ears, but he was now able to hear something else.

      Breathing.

      “She’s inside,” Dez said. “Sounds like she’s asleep.”

      “Regular sleep or the kind from last night?”

      Dez clenched his jaw. Good question. He knocked louder, almost violently now. Surely, even asleep, she couldn’t miss that. Yet as the seconds ticked by with nothing beyond the sound of deep breaths coming to him, Dez had to acknowledge his attempts had proven fruitless. He was pretty sure he could have a high school marching band blow past to little effect.

      “What now?” Sully asked.

      Dez pinched at the bridge of his nose and heaved a sigh. “I guess I’m gonna have to go full-on Jack Torrance.”

      “Skip the ‘Here’s Johnny’ line, huh?”

      Dez rolled his eyes. While neither of them was much in the mood for jokes, the fact they were going through the motions made him feel a little better nonetheless.

      All humour slipped away, though, once Dez got back to business. He tried the door first, hoping maybe it had been left unlocked. No such luck.

      He gave it a push, testing it. Like many old buildings, this one had shifted with time, making the door a little loose in its frame. Dez had booted in a number of doors in his day, and ordinarily, that was the preferred method. Contrary to what he often saw in movies, shouldering a door could cause unnecessary injuries. This time, though, he figured he could risk it.

      The door gave after two firm shoves. Inside, the room was cast in darkness, the curtains drawn tight, no lights on.

      He recalled the location of the bed and could make out the footboard in the light from the hall. Not wanting to rush in until he’d established a far better perspective inside the room, Dez stayed to the side of the frame, motioning for Sully to do the same. Sure, the old wood wouldn’t prove much of a barrier against a hail of gunfire, but it was better than nothing.

      Dez reached around inside, hand slapping the wall as he sought out the light switch. When he failed to find one, Sully took over from his side of the door. A moment later, the room lit up.

      Glenna was alone and asleep. No, not just asleep. It became obvious after a moment of watching her that she was having a nightmare—or maybe something worse.

      Dez entered the room fully, eyes flashing to her hands. No weapons. Good.

      He leaned toward her, but Sully got there first, stopping Dez from shaking her awake.

      “Glenna?” Sully said. “It’s Sully. Can you talk to me?”

      Her breaths came hard and fast; no way she was sucking much oxygen into her lungs given the pace and shallowness of the inhalations. Her eyes moved behind fluttering lids. Her lips opened and shut as if forming silent words.

      “Glenna? What are you seeing?”

      “Keefe,” she said. “Keefe.”

      Sully met Dez’s eye for a second before returning his gaze to Glenna. “Where is he? Do you see him?”

      A slight movement of her head, maybe an attempt at a nod. “Boo-ill,” came the mumbled response. “Boo-ill.”

      Sully frowned as he straightened. It was clear to Dez he didn’t understand.

      But Dez did. Before Sully could ask her for additional information, Dez caught his arm. “I think she’s trying to say Boot Hill.”

      Sully directed a glance from Dez back to Glenna. “That mean what I think it does?”

      A bead of sweat broke free from Dez’s scalp. He wiped it away as it trickled toward his eyebrow. He didn’t want to voice the answer any more than he wanted to know it.

      “God, I hope not,” he said. “Not too many reasons to be in a graveyard.”
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      No point asking Glenna for directions. Sully knew she wasn’t in a state to provide them.

      He’d attempted for another minute to awaken her, calling her name and even shaking her gently. She’d only continued mumbling, ensnared within the same trance-like state, her words becoming increasingly nonsensical.

      Finally, Sully had given in to Dez’s tugs at his arm and left Glenna alone in the bedroom.

      “Maybe one of us should stay with her,” Sully said as he jogged after Dez down the hall toward the stairs.

      Dez’s answer was predictable. “No way we’re separating—not now. Jack told us to lie low. Where are we? About to search for an old graveyard on the word of a woman speaking in tongues.”

      Sully couldn’t resist a grin. “She wasn’t exactly speaking in tongues.”

      “You know what I mean. Don’t split hairs.”

      Though Dez might be exaggerating on the fine points, he wasn’t entirely wrong. Jack had definitely advised them against the course of action they were now taking.

      “We don’t have much of a choice,” Sully said as he trotted down the stairs after Dez. “All we know is Glenna said something about Keefe being at Boot Hill. We have no idea what state he’s in.”

      Even from behind, Sully noticed Dez shudder. While the scenario was creepy enough,  they had firsthand experience with bad cemetery-related experiences. Dez had once found himself buried alive, crammed into a coffin with a corpse. Sully had managed to rescue him before things took a serious turn for the worst, but the whole event had left them both eager to avoid graveyards for a while.

      Hopefully, if Keefe was in a similar situation, there’d be something left of him to save.

      “No way he could be buried,” Dez said as they reached the lobby. “I know Glenna’s spooky as all hell when in one of her states, but I can’t see her digging a grave on her own and tossing in a full-grown man. Even the ghost would have a hard time maintaining that level of energy, right?”

      “I’ve never met a ghost who could manage it. Even the strongest of them needs to recharge before long.”

      Dez drew to a halt on the street. The night had grown dark, the clouds concealing what light they might have otherwise had from the moon overhead. For now, they had the scattering of streetlights to guide them, but Sully wasn’t sure the cemetery would be similarly lit. Anyway, he couldn’t recall seeing a graveyard during their search of the town today. Fat chance of it even being on the town’s power grid.

      “Any idea where to look?” Sully asked.

      Dez pointed roughly toward the end of the main street. Impossible to make it out now, but Sully remembered the larger of two churches being down that way. “Good a place to try as any.”

      “At one time, it wasn’t uncommon to have cemeteries located outside town,” Sully pointed out. “We can’t rule it out.”

      Dez nodded tightly. “Right. Let’s try this first, all right? If we don’t find anything behind the church, guess we’ll need to figure something else out.”

      “Should be some info in one of the history books.”

      Dez met his eye. “All for research when necessary, Sull, but something tells me we don’t have the luxury of time. Let’s roll.”

      Dez jogged off, keeping his pace light enough Sully could keep up. Sully huffed out a question as they ran. “Why Boot Hill?”

      “Huh?”

      “What’s it mean?”

      “Reference to gunslingers, I think. Common for people back then to die with their boots on.”

      Sully grunted his understanding. “Why don’t I feel better for knowing?”

      “Join the club. Never watching another Western again.”

      The church came into view a few moments later, its steeple towering overhead and its brass bell now relegated to a spot on the ground where it had been mounted reverently within a wrought-iron structure.

      “I really don’t think the graveyard’s here,” Sully said.

      Dez squinted at the building, then at the trees surrounding it. “I’m thinking the same thing, actually. What about the forest growing around it though? Maybe the graves are in the middle of it.”

      Sully frowned. “Only one way to find out.”

      Dez caught his arm before Sully could start over. “Hang on. You see or feel anything?”

      “Other than you edging toward a panic attack? No. Same as before, the town feels empty. As for the one ghost I have seen, nope, not around. Not yet, anyway.”

      Dez cast a glance back in the direction of the hotel. “Maybe he’s busy trying to coax Glenna into making another attempt on our lives.”

      Sully met his eye. “Normally, I might say you’re sounding paranoid, but at this point, I’d be stupid to discount the possibility.” He patted Dez on the arm. “Come on. Let’s go take a look.”

      Sully led the way this time, pressing past poky pine branches while relying on his cellphone flashlight to keep him from tripping on exposed roots or heaves in the earth. He and Dez pushed through what proved to be a dense stand of trees and shrubs, searching the ground for tombstones.

      “Loads of headstones these days are nearly flush with the ground,” Sully said. “At one time, though, they were pretty tall. Even if the wooden crosses are long gone, there should be at least a few stone ones, right?”

      “Should be, yeah. I remember seeing a couple of images in the history book we looked at. They were taken in a graveyard, wherever it was. They definitely showed a few of those old-style stone crosses. I don’t see anything like that back here. Anyway, given the town was still populated in more modern times, I’d expect there should be plenty enough graves still standing.”

      Sully let go of the tree branch he’d been holding. “No point going farther this way, then. Where else should we try?”

      “Let’s get back to the main road. I can’t make out anything much in here.”

      Dez guided them out, stopping on the battered street in front of the church. “Okay, so I’m thinking there’s no point going north out of town. That’s the way we came in, and I’m pretty damn sure I would have noticed a graveyard.”

      “Even in the middle of all the rain?”

      “Even then. Believe me, I’m finely tuned to the presence of spooky crap.” Dez poked his index finger toward the south. “Let’s try over there. Hard to tell in the dark, but it looks to me like the road keeps going that direction.”

      Sully nodded, and they headed off, side by side.

      The last streetlight this side stood like an ominous sentinel, a warning of what might occur once they stepped from beneath its glow. Beyond the dull pool of orange, the night awaited them. Their flashlights did nothing to cut the blackness. Even Sully found it unnerving. He dreaded to think how Dez was holding up.

      “This really sucks,” Dez muttered.

      “Having second thoughts?”

      “Always. Hey, that accident the road crew had earlier. I didn’t say it before, but how much you want to bet the same thing’s behind it?”

      Sully tried for a smile, which faltered at half-mast. “Not taking that bet.”

      Dez shook his head, his jaw setting as if he were gritting his teeth. “Why do I bring up stuff like this, anyway?”

      Sully shrugged. “Best to be aware of the danger. You’re smart about those things.”

      Dez said nothing. Sully hoped it was because he’d accepted the compliment and not because he was stewing further. Dez’s caution had been a veritable lifesaver on multiple occasions. While Sully felt bad for Dez when he worried, he couldn’t help appreciating its existence all the same.

      They walked for a few minutes, relying solely on their flashlights. Twice, Sully turned to see how far they were from town. Both times, he regretted it. As much as Sutton Hill gave him reason to worry, he found more reason as he drew farther from its warmth and light. Sure, the old community was haunted by one hell of a nasty spirit, but it was possible the same ghost walked the roads outside of town.

      More than possible, actually. He’d made it as far as the landslide site, after all. If he could make it that far, he could be here too.

      Watching them.

      Sully’s turn to shudder.

      Dez’s head swivelled partially toward him. “Something I need to worry about?”

      “Not yet. I’ll let you know.”

      Something drew Sully’s gaze then: a light glow coming from a spot to the right and up. He pointed it out for Dez. “See it?”

      Dez nodded. “It’s good we both see it, right? Means it’s not a ghost.”

      Sully didn’t offer comment on how this particular ghost managed to manifest in the living world as well. Dez didn’t need the reminder. “Can you make out if there’s a way up there?”

      “I’m not climbing hills in the dark, tell you that much. We’d be one slide away from needing our own spots in Boot Hill.”

      They walked for another minute, eyes peeled for anything resembling a road or a walking trail. They found it a short distance ahead—a wrought-iron gate overhung by a sign reading “Sutton Hill Cemetery.” The gate, though open, had been rendered almost impassable due to several encroaching trees, a wild trail of tall grass and weeds jutting from the middle portion of the road and a few patches of crumbled rock from the steep hillside into which the trail was carved.

      Sully exchanged a glance with Dez. “Guess we found it.”

      “You hating this as much as I am?”

      “More. Let’s go. I’m less and less liking the look of that light.”

      “I’m not happy about it either,” Dez said. “It’s not moving.”

      Sully started forward, passing through the gates and skirting a mound of debris. “Tell you one good thing though—the fact there’s a light up there is helpful in one small way. Keefe’s been out of contact since well before sunset. He wouldn’t have needed a light for at least the first few hours. Tells me he’s alive.”

      Dez held up a finger. “Or at least he was to begin with. I’m not dancing a jig until we’re face to living face with him.”

      The roadway proved fairly steep, although efforts had been made during its construction to make it more accessible through switchbacks weaving through the sloping land rather than taking it fully upward. It meant the walk to the top took longer, but Sully wasn’t about to risk shortening it by trekking up the treacherous hillside.

      By the time they reached the top, they were breathing hard, struggling to keep the sound down so they could better listen while avoiding being overheard. A stand of trees guarded what Sully thought must be the hilltop entrance to the cemetery. No way to make out anything more from their current position. They’d need to move closer.

      What Sully was better able to make out were sounds—dull thuds coming from somewhere ahead, through the trees.

      “What if he’s trapped?” Dez asked. “We’ve got nothing to dig with.”

      “One problem at a time. Let’s find out what we’re dealing with first.”

      In all honesty, Sully was battling similar thoughts to Dez’s. He flashed back to the night he’d discovered Dez’s burial, how his own panic had nearly overtaken him as he’d raced to dig him out before he ran out of air. Dez’s attacker had been fully human. Sully had never contended with a ghost that could dig a grave and dump someone inside. As he’d told Dez, he couldn’t imagine one being strong enough to manage it. Then again, he’d learned long ago never to underestimate the paranormal world. Anything could happen; anything often did.

      Sully pressed forward, moving stealthily along the pathway, cutting his light once he was certain of the path ahead. Beside him, Dez turned off his own flashlight. Just them now—them and the light ahead, filtering between the trees.

      Nearly there, the first grave markers came into view. No question the cemetery had been here a long time; Sully had seen stones similar to these in Kimotan Rapids’s oldest cemetery.

      With still no sign of Keefe—or anyone else, for that matter—Sully broke free of the tree line, keeping low as he fully entered the cemetery and took up position behind a headstone. To his right, Dez ducked behind another one. Sully peeked out, scanning for the light.

      There. Ahead and to the left. A dull, artificial glow from what appeared to be a flashlight.

      Dez moved as quietly as a man his size could as he stayed next to Sully, the two of them weaving a path between grave markers and trees until they were within easy sight of the light source.

      Not just the light source. The one using it.

      Sully’s heart thudded. Keefe hadn’t been buried inside a Boot Hill grave.

      He was digging one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 23

          

        

      

    

    
      Dez exchanged a wide-eyed glance with Sully before returning his stare to Keefe. He was thigh-deep inside the earth, shirt off and shovel flying. Even in the dark, with only the glow from a flashlight to go by, it was clear he’d been at this awhile, his exposed flesh coated in a grimy combination of soil and sweat.

      Keefe breathed heavily as he worked, and Dez guessed it was that, along with a thumping pulse, that prevented his alerting to Dez and Sully’s approach.

      Dez leaned close to Sully, whispering his question. “Think he’s possessed like Glenna?”

      Sully shrugged. “Not sure it’s as possible with him but can’t rule it out. My bigger question is why he’s digging the grave. Is he trying to get someone out or put someone in?”

      Dez shivered at the thought. “Both possibilities really suck.” He set his jaw. “Guess we’d better find out.”

      He straightened from behind the gravestone and took a few steps in Keefe’s direction, Sully falling into step beside him. Dez debated whether to call out, taking the opportunity to check for obvious weapons on Keefe. With his shirt off and the waistband of his jeans exposed, it was easy to rule out the presence of a handgun tucked into his clothing, but that wasn’t to say he didn’t have a weapon somewhere within reach.

      Given that thought, Dez held his tongue for a few more paces, waiting until he had an unobstructed view of the ground next to the partially dug grave. Keefe had indeed brought a duffel bag with him, and it lay unzipped next to him. It was possible he’d stashed a gun inside, so Dez played it safe, keeping his movements as stealthy as possible. Ideally, he’d be within grabbing or kicking distance of the bag before Keefe became aware of them.

      Nothing ever worked out so well for Dez. He was within twenty feet of Keefe when the man wheeled in the open grave, reaching at the same time for the bag.

      Dez moved fast, covering the remaining ground in seconds and launching himself at Keefe. Unable to extricate himself from the hole in time, Keefe ended up beneath Dez inside the grave.

      Dez held his position for a moment while Keefe groaned and shifted beneath him. Dez took the opportunity for a self-scan. He’d landed in a heap, one leg having banged against something hard while his arm had become wrenched into an awkward position.

      “You okay?” came Sully’s voice from overhead.

      “Not sure yet,” Dez ground out. “Got an X-ray handy?”

      “That bad?”

      Dez lifted himself enough to extricate his twisted arm.

      “Get the hell off me,” Keefe groaned.

      “Shut up,” Dez growled. He moved farther, testing his limb. All good, as far as he could tell. Nothing dislocated or torn. His thigh throbbed where it had struck, but it too was fully moveable.

      With Sully’s help, Dez hefted himself out of the hole, giving Keefe the chance to check himself for injury. While Keefe grunted and moved into a more comfortable position, Dez turned his attention to the bag.

      Bottle of water, lighter fluid, big bag of salt. Yep, there it was. A sawed-off, single-barrelled shotgun and a handful of loose shells. Dez cracked open the weapon, plucking out the cartridge with which it had been loaded. He pocketed the round along with the others he found inside the bag. By the time he finished, Keefe was sitting on the edge of the grave, watching Dez through eyes laden with something resembling desolation.

      Dez lifted the now-unloaded shotgun. “What were you planning on doing with this?”

      “I don’t know.” Keefe hung his head and gave it a shake. “I don’t know.”

      Keefe’s flashlight rested on the ground, its large, powerful beam aimed at the grave’s opening. Sully picked it up, pointing the beam at the grave marker. Dez kept his eyes on Keefe while Sully read aloud.

      “James Regan,” Sully said. “Died eighteen eighty-seven, aged thirty-one. Who is he?”

      Keefe lifted his head, casting a glare on Sully. “He’s the reason all this is happening.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Keefe snorted. “What do you think I mean? You’re the one muttering about ghosts and all that crap. Joe did the same. He was convinced the town was possessed by something evil. Kept saying it had to be James Regan. I thought Joe was full of shit. The guy was getting on in years by then, and I thought he must be cracking up. I said as much to Glenna at some point, but she got on side with him, said if Joe thought something was going on, he was probably right. Found out the two of them had the same sort of thing going on.” He prodded a finger to the side of his head.

      “You thought they were both crazy,” Sully said.

      Keefe heaved a sigh, lowering his head into a hand. “I wanted to think so. Would have been easier. But there’s no denying it anymore. She tried to kill me. My own wife.”

      Dez straightened. “When?”

      “This morning. I was in the shower. She came in. Thought maybe she was in the mood or something. Then I saw the knife.” He met Dez’s eye, and it was impossible to miss the sheen there. “Thing is, it wasn’t her. I mean, it was her. It just … wasn’t her. You know what I’m saying?” His expression was pleading, like he knew if it were someone else saying these things to him, he’d find the whole thing laughable.

      Dez didn’t laugh. “Yeah, I know what you’re saying. You’re okay though?”

      “I ran for it, naked as a jaybird. Glenna didn’t follow. She was really out of it.”

      “When was this? Where were we?”

      “Think you were in the lounge downstairs. Not sure.”

      “Why didn’t we hear anything?” Sully asked.

      Keefe gave a humourless laugh. “What, I’m supposed to scream like some teenage girl in a horror movie? As I said, I ran out. End of story.”

      “We didn’t see you come down.”

      “Hey, I went through the damn window, okay? It was closer to where I had the truck parked. Figured on getting in and driving the hell out of there. Then I realized I’d left the keys up in the room.” He shook his head, eyes lowering to the ground. “I panicked. Freaked right out. I spent years denying what was going on around here, what Joe and Glenna claimed was out there. But I know my wife, and I know the person coming at me in the shower wasn’t her. That’s all I can say.”

      Dez nodded toward the grave. “So what brought you up here?”

      Keefe slumped, elbows on knees, head hanging. “I had a bag packed in the truck. A go bag, basically. Told myself it was there in case I needed to rush Glenna to hospital at some point ’cause of her headaches, but honestly, I think it was in case of this type of scenario. I mean, hell, I kept a gun in there for Chrissakes.” He scrubbed a hand down his face, further streaking the dirt caked there. “Realized I couldn’t get away, anyway. The road’s still blocked. I called to check before I got in the shower. Where the hell was I going to drive to?”

      He straightened, his gaze shifting from Dez to Sully and back again. “I locked myself in the truck for a while, until I saw you two heading off with Glenna to search the town. She looked normal again, like herself. Figured whatever happened to her was over. Anyway, I was pretty sure the two of you could handle yourselves if she went off again. Left me sitting there thinking about what to do. That’s when I started thinking about Joe and the stuff he told me.”

      Sully jutted his chin toward the gravestone. “James Regan?”

      “Some things he didn’t share with Glenna. James Regan was one of them. Joe told me once he worried about her. He didn’t want to open any more doors where she was concerned, not if it was Regan we were dealing with. Far as I know, Joe never did figure out who’s haunting the town, but he told me he would have put money on it being this Regan guy. He didn’t want Glenna anywhere near it if he was right—or at least no nearer than she already was.”

      Dez held up a hand for pause. “Back up a second here, okay? James Regan—who was he, and why is he a bigger risk to Glenna?”

      Keefe leaned toward Dez, fixing him in a solid stare. “Because of what he did to women while he was alive. By today’s definition, he was what you’d call a serial killer.”
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      Sully’s first thought upon learning about James Regan was to call Sarah, see if she’d be able to run the name through the database. Surely, if this man was what Keefe described, he’d be the subject of news stories from the day.

      For now, though, he had other questions for Keefe. “I didn’t notice anything about him in the history book.”

      Keefe cocked his head. “Seriously? Who’d want to include something like that in a history book? Every bloody one of those includes nothing but flowery stories about sports days and school outings and bake sales. Good luck finding any of the darker stuff about the town. No one ever wants to acknowledge their community could be slimy as hell too. I mean, there was a time one end of town was considered a red-light district. Had a brothel and an opium den and everything—at least, according to Joe. He wasn’t alive back then, but he knew plenty who were. And not everyone stuck to the cutesy stories of days gone by.”

      “This James Regan guy would have made the papers, I’m sure,” Sully said.

      A shrug. “Maybe, maybe not. One thing Sutton Hill didn’t have was its own newspaper. Got by with the one in Cedar Springs. And sure, reporters from there used to give enough coverage to this town, but not everything.”

      “Surely a bunch of murders of women—”

      Keefe held up a hand. “Not just women, all right? Prostitutes. If the ladies involved had been schoolmarms or members of the Ladies Auxiliary Committee or whatever, no doubt it would have been everywhere. Prostitutes getting killed wasn’t considered as big a thing by people at the time.”

      Dez shook his head. “What about the Jack the Ripper killings? They happened around the same time. Granted, those were in England, but I can’t imagine opinions on what was newsworthy diverged that much from country to country. Of course people would have wanted to know about it—even if they happened before the Ripper killings.”

      “Possible they weren’t deemed to be connected at first,” Keefe said. “Problem was, Sutton Hill was a pretty wild town for a while. Had a few gold mines in the area, so the population exploded until those veins were exhausted and the miners moved on. I don’t have to tell you gold mining can be a cutthroat business; plenty lost their lives over disputed claims. Then you had the alcohol and drugs and everything that came with it. Back in the eighteen eighties, the town saw more murders and shootouts than you can imagine. And when you’ve got all these roughnecks in bad moods with liquor in their veins, you have the perfect recipe for working girls getting slapped around. A number of them disappeared or died as a result. So yeah, connecting them to one guy might have been a while coming.”

      Sully met Dez’s eye. “There’d be a police file somewhere, right? Maybe some court records.”

      “Should be. How easy it would be getting our hands on files from a century and a half ago is another story.”

      “Not to worry,” Keefe said. “Joe did all that work before he died. Once he decided the ghost haunting the place must be Regan, he got to work gathering everything he could find on the guy.”

      Sully straightened. “Where’s the info now?”

      Keefe scratched his jaw. “Somewhere in his house, I’d imagine. No idea. Like I told you before, I didn’t want anything to do with this stuff. Whole thing freaks the hell out of me. Honestly, I needed to believe Joe was cracked, thinking all these things—and maybe all his talk goaded Glenna into a similar state. But the longer I stay here, the more I’ve been forced to acknowledge something more is going on.”

      Sully pointed to the open grave between them. “Which is why you’re here.”

      Keefe nodded. “If this bastard is the reason Glenna’s going off the rails, I have to do something. I’m her husband, damn it. Joe’s version of protecting her didn’t work. Now, he’s gone, so it’s up to me to try.”

      Dez crossed his arms. “What exactly were you planning to do?”

      Even with only a few flashlights to go by, it appeared to Sully that Keefe had flushed a little. “Been looking at some stuff on the internet. Some people are saying if you salt or burn a person’s remains, it’ll destroy the ghost.”

      Dez caught Sully’s eye. “Never tried that before.”

      “Good reason for that,” came a voice from behind Sully. “Won’t work.”

      Sully spun to find Tracker Jack standing there in spirit form, evidenced by the coal-black eyes shining from beneath the brim of his hat. He could take a corporeal form if he wanted to, at which time his eyes would appear fully human, but Sully guessed his current creepy appearance did far better when it came to convincing a negative entity to stand down.

      Creepy or not, Sully beamed at seeing him. “Damn good to see you, man.”

      Dez took a step nearer him. “Please, tell me you’re talking to Jack.”

      Jack jutted his chin toward Keefe before cocking his head at Sully. “What’s your read? He gonna drop if I go corporeal?”

      “Might. I’ve more or less stopped caring.”

      Jack shrugged. A moment later, his eyes cleared to a shimmery blue. Immediately after, a yelp escaped Keefe.

      “The hell is that?” he shouted, staggering backward.

      “Keefe, I’d like you to meet a friend of ours,” Sully said. “This is Jack Winter. Jack, Keefe Cleary.”

      Keefe jabbed an index finger toward Jack, regarding Sully through a frightened glare. “Who the hell is that?”

      “Better get your ears cleaned,” Jack told him. Then to Sully, “You’re not really going to try to burn the bastard, are you?”

      “Won’t work, huh?”

      “You tell me. You’ve helped your share of burn victims, right? People with badly damaged bodies? Might be some so connected to their remains that destroying them will do the same to the spirit, but that’s not usually how it works. Frankly, I’ve never seen it. People stay on this side for a variety of reasons, but it’s not usually because they’re all too bothered with what becomes of their former meat suit.”

      Good point. “So what then?”

      “First thing is we find out for sure who we’re dealing with. Then, we sit ourselves down somewhere and get our shit together. If we’re going to get this done, we’ll need a damn good plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 25

          

        

      

    

    
      A wave of relief had crashed over Sully the moment he’d spotted Jack behind him in Sutton Hill’s Boot Hill. It seemed as if the tide had come in completely, the similar waves washing over him over and over each time he glanced over to find Jack still there while they made their way from the cemetery back toward the townsite. During one such glance, Sully noted Jack eyeing him back.

      “Don’t relax just yet,” Jack warned. “Nothing much I can do you can’t.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      Jack gave him a dry laugh. “Not kidding, my friend. You’ve gotten as good at getting the bad ones crossed over as I am.”

      Probably, the statement should have thrown some cold water over Sully’s newfound good mood, but it didn’t. Having some added backup in the form of a reaper was the best thing he could imagine at the moment.

      Keefe didn’t seem nearly as relieved. Already uncomfortable with the paranormal world, he was visibly concerned with the sudden, inexplicable appearance of a man in an Old West getup—particularly one armed with a six-gun, a shotgun and a large-bladed knife.

      They had yet to provide Keefe with a full explanation as to who Jack was and what he was doing here. For Sully’s part, he thought it best to save it until both Clearys were in a position to listen. Better than either having to repeat themselves or risk Keefe screwing up the explanation on his own, thereby further worrying Glenna. Sully thought she’d be okay with Jack’s presence given her knowledge and acceptance of the paranormal; then again, coming face to face with an actual reaper might be a step too far. Even Sully, experienced as he was with ghosts at the time, had been pretty freaked out the first couple of times he’d encountered Jack.

      Jack had reverted to spirit form during the walk back, though he remained visible to Sully—whether because he was a higher class of spirit or because he, like the other ghosts Sully could see, had died by homicide. Dez stayed at Sully’s other side, his eyes constantly searching for what he couldn’t see.

      “He alone?” Dez whispered.

      “If he’s wondering about Flynn and Aiden, no, they’re not here,” Jack said. “They’re manning the train. They got the souls they were hunting and had to shuttle them across. I took advantage of the opportunity to make my way here without telling them. Figured if they knew you two were involved, would’a taken an act of God to keep them away.”

      Sully passed this along to Dez before asking Jack the obvious question. “Why wouldn’t you want them here?”

      “I might eventually. For now, though, I need to get a sense of what we’re up against.”

      Sully had gotten to know Jack well enough he sensed something yet unspoken between the lines. “You’re worried something might happen to them.”

      “They’re good,” Jack said. “Really good, actually. I trust them to do the job they’re doing. But they’re still relatively young as reapers. I don’t want to throw more at them than they can handle. That prison job we helped you with, I wasn’t sure for a few minutes whether we’d all be leaving when it was finished. Not eager to repeat it if possible.”

      Sully smiled. “I appreciate you looking out for them.”

      “They’re my boys. Of course I look out for them.”

      Jack’s description got Sully chuckling. Flynn had been in his forties when he died; Jack hadn’t yet been out of his twenties. In terms of physical age, Flynn had Jack trumped. Then again, Jack had been dead many decades and a reaper for every one of them. Spiritual age counted more than the physical, Sully had learned; in that way, Jack had all of them beat.

      “I’m grateful,” Sully told Jack. “But you’re sure they couldn’t help? I mean, I’ll do what I can, but I’m not sure I’ll do better than a trio of reapers could.”

      Jack’s stubble twitched with a smile. “ ’Course you will. No offence to your dad and Aiden, but you can do things they can’t. If my suspicions are correct, your brand of help is what’ll turn the tides on this thing.”

      Dez nudged Sully. “What’s he saying?”

      Again, Sully filled Dez in, keeping his voice down to avoid Keefe’s overhearing. So far, Keefe had been careful to maintain his distance, as if afraid to draw too near Jack. While Jack in corporeal form might not be physically intimidating—he stood just below six feet and possessed a lean form—the energy rolling off him reeked of power. Sully, with his psychic ability, felt it keenly, but it didn’t take a psychic to notice. Dez had once described a similar impression.

      Some people were quietly strong; others screamed it. Jack didn’t share Dez’s massive size, but one look at either of them, most people recognized the potential danger. Question was whether Keefe’s fear would smother any chance at trust he might have otherwise had. Sully might not need him onside to solve this problem—particularly now with both Dez and Jack at his side. Even so, having Keefe and Glenna with them seemed like a good idea. Better with them than against them, especially with Keefe’s anger management issues and Glenna’s proclivity toward weapons use while possessed.

      Jack’s gaze swept the main street as they made their way deeper into the town centre. “Lord almighty.”

      “What?” Sully asked.

      “Some of it’s different but not a lot. It’s like going back in time.” He caught Sully’s eye. “It’s not just me, right? I’m not off my nut?”

      Sully shook his head. “No more so than usual. It’s been kept pretty much as it was over time. Townspeople liked it that way, I guess.”

      “Don’t know why. Wasn’t all that much back in the day.”

      Sully lifted a brow. “You knew it well?”

      The black eyes drifted back out to the darkened buildings. “Wouldn’t say well, but well enough. Spent some time here. My job brought me this way time to time.”

      “You haven’t said much about what we’re dealing with,” Sully reminded him. “What are we dealing with, exactly?”

      “In good time.” Jack pointed a gloved finger at the street ahead. “Unless I’m mistaken, the hotel and saloon is just ahead. Let’s sit down where you living folks will be more comfortable. Chances are I’m about to make you plenty uncomfortable.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Glenna was sitting on the stairs when they came in, head in hands and tears in her eyes. She leapt to her feet upon seeing Keefe and flung herself at him, planting kisses on his face as she clutched his jacket.

      “Where have you been?” she demanded.

      “Long story,” he said. “You okay?”

      “I am now.” She tore her gaze from his face, turning it toward Sully. “Where did you find him?”

      Sully’s turn. “Long story.”

      “I’m pretty sure I’m going to need to hear it.”

      Sully nodded. “You will. There are a few other things you’ll need to hear as well—not all of them from us.”

      He turned toward the doorway, watching as Jack—back in corporeal form—strode through. Predictably, Glenna inhaled sharply, one hand fluttering to her throat. “Oh God.”

      Jack smirked. “Not the name I answer to, but thanks for the compliment.”

      Glenna dragged saucer-wide eyes from Jack to Sully. “Is he …” She stalled out there a moment, leaning nearer Sully as if whatever she said next wouldn’t be overheard by Jack if she managed to keep her voice down. “Is he a ghost?”

      Jack answered for himself. “Manner of speaking. Likely the sort of story best told over a whisky. Guessing you got some on hand.”

      Glenna nodded numbly.

      “Then let’s sit down,” Jack said. “Been ages since I bent an elbow at the Bullseye.”

      Glenna and Keefe stared as Jack drifted through the lobby and into the saloon.

      “You get used to him,” Dez said through a smile.

      Keefe shuddered. “Not sure I want to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 26

          

        

      

    

    
      Dez eyed Jack as he downed a shot of Jack Daniels, wiping at the short whiskers around his lips as he lowered his tumbler back to the table.

      Keefe and Glenna had yet to utter a word. Keefe had poured Jack’s drink selection without comment and had done little else upon returning to the table except stare.

      If Jack noticed—and Dez was pretty certain a guy as observant as him must have—he said nothing about it. “Emptier in here than I remember it,” he said, turning his gaze from the empty glass to the saloon’s interior. His tone contained a hint of humour, but Keefe and Glenna didn’t smile. Maybe Death’s brand of humour didn’t appeal to just anyone.

      Keefe waited a beat, then cleared his throat. “Uh, it’s basically a ghost town now.”

      One corner of Jack’s mouth twitched. “An apt description under the circumstances.” He turned to Sully. “Best we get down to business.”

      Glenna sat forward abruptly. “I’m sorry, but I’d like to know a little more about you before we open up our deepest secrets to a complete stranger.”

      Jack paused, studying her for a long moment. “We aren’t strangers. My people have had dealings with your people plenty of times over the years. One day, it’ll be you one of us will come to see. Might be you’ll appreciate getting to know me ahead of time. Anyway,” he added, slouching back in his chair, “aren’t many secrets that stay hidden from people like me.”

      Glenna’s eyes dragged away from Jack to Sully and Dez. She didn’t ask the question, but it was written all over her utterly confused expression.

      “You’re almost as cryptic as our professor friend, Marc,” Sully told Jack. Then to Glenna and Keefe, “Jack’s the one we told you about. He’s a reaper.”

      Glenna’s hand shot to her mouth. As she exhaled hard against it, Keefe’s expression solidified into one of the utmost skepticism.

      “Bull,” he said. “Prove it.”

      Jack laughed. The sound drove a shiver down Dez’s spine. “Boy, you might want to rethink that request.”

      Dez held up a palm. Jack seemed to be joking but only just. “You saw him materialize from nothing. Should be enough for you. Anyway, how else do you explain the outfit?”

      The colour left Keefe’s face. “Look, I just—I don’t see how it’s possible—how can you be—?”

      “Like an actual reaper?” Glenna asked, her question ending in a near-squeak.

      Jack glared at Dez. “What’s wrong with my outfit?”

      Dez gave him his best placating grin. “Nothing at all. It’s cool.”

      Jack eyed him another few seconds before turning his attention to his glass. He rolled its base against the table’s wood grain, thoughts playing out on his face. Finally, he shifted a little as if to speak and directed his gaze at Glenna. “I was gunned down on a train near Edge Creek while attempting to deal with a gang of robbers. I was a lawman in life. In a manner of speaking, I remain a lawman in death. Some of my kind escort regular folks to the other side. Some of us—those with a certain brand of experience—deal with the not-so-regular souls. When bad people die, they don’t always want to find out what’s on the other side. Worst case, some of them choose to stay and make life a misery for the living. That’s where I come in.”

      Jack nodded toward Dez and Sully. “I met these boys a time back. We’ve established what I’d call a friendly working arrangement. They’ve requested my help time to time, and they did so again tonight. Here I am.”

      “No offence intended,” Keefe said—and judging by the caution in the tone, he meant it. “But this is our home—Glenna’s and mine. Sully and Dez just happened into the middle of it during some bad weather and a natural disaster.”

      Jack snorted. “You call your landslides natural disasters?”

      “What would you call them?”

      “Evidence of someone’s need for anger management. You’ve got one badass spirit wandering around here, having his way with everyone and everything he chooses. And it’s getting worse because no one’s taken him to task yet. Ghosts are like that, you know. Most start off like newborns—sort of helpless and not too bright about what they’re capable of. Give ’em a few years, though, and they learn. Enough time in the pressure cooker, you’ve got yourself a full-blown nightmare capable of poltergeist activity, maybe even a partial possession or two.”

      Jack’s gaze shifted to Glenna. “Given what I’ve been told, you’re there already.”

      Sully leaned toward Keefe and Glenna. “We wouldn’t have sought Jack’s help if we weren’t absolutely convinced we need it. He knows things we don’t.”

      Jack drummed his fingers against the glass. “Such as what this town was really like back in the eighteen hundreds. Bet it didn’t much resemble what you’ve read about in the history books.”

      “We had that conversation recently, actually,” Sully said. “Anyway, I’d imagine most towns are similar.”

      Jack gave his head a small shake. “Most aren’t quite like this one.” He eyed the Clearys. “But I believe you know that.”

      “It’s a special place to me,” Glenna said. But her tone didn’t match the statement, and considering the events of the past twenty-four hours, it was easy to see why.

      Keefe, who’d cracked open a beer for himself, tapped the base of his bottle against the table. “Tell me exactly how you propose to help us out here. I mean, assuming you are what you say you are.”

      Dez scanned the side of Jack’s face, wondering how he’d respond. His face didn’t change—at least, not before it vanished completely. In the blink of an eye, he’d simply disappeared.

      Dez jumped. Glenna yelped. Keefe lost so much colour, Dez thought he might pass out.

      “Sully?” Dez said.

      Sully sighed. “He’s still here. He’s not happy though.” He turned fully toward what, to everyone else’s eyes, was an empty chair. “Jack, come on.”

      Another blink and Jack flashed back into view. He jerked forward, putting him within grabbing distance of Keefe. “I’m not one for parlour tricks. Here’s the thing: I’m not here for you.” He tweaked a thumb toward Sully and Dez. “I’m here for them. I don’t give a damn what you think about it or whether it bothers you. And I sure as hell don’t care if you buy into the reaper thing or not. But I’ll tell you this much for free: whether you know it or not, you need help, and you need it now. Hell, you needed it yesterday. Cooperate with me or not, it’s no skin off my nose. But if you won’t cooperate, you get the hell out of my way—or I’ll move you myself. And you don’t want to know what that means.”

      Keefe swallowed hard. When no verbal reply followed, Dez knew Jack’s point had been heard loud and clear.

      Jack focused on Glenna. “Tell me about the town and what’s been going on.”
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        * * *

      

      Glenna filled Jack in on everything, including the psychic ability she’d shared her grandfather, the fact Joe Exner had died trying to protect the town and the migraines that had started since she’d come to fulfil her grandpa’s dying wish that she finish the job he hadn’t been able to.

      Here, Keefe chipped in with what he’d shared with Dez and Sully in the cemetery, leading to raised brows from Glenna.

      “You didn’t tell me that,” she said with a glare.

      “Joe wanted to protect you. So did I. Even if I never understood this stuff or even believed in it, I couldn’t risk something happening to you. If there was even a chance of it being true …” He trailed off, leaving the obvious unstated.

      “And you think Joe died trying to defeat this spirit,” Jack concluded.

      Glenna returned her gaze to Jack. “I do. I don’t know how it would have happened exactly, but I think this thing killed him.”

      Jack turned to Sully. “You haven’t seen him though?”

      Sully shook his head. “I haven’t seen anyone. No one other than this ghost we’re talking about. Weird, right?”

      “Town this old, damn right it’s weird.” Jack pinched at his lower lip, dipping his head so his eyes disappeared fully from view.

      Patience was never Dez’s strong point, but never so much as during situations like these. “What are you thinking?”

      “Got two theories. Need to eliminate one before I tackle the other.” He lifted his head to catch Keefe’s eye. “James Regan—why did Joe believe he’s haunting the town?”

      “Isn’t he?”

      “Haven’t clapped eyes on him yet to say one way or the other. Just asking the question.”

      Keefe shrugged. “He figured given Regan’s actions at the time and the kind of character he must have been, it made sense for him to stick around. I mean, if he moved on to the next world or whatever, he’d end up in hell, right?”

      “Possibly,” Jack said. “I haven’t officially crossed over myself, so I don’t rightly know. I can tell you people like him don’t join the decent folks on the other side. Regardless, as long as a person dies with that worry in mind, absolutely, it makes sense they would try to avoid moving on. Regan could definitely be one of those.”

      “Did you know him?” Sully asked.

      Jack nodded. “Met him. Captured him, actually, shortly before I was killed.”

      He cast Sully and Dez an apologetic smile. “One of the reasons I needed to come. James Regan was my arrest, my unfinished business. If he’s coming at you now, I need to help you end it—once and for all.”
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      Sully had been anticipating needing to bother Sarah or the police for more information or, worse yet, sort through decades of collected junk at Joe’s old house in a search for whatever he’d compiled. Having Jack Winter here solved the problem. All the written history in the world didn’t compare to having direct access to someone who’d actually been there.

      “Women had gone missing or been found murdered in towns all over the area,” Jack explained while sipping at the Jack Daniels refill Keefe had supplied him. “All prostitutes. Some lawmen working the towns at the time didn’t piece it together. Put it down to the way they viewed these women’s profession or the possibility they weren’t aware of what was going on elsewhere. Some lawmen around here were lazy, relied on bounty hunters or vigilantes to do their work for them. I earned the moniker Tracker Jack because I was the opposite. Someone needed finding, I found them—wherever they were.”

      “And you found this Regan fellow,” Keefe said.

      Jack nodded. “Maybe I was the only one to add it all up. Maybe I was the only one to give a damn. I was born to a prostitute. Never knew her well before she was murdered herself, but I knew enough to realize she did the best she could with me. She cared for me, worked a bad job to feed and clothe me. Women back then had a miserable time of it. If you needed money, and you weren’t married to a man with some to share, your opportunities were limited. Bitch of the thing was that some men were happy enough using these ladies’ services, all the while treating them like scum. James Regan was one of those.”

      Jack tipped back the rest of his drink. Sully hadn’t been aware reapers could drink until tonight; he’d never seen them eat either. Perhaps Jack found comfort in the familiar, the action more important than the effects.

      No one said anything, waiting Jack out. It was clear he had more to add. Then there was the shared expression on Keefe’s and Glenna’s faces. Both hung somewhere between stunned, scared and fascinated. Sully smiled. Jack had that effect on people. It wasn’t every day—thankfully—one had a conversation with a reaper.

      “One of the ladies at the Edge Creek brothel wound up near death following an encounter with a customer. She ultimately died of her injuries, but she lived long enough to give me a description of the man who’d done it, along with the first name, James. He didn’t give her a last name, and he wasn’t known around town. Seemed he’d simply been passing through.

      “I asked around at the usual locations—the saloon, the stables, the stores. He hadn’t provided a full name to anyone but the stable master before moving on. My guess is he figured he’d killed the girl, took off before anyone put it together.”

      “Wouldn’t others at the brothel have known it was him?” Sully asked.

      “Private deal,” Jack said. “Seems he met her outside, offered her a significant amount of cash up front if she joined him somewhere private. Suited her fine; she figured she could pocket the full amount that way, long as no one found out about it. They met up, did the deed, and he declined to pay her anything. Paid her another way instead.”

      Jack’s expression grew dark. One hand rested on the butt of his revolver, and his fingers drummed away as if itching to use it.

      “How’d you find him?” Glenna asked, voice near a whisper.

      Jack’s eyes snapped to hers as if he’d momentarily forgotten where he was—or in what time period. “Left town for a time. Ours was a two-man office, and my partner was a reliable sort, so I had a lot of leeway to go my own way time to time. I did what I did best—rode through the area, asking around. I found someone who told me a man matching Regan’s description had passed that way, so I headed to the nearest town. Figured anyone who treated a woman the way he did wouldn’t stop there. Likely hadn’t started there either. In the end, I tracked him to Sutton Hill.”

      He fell silent again, one hand tapping the gun, the other turning the glass. His face registered deep thought.

      Sully decided he’d need to prod. “What happened then?”

      Jack peered at Sully from the corner of his eye, not bothering to turn his head. “Town was policed by a miserable bastard named Bill Butler. Folks around town called him Bad Bill. Anyway, seemed Butler had a penchant for accepting payouts in exchange for turning a blind eye to dirty dealings. Didn’t sit right with me, but I had my own problems to contend with. And Butler wasn’t one for helping. Tried to run me out of town, told me I wasn’t welcome.”

      Dez’s lips twitched into a small smile. “Let me guess. You didn’t give a damn.”

      “You got it, Braddock. I came back when he wasn’t looking, nosed around a little. Wasn’t a problem; no one much liked or trusted Butler, so they weren’t about to take issue with me. I managed to track Regan to a boarding house just outside town limits. I heard screaming nearby while talking to the lady of the house. Found Regan down by the river, beating one of the ladies from the brothel. Don’t need to tell you how it ended.”

      “Was she all right?” Glenna asked.

      “She survived. Went on to testify against him eventually. Problem I ran into was Butler. He wasn’t inclined to let me take Regan back with me to Edge Creek. With Butler’s reputation, I wasn’t about to hand Regan over to him. Regan wasn’t entirely without means; seems he came from a wealthy family and was getting by quite nicely on some inheritance he’d received. Didn’t want that ending up in Butler’s pocket, so I snuck off with Regan. Butler found me out, and we went head to head over it. In the end, I had no choice but to leave Regan behind.”

      Dez glowered. “So he never faced justice for what he did in Edge Creek?”

      “He did, eventually.” Jack winked. “I’d gotten to know a few newspaper editors during my travels, let them know about Regan. Made it impossible for Butler to take any sort of bribe from him. Over time, with him in custody and the matter in various papers, folks in other towns began to question whether Regan might be the one behind deaths in their own communities. Eventually, he was connected to at least five murders. No doubt there were others, but five was plenty enough to send him to the gallows—rich man or not. Never got to see it happen, sadly. One of my biggest regrets in dying young.”

      Sully eyed Jack. “You think Joe was right about the identity of the ghost haunting Sutton Hill now? You think it’s Regan?”

      “You tell me.”

      Sully considered it but ultimately shrugged. “No idea. I’ve never had a good enough look at his face, and I don’t have anything to compare it to, even if I did. What did he look like?”

      Jack scratched at his jaw. “Nothing out of the ordinary for the time. Darker clothing, regular height and weight. Receding hairline and a nasty scar above one eye. Apparently lost a fight at one point, I was told.” Another wink. Apparently, the fight Regan had lost was to Jack.

      Sully frowned. “Never saw him without a hat. Did he wear a hat?”

      “Damn near everyone wore a hat. Nothing else?”

      “He carried a gun.” Sully beat Jack to it this time. “I’ll take a stab at it and say damn near everyone carried a gun too.”

      “You said it.” Jack gave his jawline another scratch. “Tell you what, I wouldn’t be surprised if Regan stuck around. I’ve met enough scum—both alive and dead—to say plenty are eager to continue causing people problems after they die. Plus, someone like Regan wouldn’t be eager to find out what’s awaiting him on the other side.” He eyed Glenna. “You’ve seen him too. Any ideas?”

      “Whether it’s Regan or not? My grandpa thought so, and I’ve got no reason to think otherwise. I do know one thing for sure: he scares the hell out of me. Something about him, it just feels so”—she paused as if searching out the right word—“wrong.”

      “Not much about Regan was right,” Jack said. His gaze drifted toward the darkened window nearest him. No one spoke as he searched the street and the buildings opposite.

      Sully wondered what he saw, what might be visible to a spirit—to Death incarnate—that remained invisible to the living. Even himself.

      “I feel it here,” Jack said finally, his voice so quiet Sully strained to hear. “Something like you say—wrong.”

      He trained his gaze back on the others. “Only one way to know for sure who it is and what he wants. We need to find him.”

      He turned a smile on Sully and Dez. “What do you say? Up for forming a posse?”

      Dez leaned into his elbows on the table and heaved a sigh. “Was a time I would have been excited about the idea. Of course, when I was a kid, I figured I’d be hunting the living.”
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      Sully had known Jack a while, long enough to know what he did. It was how he did it that he wasn’t so sure about.

      He wasn’t surprised when Jack told Glenna and Keefe to stay at the hotel. Glenna hadn’t been happy about it, but Jack suggested it was best someone remain behind to hold down the fort. Regan had been a big drinker, he reasoned; might be why he’d popped up in the area of the saloon from time to time. If he showed up there while Jack, Sully and Dez were elsewhere, Glenna could call Sully or Dez’s cellphone to let them know and get them back there.

      Sully read something in Jack’s tone, though, enough to reveal he wasn’t being completely honest in his intentions. He waited until they were mid-way down the street, far enough from the hotel to avoid being overheard, to ask about it.

      “Having them stay behind wasn’t about watching out for Regan, was it?”

      Jack’s lips twitched. “Caught that, huh?”

      “I’m not complaining, given recent events,” Dez said, “but why do you want them out of the way?”

      Jack answered without meeting his eye, his gaze constantly sweeping the street. “Keefe’s afraid. He’s doing the best he can with a bad situation, but he'll attract negativity like flies to honey. The nasty ones feed on emotions like fear and anger. Could help to have Keefe around should we fail to find this spirit any other way. I want to try it my way first.”

      “What about Glenna?”

      Jack emitted a dry chuckle. “I understand she tried to kill you. What does that tell you?”

      “She’s channelling something she can’t control,” Sully said. “Been there before myself.”

      “It will use her if it finds strength in doing so. Last thing we want is for this thing to find strength—whatever form that takes.”

      Jack drew to a halt, forcing Sully and Dez to do the same next to him. He searched the area around the nearby buildings, his eyes seeming to fix on each individual window as he did. Sully wanted to ask what he was looking for, but interrupting didn't seem like a good idea. When he focused, he needed to be all in; he suspected Jack was the same.

      Dez understood this. His anxiety, however, didn’t. “Picking something up?”

      Jack didn’t answer right away, giving himself another few seconds. “Brothel used to be located up a ways, over a bit and tall enough to see from this street. Three storeys with a turret. Most places in town are two storeys. Don’t see the building there now, but that doesn't mean Regan doesn’t. Sometimes spirits see the world as they remember it having looked in their time. Seems like he might want to spend some time around there, is all.”

      Dez squinted, as if it would help him see better in the dark. “It was on the main street?”

      Jack shook his head. “Next street over, couple’a blocks up. Want to stop before we get too close, see if I can pick anything up. That way, we’re less likely to be taken by surprise.”

      “You can tell this far away?”

      “Not always. Depends on the spirit. Some of them bleed energy more than others. Some of them hold onto it better. The older ones, they get better at it—least if they’re more disciplined.”

      He still hadn't answered the question. Dez asked again. “So?”

      Jack gave another head shake. “Not picking him up. Not specifically, anyway. There’s a general feeling I get, but I feel it over the whole town.” Finally, he locked eyes with Dez, then Sully. “Think of it like an animal marking territory. Thing sprays on certain spots when it wants to show other animals the area belongs to it. Humans can’t always smell it, but other animals sure can. This thing has marked up the whole town. Regan—if this is Regan—is everywhere and nowhere all at once, at least as far as my ability to track him.”

      Sully had another thought, having done some mental mapping while Jack replied to Dez. “The brothel you mentioned, I think it’s possible a house was built on the site.”

      Dez’s eyes landed on him. “Not Joe Exner’s.”

      “It’s in the same area Jack described.”

      “That where Glenna came at you?” Jack asked.

      “Yeah, and she was pretty juiced up too,” Dez said.

      “We’ll need to check.” Jack turned to Sully. “Lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack needed only one glance to confirm his suspicions. “Yep, it stood here all right. The brothel, I mean.” Standing on the now-non-existent sidewalk outside the old house, he met Sully’s eye. “Regan stalked this spot at one time, getting to know the women, deciding which ones he’d target. If he’s still hanging around, good chance he’d hang around here.”

      “Which is why Glenna lost it here?” Dez asked.

      “I was told her grandfather was found dead in his house. The place is going to hold negative memories for her. It would make it far easier for a spirit to possess her. Even if she were half as skilled and experienced at controlling her ability as you are, Sully, walking through that door, her thoughts would be on what happened to someone she loved in there. You know how it is. The moment you lose focus, you open yourself up to all manner of trouble.”

      Jack trained his gaze back on the house. “This is why I didn't want her along. I’d expect it will be hard enough battling this thing without having her trying to shoot holes in the two of you.”

      “The attack on Sully at the old jail,” Dez said. “Glenna wasn’t even around, and the ghost was plenty powerful anyway.”

      “Yeah, that’s interesting.” Jack scratched at his stubble. “Sometimes, ghosts are weaker in the locations they were weakened in life. Regan was in a sorry state when I dragged his ass in there, but I wasn’t around when they hauled him off for the hanging. Desperation could have given him strength, I suppose.”

      He pressed his lips together. “Anyway, no sense standing around here yakking. Best we get in there.”

      The three of them fell silent as Jack led the way, pressing through the overgrown vegetation of the front garden until he reached the door. There, he paused, standing straight and still, eyes narrowed.

      “Still not homing in on it,” he muttered. He looked back at them. “Watch yourselves in there.”

      With Jack leading the way, they filed into the house through the front door.

      It was pitch black inside, precious few working street lights outside and too much grime and overgrowth covering the windows. More so than before, it felt like being completely cut off from the rest of the world. The silence was deafening, the darkness beyond unnerving. Sully’s imagination was working overtime, placing spectres into every blackened doorway and corner they passed. He had to remind himself to focus, to use his senses rather than his eyes. Glenna wasn’t the only one who associated this place with negativity thanks to the attempt on their lives earlier.

      Dez nudged Sully. Despite having nothing beyond the glow from his cellphone flashlight to go by, Sully observed the question in Dez’s expression. Sully shook his head. No, he didn’t sense anything in particular. Like Jack, the feeling he had was a general sort of discomfort, a sense of evil having touched—and, through touching, poisoning—the location through which they passed.

      They moved through the house silently. At some point—Sully hadn’t noticed precisely when—Jack slid his revolver from its holster. He carried it now in a solid right-handed grip, index finger extended and resting along the trigger guard. A moment’s notice, he’d have it up and in action. The threat posed by the ghost Sully and Dez had tangled with in the jail would be lessened once facing the receiving end of Jack’s mini-arsenal.

      Or so Sully hoped.

      It seemed they weren’t going to find out just yet.

      “Nothing,” Jack said once they’d finished clearing the house, including one very unpleasant basement.

      Dez, standing next to Sully and Jack in the home’s front hall, frowned. “I don’t need to ask where we’re going now, do I?”

      “You encountered this thing in the old police station. We’ll go there next.”

      Dez grimaced. “Knew you were going to say that.”

      They made their way toward the town jail, back to maintaining their silence as they went. Sully broke it to ask Dez to shoot Glenna or Keefe a text to check in on them, make sure they were okay. They were—or at least Glenna said so.

      “Guess we’ll have to take her at her word,” Dez mumbled, re-pocketing his phone.

      Sully hoped things were as all right with the Clearys as they claimed, but he wasn’t wasting energy thinking about it. The jail was straight ahead, and already his hackles were lifting. No longer so much a generalized negative feeling, it seemed as if the energy were coalescing—taking shape into something dark, twisted and very, very dangerous.

      “Feel it?” Jack asked.

      Sully nodded. “I think he’s waiting for us.”

      Jack set his jaw. “That’s exactly what the bastard’s doing.” He cast Sully a tight smile. “Let’s give him something to remember us by in the next life—if he makes it that far.”

      He eyed Dez next. “You good with this? You can stand out here, watch our backs .”

      Dez straightened, shoulders pushing back, neck lengthening. “Forget it. Sully’s in, I’m in.”

      Jack’s smile broadened. “Good man.” He drew them to a halt on the muddy street, performing a quick inspection of his gun. “I’m going to go in there in spirit form, so only Sully will be able to see me. Don’t worry, Braddock. Doesn’t mean I’ve left. I’m in this to the bitter end.”

      “Just make sure it’s his bitter end,” Dez said, tweaking a thumb in the direction of the small structure.

      Having satisfied himself as to the state of his weaponry, Jack again took up the lead, making for the door to the jailhouse. Sully watched as Jack’s eyes changed from blue and white to an unnatural shiny black.

      Sully followed as Jack passed through the door. While Jack had simply moved through the wood, Sully had to shoulder it open. Opening it before hadn’t been easy; it hadn’t gotten any better. If anything, he thought, it was worse.

      Like something was holding it shut.

      He’d only managed to shift it a few inches when Jack screamed his name. Sully froze, reaching involuntarily for Dez and locating a handful of his jacket. “Dez, it’s Jack! Get us in.”

      Dez pushed Sully aside, raised one huge leg and let it fly. The door still didn’t push open, but one panel flew from its lower half. Dez kicked again. This time, the window directly above Dez’s boot shattered, smashing into pieces on the opposite side of the door and on the step in front of them.

      Still outside, they had a decent view of the interior—enough for Sully to see Jack spin through the air, striking the opposite wall hard enough to shatter a living human. For a moment, he barely moved, writhing only enough to pull his gun hand from beneath him.

      Sully’s eyes shot to the opposite wall. The ghostly figure in the hat was there, a demented grin twisting his lips. Black smoke swirled around him. No, not smoke—not exactly. Something about it was different. Horrific. Sully had the sense of many terrified souls, and he thought that if he could hear the dead, his ears would ring with their screams.

      Right now, though, it was Jack’s fate he was most concerned with. The spirit was advancing on him, and Jack had yet to rise. What the ghost intended once it reached him, Sully didn’t know. They couldn’t afford to find out.

      “Hey!” Sully shouted. “Hey, Regan! Over here!”

      Jack’s grunted response was enough to startle Sully all over again. “That’s not Regan. Sully, it’s—”

      Whatever Jack was about to say vanished in a cry of pain. Jack had wrenched his gun hand free, but whatever power had seized hold of him forced the weapon from his fingers. And that wasn’t the worst of it. Jack was being towed in, dragged nearer the spirit.

      The ghost’s mouth opened, its face contorting as the hole gaped to unnatural proportions. Again, Sully had the sense of countless souls wailing in agony as if the spirit’s lips guarded the entry to hell itself.

      And suddenly, Sully knew what was happening. The ghost wasn’t merely trying to attack Jack.

      It was going to consume him.
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      Sully had no time to get in there physically. Thankfully, he didn’t need to.

      He focused on the spirit, giving it a hard psychic shove backward. It moved, bumping into the nearest wall. Thankfully, it had shut its mouth, thereby concealing the gaping black maw within, but what Sully had already witnessed was terrifying enough.

      He was scared. Horrified by its evil intentions, by the fact it seemed to have the power to turn intentions into reality.

      Sully’s fear was a weapon. Not his own though. He knew he’d screwed up in allowing his thoughts to stray when the spirit shoved away from the wall. Inhumanly fast, it rushed Jack who’d only just regained his feet.

      Sully swallowed his fear down, holding it in check while he corralled his thoughts. Focus, he told himself. And he did, managing it in a couple of seconds.

      It was a couple of seconds too long. Before he could hone in fully on the spirit, it was on Jack, hammering him back into the wall.

      Jack was by no means weak. If anything, he was among the toughest spirits Sully had known. Yet it was as if he were little more than a young child in strength compared to this ghost.

      Sully focused back on the spirit, grabbing hold and trying to heave. Only, this time, he barely moved. Its own focus was set, and nothing was going to break it.

      “Sully!” Jack shouted, his voice strained by the close-quarters battle.

      Sully squeezed his eyes nearly closed, allowing himself a slivered glimpse of the fight. His teeth ground together, his chin lowered, his shoulders tightened. Every ounce of energy he could muster he readied to drive forward.

      A bang split the air. Jack’s face, visible to Sully past the other spirit’s shoulder, froze in shock. His mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. Not at first. When words sounded a moment later, Sully felt his insides seize.

      “Shot. I’m shot.”

      And then he began to fade, to vanish in front of Sully.

      He was dying. God, Jack was dying. And the man in the hat was going to take advantage, his mouth gaping wide once again. Preparing to consume the scattering pieces of Jack’s soul.

      Panic seized Sully. Jack couldn’t die. Not like this. Only one thing he could think to do. The evil ghost wasn’t the only one who could take in spirit energy. Sully could too.

      He altered his attention, shifting it to Jack. He was almost completely faded, pieces of him starting to blow away like dust. Sully grabbed on, dragged what was left of Jack as well as the scattered fragments toward himself. He hauled him in, the entire process taking no longer than a second or two. Satisfied Jack’s badly damaged soul was as safe as it could be, Sully reached out again, feeling for anything he’d left behind.

      He wasn’t sure why the dark spirit didn’t use those few seconds to attack him, although he thought shock could easily be the answer. Psychics were common enough, he supposed; psychics who could consume spirit energy were another.

      Shock only lasted so long.

      The spirit’s shadowed face, previously slackened with surprise, hardened, a flash of teeth showing they had gritted with the set of his jaw.

      “Dez, back,” Sully said. “Now.”

      He heard rather than saw Dez backing off the step. Dez’s hand bunched into Sully’s jacket as he went, tugging him back with him.

      “Talk to me,” Dez said. “What’s happening?”

      Good question. A better one was, what was about to happen?

      Not something Sully wanted to find out the hard way.

      He yanked away from Dez, focusing fully once again on the spirit. If Jack could be torn apart, so could that thing. Sully had never done it, had never even considered trying, but he’d damn sure try now.

      Even now, he felt Jack’s energy coursing through him, felt the spark ignite and flare within him.

      How it manifested in his appearance, he had no idea. Whatever it did, it caused the man in the hat to take a rapid step back. There, back to one of the old cells, he stalled, facing Sully, fingers clenching as if considering entering this new battle.

      Sully straightened, ignoring Dez’s hands balling up the back of his jacket as if readying to yank him away. It didn’t matter. Sully had a bead on this spirit. Whether he could see him or not, he could fight him. Maybe even kill him.

      The ghost took a quick step forward, its face a mask of hate and fury. Sully didn’t flinch. For a moment, the spirit remained as it was, studying Sully, contemplating. Two seconds, no more.

      Then, in the blink of an eye, it vanished.

      Sully felt it as much as saw it, the lifting of the suffocating heaviness which had accompanied the spectre. Even Dez seemed to notice, his grip loosening and giving Sully a little more room to breathe.

      “Sully?” Dez asked.

      “He’s gone.” Sully turned to face Dez. “But it’s not over. Not even remotely.”

      “Jack?”

      “Shot—with his own gun, I think. The weapons reapers carry unmake spirits.”

      “I remember.” Dez shook as another question formed in his expression. “Is he—?”

      It was obvious Dez didn’t want to ask, didn’t want to know. After all, if Jack was dead, it was absolute proof their dad and Aiden could die too.

      “I don’t know how it works, Dez,” Sully said. “I feel his energy. I mean, I hauled it all in. I just don’t know if he’s capable of holding himself together.”

      Dez hugged his arms across his chest. “So what you’re saying is he might be here only because you’re holding him here? Like psychic life support?”

      Sully winced. God, when he put it like that … “I don’t know, Dez. I don’t know what to think.”

      Dez studied him another few seconds. Then he straightened. “Tell you what I think. I think we’d better get our asses away from here before that thing comes back. We can discuss this back at the hotel, all right?”

      Sully nodded. This time, when Dez clutched at his jacket and tugged, Sully didn’t resist. As he fell into step beside Dez, he let a thought sound out in his brain. Hopefully, Jack was in a state to hear and understand.

      Once we’re out of the jailhouse, use my energy, Jack. I don’t care what it takes. Don’t you die, okay?

      Whether Jack heard or not, Sully didn’t know. But when he felt a slight thrum of energy, he found himself responding with a glimmer of hope.
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      By the time they returned, the hotel was swathed in darkness.

      In an evening of bad events, this felt to Dez like more of the same.

      “They can’t have gone to bed,” Dez muttered to Sully. “Who the hell could sleep after all of this?”

      Sully hugged his arms across his chest. “I don’t like it. Something’s not right.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Dez massaged the bridge of his nose. His doctor had warned him on a recent visit that if he didn’t keep his blood pressure better regulated, he’d have to start popping pills. As a result, he worked hard to keep his stress in check, but functioning in Sully’s world didn’t often lend itself to the maintenance of a Zen-like state. He knew his blood pressure was up, his headache providing sufficient evidence.

      Of course, he knew Sully had his own stresses.

      “Anything happening?” Dez asked him, inspecting him in the street-lit gloom. “What’s going on with Jack? With you?”

      Sully appeared drained, exhausted. “I feel like hell, to be honest. I could drop right here. As for Jack, I’m not sure.” He shrugged. “I still sense his energy, but I can’t tell if it’s a conscious energy or not, you know?”

      Dez had worked with Sully long enough, he thought he did know. “Usually, though, you’re majorly souped up when you’re carrying another soul’s energy with you. You were back at the jail. I could tell.”

      “I was. I don’t know what it means that I’m not anymore.” He winced as he regarded Dez. “What if it means Jack’s gone? Maybe his energy’s dissipating.”

      While Dez had grudgingly considered the same thing, this wasn’t the time to give in to despair. When Sully was down, Dez needed to be up—and right now, Sully was very, very down.

      Laying a hand on his shoulder, Dez contemplated the situation. “Maybe it’s the other thing. You told Jack to use your energy to bring himself back. Could be that’s what’s happening.”

      Sully managed a weak smile. “Hope so.”

      After a quick squeeze, Dez let go. “We need to hole up for a while, give him time—give you time.”

      Sully nodded. “I’m not sure I’ll be much use to anyone for a while.”

      “All the more reason to take a break.”

      “Not sure we’ll get it in there.” Sully slid his eyes to the darkened hotel. “I really don’t like this, Dez. No way in hell they would have gone to bed. They would have waited up for us.”

      Dez rubbed at the back of his neck. “Try their phones. Best case, they pick up, tell us everything’s fine and they’re having some random electricity issues. Worst case, they don’t pick up, and we find them asleep in their room.”

      “That’s not the worst case,” Sully reminded him.

      “True, but I’d rather not go there right now.”

      Sully pulled out his phone. As Dez watched over his shoulder, Sully located Glenna’s number in his recent calls list and dialled. In the meantime, Dez approached the hotel’s front door and cracked it open, listening. Though he knew Sully had dialled, he didn’t hear a corresponding ring coming from inside.

      Dez mounted a brief internal debate with himself before deciding to try the lights. He patted the inner wall near the door, feeling for a switch. He felt it, took a breath and flipped it. The lights came on, illuminating what proved to be an empty lobby, and Dez shut them off once again. Yep, the electricity was functioning just fine.

      What the hell?

      “Try Keefe,” Dez told him once Sully cut the failed call to Glenna.

      Sully tapped at the screen before pressing the handset to his ear once again. Dez returned to listening, but again, no sounds reached him.

      Dez straightened as he turned to Sully. “Either they have their phones on silent, or they’re not in the hotel.”

      “It’s nighttime and we’re in the middle of a nightmare,” Sully said. “If you and I are stressed, the two of them—Keefe in particular—will be downright petrified. No way they left.”

      Dez scratched his jaw. “Unless they tried to leave more permanently. Let’s check the spot where they park their truck.”

      Sully’s energy reservoir appeared all but tapped out, but he stayed in step with Dez as they made their way around the building to the side street where Dez recalled seeing the half-ton.

      “Still there,” Dez noted.

      Sully tilted his head as he peered at the vehicle. He moved nearer to the visible front end and stopped. “Look closer.”

      Dez did, joining Sully where he stood. All four tires had been slashed. “Bloody hell. What’s this about?”

      Sully met his eye. “We took a round out of the spirit at the jail, Dez. It needs energy, and I think it uses Glenna and Keefe to get it. It doesn’t want them to leave. It can’t afford to let any of us leave.”

      Dez caught a handful of Sully’s jacket. “Energy.”

      “What?”

      “Sull, you said this thing was trying to consume Jack. That’s kind of what you do, right?”

      Sully frowned. “I was kind of thinking the same thing. It doesn’t look good. Whatever this thing is, it’s got abilities similar to mine—which means I might not be enough to take it on.”

      Dez scanned the street, unsurprisingly seeing nothing out of the ordinary. Most of the time, what he didn’t see freaked him out worse than what he did, and this was one of those times. He hauled Sully to the side, slipping with him into the shadows beneath the hotel’s expansive balcony.

      “We couldn’t figure out why the town’s so empty of ghosts, right?” Dez said. “This has to be why. The spirit we’ve been dealing with, it’s consumed all those souls. That’s why it’s so damned powerful. It uses the energy from all the people it’s dragged in.”

      Sully blanched. “Dammit, Dez. I saw them. They were in this smoke around the ghost. Problem is, even spirits only have so much to give. So this guy’s got to keep finding new energy to suck in.” He shuddered. “If it had gotten hold of Jack—”

      “I know. It would have been bad.” Dez placed a hand on the hotel’s outer wall. “Bad enough what’s already happening. Regan—”

      “Not Regan.”

      Dez cocked his head. “Huh?”

      “Jack said something about it not being Regan. He got hurt before he could tell me more about it.”

      “So we don’t know who this is, is what you’re telling me?”

      Sully shook his head.

      Dez frowned. “Guess that’s just one of our problems. At this point, the bigger one’s that this guy’s sucking away energy from living people in order to keep itself fed. No wonder he traps people here with these landslides. Being a ghost town, he’s got very little left to sustain himself. If he can trap people here, he’s got energy to syphon off.”

      Sully gave his head a shake. “I don’t think that’s the end game. Not anymore.”

      Dez hated to ask. “What is, then?”

      “It’s using Glenna’s psychic ability and Keefe’s fear to control them. I think this spirit needs souls to survive—not just pieces of them, but the whole thing. The only way to get a full soul is to separate it from its body.”

      There went Dez’s blood pressure again. “Which means someone has to die.”

      At Sully’s nod of confirmation, Dez gave the tight muscles in his neck another enthusiastic rub. “Bloody hell.”

      “I need to lie down, Dez. I’m really tired.”

      Dez checked him out again. Sully’s eyes were shadowed with exhaustion, which was a bad thing when, at the moment, no one else was left to fight this thing.

      Risk or not, Dez suddenly found himself wishing his dad and Aiden were here.

      For now, he did what he could, escorting Sully inside the hotel. He debated taking him upstairs to their room but decided against it. Better they stay somewhere they could more easily escape from, should it come to it. He decided on the lounge—access to the lobby and front entrance through its door as well as several windows they could either open or smash to get to the street should their route to the door be barred. The saloon might have been preferable given it had two separate exits, but Dez liked the smaller size of the lounge should it come to a battle.

      Dez got Sully comfortable on the sofa, then returned to the door and listened. The place was deathly still. Either Keefe and Glenna weren’t here—or they were and weren’t in a good state. Both explanations sent a chill through Dez. Though he knew he should mount a search for them, his priority at this moment was Sully. He couldn’t leave him, not while he was like this.

      Returning to Sully’s side, he knelt, whispering the question. “What can I do?”

      Sully’s eyes had slid shut moments after lying down. Now, he cracked one open to inspect Dez. “Stay here. Keep an eye out. I don’t think you need to worry directly about the ghost, Dez, but you do need to worry about Keefe and Glenna. If you hear anything, wake me up. Don’t try to handle anything alone, okay?”

      Dez nodded. As Sully’s eyes closed fully again, a rush of panic flooded through Dez. It only increased as Sully’s breaths evened out as he fell deeply asleep.

      Dez tried to keep the building dread at bay, recalling all he’d been told about providing fodder to the dark spirit, yet the fear remained. It would remain as long as the reason for it existed. With Sully asleep, Jack possibly dead, and the Clearys nowhere to be found, Dez’s only companions were the shadows and whatever they concealed.

      Rarely had he felt this alone. As horrible as it was, the alternative might well be worse.
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        * * *

      

      Dez’s eyes flitted around the room.

      The nighttime sounds had steadily grown over the past hour as the wind outside picked up, causing the old building to shift with it. Creaks and cracks sounded everywhere, calling to mind ghostly footsteps or, perhaps worse, a murderous Glenna stalking him in the darkness.

      Dez had left off the lights, hoping it might buy him a few needed seconds should it turn out he was right. Trick was to see any incoming danger before it caught sight of him or Sully. He wasn’t sure what he’d do if it turned out Glenna had located another firearm, but whatever happened, he’d deal with it.

      As long as he had the time to do so.

      Once in a while, a low whistle would sound from somewhere inside the building. Dez had put it down to a window having been left open somewhere, but the eerie noise lifted the hair on his arms and the back of his neck, nonetheless.

      He eyed Sully, his skin a muted orange from the streetlight outside. He hadn’t awakened yet, had barely even stirred. What was going on inside him, Dez had no idea, but the longer he went without answers, the more Dez felt the urge to ask him. Each minute of silence dragged out to unnatural lengths, giving him one more thing to drive up his anxiety.

      Another creak sounded overhead. Dez’s eyes shot upward, staring at the barely visible ceiling as if it might impart its secrets if he focused hard enough. Probably just the wind, same as before.

      Another crack, near the spot where he’d heard the last.

      Maybe not.

      Dez stood slowly from the chair in which he’d taken up silent vigil over Sully and their surroundings. Again, he debated waking him. Again, he decided against it. His creepy feelings didn’t amount to proof.

      Not yet.

      At standing height, Dez strained to hear more. For a long moment, nothing came.

      Creak.

      Okay, definitely a footstep. Again, his gaze snapped to Sully. He thought maybe he’d awaken on his own. Then Dez wondered why he wasn’t.

      When another footstep came, Dez eased himself over to the door, keeping as silent as possible. So far, he was pretty certain he’d avoided making much noise. And Sully wasn’t doing anything to attract attention, his breaths deep and quiet.

      Dez reached the door to the lobby, struggling to hear above the pounding of his pulse. As if his presence had been sensed, everything fell still. Unnaturally still. Even the wind had died down, leaving him with nothing but Sully’s quiet breathing and the tick of the grandfather clock to fill the empty spaces between his own heartbeats.

      The hairs on the back of Dez’s neck rose. The otherwise-silence remained, yet it felt as if something had changed ever so subtly. Something had filled a space in the shadows.

      Someone was watching him.

      His eyes darted around the lobby as he used the lounge doorframe for as much cover as it could possibly provide someone his size. Nothing showed, but the shadows had stretched with the night, filling large portions of the big space.

      He hadn’t checked behind the desk. Someone could be back there, maybe clutching a weapon. They could be on the stairs or in the saloon, watching, waiting. Picking their moment of attack.

      Dez’s shoulders hunched toward his ears, and he forced them back down. Calm down, he told himself, trying to recall how he’d dealt with similar situations during his time on the police force. God, surely he hadn’t been this jumpy back then, had he?

      No, he had not. Then again, he hadn’t typically come up against ghosts during middle-of-the-night calls.

      He snapped his eyes toward the front doors, careful to avoid turning his head with the movement. If he flipped a switch inside the lounge, it would only serve to further expose him and Sully. The idea of hitting the main lights in the lobby was comforting but terrifying at the same time. With no idea where the threat lurked, he might be running toward danger, giving it control rather than taking it away.

      Though far from ideal, his cellphone flashlight was the best he could do from his current position. The swish of his hand against the material of his jeans pocket set his teeth on edge as he quietly retrieved his phone. He nearly dropped it as it cleared the seam, but he managed to keep hold of it. Keeping it close to his chest to cut back on the amount of light showing from the screen, he located the flashlight icon and pressed.

      The light snapped on. He moved fast, bringing up the phone and swinging it around in a wide arc.

      He caught a flash of white. A face.

      He’d been moving fast—so fast, he moved past it before his brain fully registered what he’d seen. In the second or two it took to bring the light back to the spot, she was gone.

      No, he realized with a start. Not gone. She was moving.

      He brought the light around again. This time, knowing she was there, he caught her in the beam and held it there.

      Glenna. But not Glenna. Not the way her face had twisted with rage and loathing.

      Not the way her hand gripped a narrow steak knife.

      Dez opened his mouth to say her name. He didn’t get it out.

      Not before she rushed at him with the blade.
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      Glenna shrieked as she ran at Dez.

      Despite the years since he’d been fired from the force, his hand still went automatically to his right hip in a slapping search for his sidearm. Nothing was there, of course, and he had no weapons with which to defend himself as Glenna flew at him, howling, knife blade coursing through the air.

      Sidestepping, he felt a sharp pain as the blade’s tip sliced his upper arm. No time to ascertain the extent of the damage when she seemed intent on causing more.

      Her movements were almost clumsy, her flurry of strikes neither strong nor particularly aimed, as if whatever controlled her were being forced to relearn how to use a human form.

      What it lost in dexterity, it made up for in fury. The strikes came fast, and while Dez avoided many by dancing away, he caught a few on his arms and hands.

      “Glenna, stop!” he pleaded. “Stop!”

      But this wasn’t Glenna, and stopping wasn’t something she was capable of doing.

      She grunted as she attacked, unintelligible words which provided further proof of something otherworldly at the controls. She lunged again and again, the two of them locked in a deadly dance through the lobby.

      Dez thought about the saloon, about the weapons he might find there with which he could defend himself—bottles or tumblers which could be broken, chairs or tables to be used as shields, maybe a knife or even a gun behind the bar. He didn’t want to use any of these against Glenna, but right now, saving his own skin and protecting the still-unconscious Sully were his priorities.

      “Glenna, please,” he said. “Come back. Don’t do this.”

      The light from his cellphone, though aimed outward, lit up his own hands too. Blood dripped from cuts on his fingers, defensive wounds which might or might not need stitches to close.

      Another unclear string of words resulted. Nope, she wasn’t back yet. Dez backed toward the saloon entrance. As if sensing his intentions, Glenna wailed and rushed him in another flurry of slashes.

      Dez backed up in a hurry, barely registering it as a crash sounded from farther back in the room. A flurry of red showed, but this time, it wasn’t blood.

      Another figure shot into view next to Glenna and, within the same second, a flash of white as the newcomer threw a strike of their own.

      A sickening crack as the punch connected with the side of Glenna’s face. The woman fell, hitting the floor hard and not stirring. Dez’s hand shook as he lifted the flashlight from Glenna’s still form to that of his saviour.

      Wray.

      Dez’s breath pushed out of him in a whoosh. “Oh hell.”

      Wray kicked away the blade, putting it well out of Glenna’s reach should she come to—which, given the force behind Wray’s blow, wasn’t likely to happen for at least a minute or two.

      “You okay?” Wray asked, her own flashlight out now and lighting up Dez’s injuries.

      “I am now,” he said. “Help me restrain her before she wakes up.”

      “Help you, my ass. Go sit down before you fall down. I’ve got this.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Wray finished securing Glenna’s wrists and ankles with sashes taken from the drapes, Glenna had woken up. She now sat, blinking up at them in the now-fully lit lobby. It seemed the ghost wasn’t quite done with her, though, not the way she continued to mumble what sounded like curses.

      “What the hell’s she saying?” Wray griped as she worked.

      Dez barely spared her a glance as he continued his own work, tying off his wounds with some clean tea towels he’d located behind the saloon’s bar. “No idea.”

      “Didn’t think I hit her that hard.”

      Maybe Glenna had sustained a concussion, but Dez suspected the reason for the mumbling was largely the other thing. “She’s possessed.”

      Wray straightened and lifted a brow. “Ah. Well, then.” She turned in a partial circle, eyeing her surroundings. “Where’s the other one?”

      “You mean me?” came an exhausted voice from the lounge doorway. Dez lifted his head to find Sully there, propping himself up against the door frame. “Hi, Wray. Damn good to see you. Didn’t expect you here.”

      “You know me. Hate to miss a party.” She nodded toward Dez. “Might want to take a look at your brother though.”

      Sully’s gaze reached Dez. Immediately, the exhaustion lifted, replaced by utter worry. “God, Dez!”

      “I’m okay.” Dez aimed for a smile to prove it, but Sully remained focused on Dez’s blood-soaked clothing and the reddening towels with which he’d been struggling to bind his wounds.

      Sully rushed toward him, his hands following his panicked stare as he inspected Dez’s injuries as best he could through his clothing. “How bad?”

      “Told you, I’m okay.”

      Sully continued to prod, peeling Dez’s sticky sleeve away from his left shoulder. “What happened?”

      “Three guesses.”

      Sully stopped his check, head whipping toward Glenna. Fire ignited in his eyes. “You did this.”

      Sully’s tone was filled with hate. The sound coming out of someone as quiet and kindhearted as Sully unnerved Dez. “Sull, it’s not her.”

      “I don’t care. I’m done.” He took a step toward the bound Glenna, forcing Dez to move with him lest he have to grab hold of him. “You hear me? I’m fucking done!”

      “Dez is right,” came another voice.

      Dez’s gaze fired toward the lounge door. A wave of relief crashed over him as he spotted Jack there. Like Sully, he was clearly exhausted, relying on shreds of energy and loads of willpower to stay standing. But he was alive and in one piece, and right now, that was everything.

      He staggered from the doorway until he’d placed himself just in front of Sully. “There isn’t a living woman behind the wheel. This is one of ours, Sully. It’s someone we’re meant to help.”

      Sully turned a glare on Jack. “She just tried to kill my brother.”

      “She’s confused. She’s scared. Sully, this woman was murdered. She’s lashing out at anyone she perceives as a threat. If she’s who I think she is, that probably means most men.”

      “Hold on,” Dez said. “She? Who the hell are we talking about now?”

      Jack’s reply came through a whisper. “My mother.”
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      Sully’s jaw slackened at Jack’s words. “What?”

      Jack’s gaze remained fixed on Glenna. “I told you she was murdered, that she’d been working as a prostitute at the time. I became a lawman for a variety of reasons, but one of them was always because of her. I never knew who killed her, and goddamn, I wanted to find out. Died before I got the chance. Never occurred to me she’d be out there still, trying to mete out her own kind of justice.”

      Something best described as pride flooded Jack’s face. Were it not for the fact his mother had just tried to slice and dice Dez, Sully might have felt good for his friend.

      “So she’s been going after men, trying to kill them to make up for what happened to her? Jack—”

      Jack shook his head. “Not men.” He pointed an index finger skyward. “One man. The one who killed her.”

      “She said something about having killed a man, that they were going to hang her for it,” Dez said. “At least, that was what came out of Glenna’s mouth.”

      Jack pressed his lips together. “I don’t know what happened. I was so young. But if she took someone’s life, it was with reason.”

      Wray, leaning against the lobby desk, folded her arms. “Maybe there’s a way to find out. Do you have anything belonging to your mother? I mean, it would have to be something which meant a lot, something that would carry energy from—”

      Jack tugged at something around his neck, withdrawing a chain from beneath his shirt. On the end dangled a locket. “This. It contains a lock of my baby hair and a photo from when I was a child. I was told she never took it off. She was wearing it when they found her dead.”

      Wray gave him a grim smile. “Perfect.” She eyed Sully and Dez. “Maybe the two of you should go check the place for the missing husband. Funny he didn’t come down, isn’t it?”

      Sully grimaced. No, it wasn’t funny. Not at all. He cast Dez a worried look. “If Glenna hurt him, she’ll never forgive herself.”

      “Two minutes ago, you didn’t seem all too concerned with her feelings. Thought I’d have to haul you off her.”

      “Yeah, well, given she’s a reaper’s mother, I might have to grant her a pass. Let’s go find Keefe, all right? If she managed to do this to you, I hate to think what state he’s in.”

      “Hold on,” Jack said. He stepped toward Dez and held a hand over his shoulder, then his hands.

      Dez’s jaw slackened. When he unwrapped one of his hands, scabs had crusted over his wounds.

      “Love to do more,” Jack said. “But I haven’t got the energy to spare just yet.”

      “Hey, who’s complaining?” Dez said. He used one of his partially healed hands to grasp Jack’s shoulder. “Thanks, man. And by the way, it’s really good to see you up and around.”

      Jack smiled. “Thank your brother. He saved my life—whatever that means for a dead man.”

      He ended in a dry laugh, then turned back to Glenna. “Told you boys I had unfinished business here. Guess I’ve got more than I realized.”
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      Sully and Dez found Keefe in one of the upstairs rooms, cowering in the wardrobe. He’d suffered a cut to one hand but was otherwise unharmed.

      Physically, at least. What state Keefe would be in psychologically by the time they’d finished dealing with this case remained to be seen.

      “I can’t do this anymore,” he said from the floor of the wardrobe where he’d concealed himself beneath a few mildewy old coats. “She’s not the woman I married. Sometimes she acts like someone else altogether.”

      “More than an act, actually,” Dez said. “But at the end of the day, she’s still your wife, and you need to stand by her.”

      Keefe held up his hand. “Look at this. My wife did this. My wife.”

      Dez knelt next to the shaking man, fixing him in a glare. “Listen, believe me, I of all people understand what a bitch it is having to deal with things you can’t see and don’t understand. And I get what it’s like to sometimes look at the people you love and not recognize them. But you need to understand something here: whatever hell you’re going through, the person you’re hiding from is going through more. She needs you. So you’re going to put on your big-boy pants, and you’re going to march your ass downstairs and help us get her through this. You hear me?”

      Keefe stared back for such a long time, Sully wondered whether he had, in fact, heard. Finally, he lowered his face into his hands and sobbed. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do.”

      Dez stood, facing Sully. “This is hopeless.”

      Sully cast Dez a smile, then knelt to take a stab at Keefe himself—so to speak. “Keefe, I’ve been seeing ghosts a long time, ever since I was a kid. I understand fear better than most people. I also understand how having supportive people around—people who love you and who’ll do anything for you—fixes things. Even without really trying. Having Dez with me means I can face every scary thing that exists in my world, which includes myself at times. Glenna needs someone like that in her life, and I believe you’re capable of it. Dez confronts his own fears all the time to look out for me. You need to confront yours. Please. Glenna needs you, man. Right now.”

      Again, Keefe stared without speaking for an uncomfortably long moment. This time, though, he ended by shoving the coats away and squirming out of his tight spot in the wardrobe. He paused to massage his legs, and Sully noted his hands continued to shake badly. But he was out, and he was okay. Physically. It seemed he had a chance of being okay psychologically too—if he saw this through and faced it down.

      “What do I do?” he asked, straightening.

      “For starters, come with us and sit with Glenna,” Sully said. “As for the rest, we tend to make it up as we go.”
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      Wray studied the locket Jack had placed on the lobby’s desk.

      She kept her hands in her pockets, so far having avoided touching it. Even without laying hands on it, she felt the energy rippling off it. No telling what message it might impart and whether that message would be of any use to the present case, but certainly, it would contain something significant about Jack’s mother. Unless, of course, it simply held onto Jack’s own memories and turmoil. Given his years, no doubt he had plenty of both.

      Turmoil that would permeate her own brain in the form of one or more visions the moment she touched the item.

      For now, Wray confined herself to a visual study. The silver was tarnished, the chain discoloured. Yet it was clear the item had carried a cost in its day, its case, lock and hinges of a solid yet intricate quality.

      She peered over her shoulder to locate Jack. He’d remained in a visible state for her benefit, though she couldn’t help wondering whether he’d be better off in spirit form. He sat in one of several stylish armchairs along the wall, slumped over, elbows on knees, face concealed by the downward tilt of his hat brim.

      “How you doing?” Wray asked.

      “Closer to my normal state of death.”

      “Could you conserve more energy if you weren’t in physical form?”

      “Undoubtedly,” he said without looking up. “Won’t be able to answer your questions though.”

      “What makes you think I have questions?”

      “You just asked one.” He lifted his head enough that Wray caught a hint of the blue irises. “You’ll have more soon enough.”

      Wray shrugged. Time enough for that, she supposed. “Listen, if I have questions, I’ll ask, and you can fire yourself back up to solid, all right? For now, I’d rather you not be keeling over when you’re one of our best shots at nailing this spooky bastard to the wall.”

      Speaking of questions, Wray had just thought of one. “Any idea who he is … was?”

      “I thought we might have been dealing with a scum-sucker by the name of James Regan, but I know better now. It’s Bill Butler.”

      “Butler?” came Dez’s voice from the stairs. Wray glanced over to see him, Sully and a man Wray took for Keefe Cleary making their way down. Keefe’s eyes snapped onto Glenna’s bound figure on the floor, and while his mouth dropped open in shock, he made no immediate move to go to her. Fair enough. Glenna continued to mumble incoherently. It seemed likely whoever was in control, it wasn’t the woman Keefe recognized as his wife.

      “Who’s Bill Butler?” Wray asked.

      “He was the law in these parts at one time,” Jack said. “Corrupt as the day and the night were long.” He jutted his chin toward the locket on the lobby’s desk. “Wanna take a look?”

      “For a dead guy, you’re pretty impatient,” Wray quipped before returning her attention to the locket.

      “What would Butler be doing here?” Dez asked Jack.

      “Give him a few minutes,” Sully said. Then to Jack, “Drop back into spirit form, charge yourself up for a bit. It usually takes Wray a minute or two.”

      “What if that ghost shows up?” Keefe demanded.

      “I’ll be here the whole time,” Jack assured him. “Anyway, he wasn’t in the best shape when we last parted company. He’ll be recharging somewhere, readying himself. Guess it makes sense we do the same.”

      Jack vanished in a heartbeat. Psychic she may be, Wray couldn’t help the wave of surprise at witnessing the event. Her gift didn’t usually include seeing and communicating with the dead.

      Of course, that was before she met Sullivan Gray.

      She returned her gaze to the locket, taking a moment to centre herself and breathe. With eyes closed, she placed a hand in the air directly above the item, using the energy emanating from it to direct her. Even at this distance, she felt the swell of emotion and thought flowing from it—emotions and thoughts which came, in part, from Jack but largely originated with a woman. Anger, fear, worry, hate and a deep love bounced up at Wray as she lowered her fingers onto the body of the locket.
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        * * *

      

      The initial visions were flashes. Bits and pieces which might or might not fit together to form a completed puzzle.

      A woman placing a photo and a lock of hair belonging to her young son, Jack, inside the newly purchased locket.

      The same woman—young and attractive if not a little worse for wear thanks to the nature of her work—standing behind her toddler son, each of them facing into a mirror as she brushed his shock of pale hair.

      Beth Winter. That was her name. Not Elizabeth or Eliza, although her late mother had called her the latter. She liked Beth. Not for the job though. When she was working, she went by Bessie. She was a different person when she was working, and being a different person required a different name.

      The scene changed, this one clearer, far more focused. She wasn’t at work now. She’d gone out for a ride, borrowing a horse from a man who visited frequently and professed to love her. She didn’t feel the same, yet he didn’t seem too bothered about it. He was married, regardless.

      She took Jack with her, settling him in front of her on the saddle. Nearly five, he was small for his age, providing little additional burden to the horse. They stopped at a place she’d been to before, a quiet spot near a turning in the river. A narrow path wove through the trees, and each time she passed this way, she thought of fairy tales and imagined herself as a nymph or a princess. Anything, anyone, other than who she was. Anywhere else but Sutton Hill.

      A man appeared in the path. She knew him from the brothel. Clem Butler had been evicted for roughing up another girl, had been told not to return. He recognized her too. His eyes told the story, revealed his desires. A spike of fear stabbed through her.

      God, Jack. No.

      Clem seized her, dragging her toward his liquor-scented face. She shoved him away, then saw stars as he slapped her hard, putting her on the ground. He leapt on her, tearing at her skirt.

      Jack’s little hands punched at Clem, ordering him to get off of her. Clem wheeled, slapping the boy harder than he’d struck Beth. Jack flew. His head collided with a rock, and he didn’t move.

      Beth didn’t move, barely registering Clem pawing clumsily at her. All her attention remained locked on her boy, on the blood she now saw seeping from a wound to the side of his forehead.

      Desperation. Desperation and a deep, all-consuming terror. Her little boy needed her.

      Clem was in her way.

      She debated simply allowing him to do as he pleased, if only to exhaust him sufficiently she could escape him. But still Jack didn’t stir. If she didn’t get to him now, get him help, he might never stir again.

      She raged at Clem, pounding fists against his heavy chest. Another blow, this one with a closed fist, snapped her head to the side. Again, her vision sparkled, darkness dancing around the edges.

      No. She couldn’t afford to pass out. No time. Not if she wanted to get to her son.

      She shoved against Clem as he struggled to free himself from his trousers. She felt the knife inside his jacket, a large hunting blade he’d reportedly used to menace the girl he’d beaten recently.

      Something inside Beth went still. A calmness settled over her. Time slowed.

      Distracted by the twist of clothing, Clem wasn’t aware of it as Beth slipped the knife free. Not until she’d driven the blade deep into the side of his neck did he clue into the trouble he was in. His eyes stared into hers, flashing wide, his mouth opening and shutting like a caught fish.

      He wasn’t worried about his trousers anymore.

      She kicked him away, dashing to Jack, lifting his lifeless body from the ground and running with him back toward where she’d left the horse. Behind her, Clem made a few godawful noises then fell silent. She didn’t stop, couldn’t risk returning to see what state he was in.

      By the time they were halfway back to town, Jack was regaining consciousness.

      Beth did what she could to keep the incident to herself, but when a witness reported Clem had ridden out after her, she could conceal it no longer.

      She was arrested, but the fates, it seemed, were in her favour. Clem was universally despised, and despite the way respectable folk looked down their noses at those in Beth’s profession, public sentiment on this occasion was on her side—particularly once details of the event reached the public ear. No one was prepared to take Clem’s side over hers.

      No one except Clem’s teenage brother, Bill Butler.

      Another image. Beth alone inside her room. Her last client for tonight had left. As she fixed up her hair, she happened to look out the window.

      He was there. Bill Butler. Staring up at her window.

      Two years had passed since the attack, nearly as many since a local rancher had located Clem’s animal-mutilated corpse near the river. Yet, for Bill, it was as if no time had passed at all.

      He watched her through eyes almost as black as the night, his hands stuffed into the pockets of his overcoat. Though just seventeen or eighteen, he was tall and well-built—a man’s, not a boy’s, body. Perhaps, were he anyone else, he might even be considered handsome.

      But nothing in him was attractive now. A face which might have been pleasant had a smile graced it was darkened by the expression it bore. An expression which made her shudder. Because it wasn’t rage or even hate which set his features; his face contained nothing. No emotion. No thought. No humanity.

      It was like looking at the devil himself.

      Another time, another place. Late at night, inside Sutton Hill’s stables. She was returning the horse she’d borrowed and was surprised to find the stable hand who usually worked there this hour was gone.

      A sound came from behind her. Beth wheeled to find Bill standing there. She didn’t have so much as a second to scream before a blade found her throat.

      He knelt beside her as she bled out, pushing aside his coat to reveal a badge pinned there.

      “You walked away from my brother’s murder,” he said. “You ain’t walking no more.”

      She gripped the wound, but it was no use, the blood flowing too freely. As life slipped away, she no longer felt the wound but something sitting on top.

      The locket. Jack.

      She held to it, gripping it as hard as she could. As she found herself standing next to her body, it was as if she could still feel the locket in her hand.

      What comfort she took from it vanished as Bill stood, his cold-eyed stare shifting from the corpse to Beth’s spirit. He could see her. Good lord, how could he see her?

      “Wait ’til you see what else I can do,” he said.

      She felt herself being moved, shifted, dragged. Toward him. By god, what was he doing?

      A sound from somewhere nearby caught his attention, pulled it from her. She thought of Jack, taken from her two years ago, sent, she was told, to Edge Creek. She thought maybe she could go to him now. Then she was gone. Gone from the stables and gone from Bill. But not gone from Sutton Hill.

      Neither was Bill. He would never be gone.

      For many years, he’d searched for her. Somehow, she managed to avoid being seen, but others hadn’t. Bill stood by during public hangings and illegal lynchings alike. And she’d watched, horrified, as he fed on the souls, consuming them like a snake did rodents. And when he couldn’t wait for a hanging, sometimes he claimed lives himself.

      When she learned he’d, too, been hanged, she thought maybe she’d be free. But as she’d become ensnared in Sutton Hill’s trap, so, it seemed, had he. Even dead, he hadn’t given up trying to find her, to finish meting out what he believed to be justice.

      So she did the only thing she could. She learned to step into people while they were in a state weakened enough to allow it. If she couldn’t escape the town, she could at least find a place to hide.

      She was going mad. She felt it more and more as time passed. But madness, fear, rage, these things at least belonged to her. She possessed these feelings the way Bill possessed departed souls. Maybe if she could drive people from this place forever—if she could use the growing darkness inside her to see it done—she could weaken Bill. Starve him. Maybe, if she were lucky, even end him forever.

      She was there the day they handed her locket to a young man who rode into town seeking a killer. She watched as the man took it away, and she wondered how it was he looked so much like her Jack.

      As he rode away, he took with him the only remaining piece of humanity she had left. Nothing was left now to dam the flood as the madness took hold, as the fury and terror consumed her.
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        * * *

      

      Wray opened her eyes, turned them to the space in which she believed Jack still sat.

      He shimmered into view and turned a questioning gaze on her. “Did you see anything?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “If you’re okay to hear it, I’m okay to tell it. Won’t be easy though.”

      His lips formed a bitter smile. “In my experience, ma’am, nothing ever is.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack and the others listened as Wray described what she’d seen. By the time she finished, Jack had gone quiet.

      No one spoke. Wray placed a little distance between herself and the locket, then a little more between herself and Glenna. Everything made sense to her now, and it seemed as if the others were rapidly reaching the same point.

      Jack stood. He crossed the room and plucked the locket from where he’d placed it earlier. Then he turned to Glenna.

      “I don’t know if you can hear or understand what I’m saying,” he said. “I’m here, Mama. I’m here, and I’m going to see this put right. For you. For me. For everyone that scum-swilling bastard has harmed.”

      He crossed to her and placed the locket into one of her bound hands, squeezing to make sure she held on. She did.

      Jack stepped over to Keefe. “You watch over her, you hear me? If you don’t—if you let even the smallest harm befall her—I swear to all things holy, I’ll hunt down your cowardly ass, and I will drag it to hell.”

      Keefe’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he nodded. Then Jack eyed Sully, Dez and Wray in turn. “We’re going to end this. Now. You coming?”

      Wray lifted a brow. “Two psychics, a reaper and a guy built like a Sherman tank facing off against one soul-sucker?” She grinned. “I dig those odds.”
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      Sully eyed Jack as he checked his weapons. Paranormally charged they may be, but he treated them as though they were any other gun, capable of misfiring if he didn’t take proper care of them.

      Maybe the guns didn’t truly require this level of care. Sully recalled the way his dad used to clean his service pistol on the nights he’d bring it home with him, how much care he’d take in doing it. Sully, watching back then from across the table, used to find the process relaxing, even meditative. Looking back on it, he supposed Flynn probably did too. Could be, for Jack, it was the same.

      That said, the reaper’s taut expression carried something far from calm.

      Sully closed the distance to him, daring to encroach on his private moment. “How you doing?”

      The brim of the hat tilted upward, one black eye turning in Sully’s direction. He’d settled back into spirit form a couple of minutes ago, giving himself a needed recharge before what they all knew would be a final battle. “Fine.”

      Sully crossed his arms, letting his body language speak for him.

      Jack huffed out a breath. “Not what I was expecting, coming here.”

      “Did you know about any of it? What Wray told you, I mean?”

      Jack went back to his task, lifting his revolver and staring down the chambers in the currently empty cylinder. “No. I didn’t. Maybe I should have. I was young when Clem Butler attacked her. Apparently unconscious when she knifed him. Guess I must have said something to someone about what happened, but I have no memory of it now.”

      “It was traumatic,” Sully said. “Not unusual to block out certain events. Anyway, it was a really long time ago.”

      Jack nodded as he reloaded the weapon. “Didn’t know about Bill either—that he killed her. If I’d known—”

      “You’d be in a different position than you are now,” Sully said.

      Jack slid the cylinder back into place and holstered the gun before eyeing Sully. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re in the justice business, Jack.”

      “Killing him would have been justice.”

      “Or murder. He faced justice regardless—in life, anyway.”

      Jack growled low. “And in death, he’s doing what he always did—slithering around to avoid justice. And he’s tormenting good souls in the meantime.”

      Something had been bothering Sully since he’d heard the details of Wray’s vision. “If his death was justified, why do I see him? It wasn’t murder, was it? I know he was hanged and all, but he must have had it coming to him, right?”

      “Damn right, he did.” Jack straightened, facing Sully squarely. “Listen, Sully, I’ve been dead a while, so maybe you think I should have all the answers. I don’t. I exist on this plane, same as you. I’ve learned a few things, but lots of what I believe is down to educated guesswork. Tell you what I believe though. Maybe you see him because he’s like us—capable of controlling the souls of others. Or maybe it’s far more basic. You see certain souls because there’s a wrong needing righted. Maybe you can see Butler for the simple reason that you need to.”

      Sully considered this. As much as anything in his world made sense, this certainly did. He nodded.

      “Ready to go?” Jack asked.

      “Yeah. Are you?”

      Jack’s lips twitched. “Damn straight.”

      Sully took a quick breath, debating whether to encroach further. He decided he should. “Hey, Jack, I know you’ve been around a lot longer than I have, so you know a hell of a lot more about most things. But I do know something about losing people I love in horrible circumstances. My mom was taken from me too. If you ever need to get anything off your chest, I’m here. I mean, we’re friends, right?”

      Jack tilted his head. “Huh.”

      “What?”

      “Never much been one for defining these things, but yeah, guess we are. I appreciate the offer. Only thing I need from you now is your ability to help me send this asshole packing. You with me?”

      Sully smiled. “Absolutely.”
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        * * *

      

      The night was dark and cool, a light drizzle falling around them as the four of them—Sully, Dez, Jack and Wray—walked up the muddy street in the direction of the jail. As the building came into view, they fanned out, four abreast, each in step with the others, their pace deliberate.

      “This is just like Tombstone,” Dez hissed from beside Sully.

      Sully let a smile play on his lips. “Knew you’d say that. Don’t forget something though. Two of the Earps and Doc Holliday were wounded during the OK Corral gunfight.”

      Dez’s grin slipped away.

      They cut all conversation there, Sully’s focus moving entirely to the jail. He was back there, all right, just as Jack had anticipated. Bill Butler was a lawman, albeit a lousy one. He’d drawn his power in life from his job; Jack had reasoned he’d be doing the same in death. He’d be where he felt the most comfortable. Given how severe the attack on Sully had been at the former jailhouse, he knew firsthand how right Jack was.

      Jack’s right hand, again in physical form, twitched near the butt of his revolver. “Everyone ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be,” Dez said. “Can’t help thinking I’ll be kind of useless in there.”

      “Not as far as I’m concerned,” Sully said.

      “Sully and I will be doing the heavy lifting,” Jack reminded them. “But having you and Wray there is imperative. A distraction, if nothing else.”

      Wray snorted. “Beats being considered collateral damage.”

      Dez eased out a breath through pursed lips. “I’m not fond of either option.”

      They’d come up with as much of a plan as they could—which, under the circumstances, seemed like very little to Sully. No taking Butler by surprise, no easy use of brute force against him. He carried the energy of countless souls inside him, giving him seemingly boundless power.

      Only, it wasn’t actually unlimited, Sully reminded himself as they neared the building. With few fresh souls to draw from and those he’d possessed all but depleted, Butler had his own walls to flail against. They’d need to use it against him, to exhaust him to the point Sully could open a doorway and send him across. If he couldn’t, Jack would end things another way.

      That was the plan, anyway.

      “Sure we shouldn’t have Dad and Aiden here?” Sully whispered to Jack.

      Jack shook his head. “We’ve already seen I’m liability enough. If he gets hold of a reaper’s soul, this is all over—for us and everyone else who walks into this town. Maybe it even gives him the ability to leave Sutton Hill, take his little sideshow elsewhere. We can’t risk it.”

      Sully nodded. The explanation made sense.

      At the front steps to the jail, they paused. Jack glanced back at Dez and Wray. “Stay here. Be prepared.” Then he turned to Sully. “Let’s roll, Gray.”

      He kicked open the door and barrelled inside, Sully on his heels.
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      Butler was waiting for them.

      His revolver flared with the discharge of a round, the bullet aimed squarely at Jack. But Jack had phased back into spirit form, and the lead passed harmlessly through him.

      “Won’t work on me, Butler,” Jack said. “You don’t get the nice guns unless you play nice.”

      Butler whipped around, shooting this time at Sully. The bullet impacted, but as with the previous time, the result was far from life-threatening. Sully sucked up the pain and straightened, narrowing his eyes at Butler.

      Jack’s own revolver appeared in his hand. Its impact would be far different than Butler’s. “Your brother deserved death for what he did to my mother, and you deserved it for the same reason. What’s coming for you now is another kind of justice—one you should have faced years ago.”

      Butler’s lips seemed to move, although Sully couldn’t hear or make out what he was saying. Jack did, though, and in a flash, he’d brought his gun to bear on the other spirit.

      “Do it,” Jack said.

      Sully focused, working on creating and opening a doorway to the other side. Butler was many things, but stupid wasn’t one of them. He had to know where this was going, and he proved it by lashing out. Rage and desperation had given him added strength, and before Sully grasped what was happening, he and Jack flew in opposite directions, each crashing against the walls.

      Slumped against the wall, head spinning and lungs rattling, Sully could just make out the image of Butler looming over Jack, stretching for his revolver.

      Not again.

      Dez and Wray ran in, heads swivelling left and right.

      “Where?” Wray asked, and Sully was reminded neither of them would see Jack or Butler as they were.

      Sully pointed, gasping and choking as his lungs struggled to regain the air forced from them during the impact. As Dez ran over to him, Wray spun in the opposite direction, roughly toward Jack and Butler.

      “Hey!” she yelled. “Hey, you fatheaded moron, you like picking on women? Come pick on me.”

      Dez heaved Sully to his feet. One thing about so-called men like Butler: they didn’t often back down, particularly to a woman. Whether or not he could do anything to Wray, her challenge was enough to momentarily distract him. Jack rolled away, taking his gun with him. Meanwhile, Butler appeared to be pushing out at Wray—even from here, Sully felt the rush of energy—but whether because she was a living human or because of her particular psychic ability, she showed no signs she’d been affected.

      Butler spun back toward Jack, but Sully was back in the game. He reconnected with the door he’d created, envisioning it opening. Another second or two, he’d have Butler through.

      As if sensing it, Butler’s face twisted in rage. He lashed out again, sending Sully into the bars and pinning him there. Sully felt his neck compress, the sensation of rope crushing his windpipe. Dez was there in seconds, hauling at him, but Butler’s grip was too tight.

      Stars danced in Sully’s vision, but he saw enough to know Butler was advancing once more on Jack.

      Jack fired. Butler moved fast, avoiding the blast. He forced Jack against the far wall, using invisible energy to hoist him up near the ceiling, slamming him against it over and over and over. Jack fired again, but although Butler started as if impacted, it didn’t stop him.

      Sully’s vision was blackening, unconsciousness looming. His heart hammered out a wild rhythm as he worked to grab hold of Butler to shove him through the doorway. But it was too much, and Sully knew he’d never manage it now.

      “Let go of my son.”

      Sully came free from the bars, falling forward against Dez following Glenna’s demand from the doorway.

      No, not Glenna. Beth.

      Sully blinked, squinting through tears at the image of an irate Beth, in Glenna’s form, facing off against Butler, the locket secured around her neck.

      Jack, too, had been released, although already in a weakened state, he wasn’t recovering as quickly as Sully would have liked. Beth seemed to register this. Dez and Wray were a decent distraction; Beth was the ideal one.

      “You’ve been looking for me for a long time, Butler,” she growled. “I killed your brother to protect my boy. I’ll kill you for the same reason.”

      She rushed at Butler, but he was ready for her. Sully watched horrified as he hammered a ghostly hand through her chest. She wailed.

      Wray was there in a flash, trying to pull Glenna back. A moment later, Keefe dashed through the door, hauling at Glenna’s other arm. But Butler was strong, and he wasn’t letting go.

      “What’s happening to her?” Keefe screamed.

      Sully didn’t bother explaining. He’d seen it before, had watched a powerful ghost cause heart failure in a living human. It wasn’t usually possible, but most spirits didn’t have the strength Butler did. And Glenna had the added problem of being psychic. Psychics, Sully had learned the hard way, were more susceptible to harm by the paranormal universe.

      Which had also been the case with her grandfather. He must have died this way, Sully realized, his heart forcibly stopped by Butler’s ghost.

      Jack’s eyes had opened, horror reflected in their depths as he watched the attack. If Butler killed Glenna, he’d have not only her soul but Beth’s too.

      Jack’s gaze snapped to Sully. The unspoken message passed between them. Sully nodded.

      One second, Sully hauled Jack in. This time, there was nothing shattered, nothing weakened in Jack. He was vital, he was powerful. And he was furious.

      Sully focused on Butler. “Hey, asshole.”

      Butler glanced over. And froze.

      Sully didn’t bother with additional talk. Time for action.

      He pushed out, his energy combined with Jack’s. Butler pushed back, but this time he was too late and it wasn’t enough.

      The doorway stood open, waiting, but this wouldn’t end there. Butler was powerful, and neither Sully nor Jack could allow the possibility of his escape.

      Sully raised his arm, watching as Jack’s revolver materialized in his hand. As Butler stared in horror, Sully pulled the trigger.

      The shot tore into Butler’s chest, opening a wide hole. He staggered back from Glenna—from Beth—allowing Wray and Keefe to remove her a few paces. Sully’s focus remained on Butler.

      He felt it now, the rush of spirit as it exited the opening in Butler’s form. Butler fell, coming down hard on one knee. More spirit energy flowed out, spinning through the room, filling it with so much energy, it was hard to breathe.

      Butler was coming apart, bits of him blowing away like smoke from a candle caught in a breeze. As he faded, the souls he’d consumed coursed through the air, their relief and joy palpable.

      “You’re free,” Sully told them. “There will be people waiting for you. Go.”

      They hesitated until Butler came apart completely. Only then did most take the route Sully had opened, escaping forever to the life awaiting them on the other side.

      Not all though. Some, Sully knew, would choose to remain in this town they loved. That was all right too.

      When he was certain the souls who wished to go had left, Sully closed the door.
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      Sunlight trickled between the drapes.

      Beside Sully, Dez still slept soundly. He’d crashed hard moments after their return to the room, and he hadn’t stirred much since. As revved up as Sully had been, it took longer to fall asleep, but he’d managed it eventually.

      Hoping to avoid waking Dez, Sully slipped from beneath the blankets and quilt, pulled on his jeans and shirt and padded in his socked feet to the door. He visited the bathroom, but mid-way back to the room, he heard Jack’s voice coming from somewhere below. Eager to see how he was doing after last night’s events, Sully detoured to the stairs.

      Sully found Jack seated at the saloon’s bar, the ghost of a woman beside him. Sully hadn’t seen Beth Winter in person, concealed as she had been by Glenna. Yet he had no doubt this was her—not the way she was staring so adoringly at Jack. A mixture of pride, love and peace flooded her face, making her appear even more lovely than she already was.

      Sully hated to intrude on what was clearly a private conversation between long-lost mother and son, so he started to back away.

      “No one likes a hoverer, Sully,” Jack said without turning.

      Sully took a step forward. “Didn’t want to intrude.”

      Jack peered at him over his shoulder. “You wouldn’t be. Come here. Want you to meet someone.”

      Sully approached, inclining his head as Jack performed the introductions. “Sully, this is my mother, Beth. Mama, Sullivan Gray. He’s a friend of mine.”

      Her lips moved, so Jack cut her off. “Don’t bother trying to speak to him. He can see you, but he can’t hear the dead. Except me.”

      She leaned toward Jack, mouth moving. Once she finished, Jack turned toward Sully.

      “She wants to apologize. She doesn’t have much memory of it, but she knows she tried to hurt you and Dez, others too. She didn’t know what she was doing, reacting out of fear and madness and all. Returning her locket, it gave her something to hold to, to find her way back.”

      Sully eyed her. “Much as I get my back up when someone goes after my brother, I understand how it works, being messed up like that. I know you didn’t mean it. I can forgive that.”

      Beth shared another word with Jack.

      “She’s asking me to thank you for helping her,” he told Sully. “Helping us. Guess I should do the same.” He extended a hand, solidifying it for a shake.

      Sully took it but shook his head at the same time. “No thanks necessary—either of you. It’s what I do, and I’m happy to do it, especially for those I care about.”

      Jack smiled.

      “What are you going to do now?” Sully asked.

      “Wanted to wait until you were up, but my mother and I are going to head through town, make sure no one else wants to cross. Time will come I might need to take them over anyway, but for now, I hate to ruin any feelings of newfound freedom they’re enjoying. They’ve been confined and frightened a long time. For now, I’m happy giving them a choice in the matter—leastwise until they do something to forfeit that freedom.”

      He met Beth’s gaze. “Afterward, I’m going to escort Mama across. There’s people waiting on her there. Good people.”

      She reached for Jack, ghosting fingers over his cheek. A soft smile lit her features. Sully had helped a lot of spirits to cross over. Rarely had he encountered one as ready to cross as Beth was.

      The creak of wood in the lobby had Sully turning to see Glenna and Keefe making their way over.

      “Morning,” Keefe said to Sully. “Heard you talking, but I don’t see anyone else here, so I figured you were—”

      Jack flashed into Keefe and Glenna’s view, causing them both to jump.

      “Thanks for everything last night,” Jack said. “Both of you.”

      “Know you told me to watch over her and everything, and I was,” Keefe said. “But she was so determined to find you and help. She managed to cut herself free while I was in the bathroom for a minute. By the time I got out, she was running. I took off after her. I was going to try to bring her back here, but man, the way she was then, I knew I’d have one hell of a fight on my hands.”

      “It’s okay,” Jack said. “You weren’t dealing with Glenna. You were dealing with my mother. And while Glenna’s a force to be reckoned with all on her own, ain’t many people hold a candle to my mama when it comes to a fight.”

      Glenna lowered herself into a chair by a nearby table. “Last night, I couldn’t see everything going on, but I felt it. You destroyed the dark spirit, and you released all those souls, didn’t you?”

      Sully nodded. “Unless there were some Butler completely consumed, we got them all out.”

      Glenna swallowed. “My grandpa? Was he there too?”

      Movement behind the bar caught Sully’s eye. A ghost came into view—an older man, tired-looking but happy.

      “You’re Joe?” Sully asked him.

      A nod.

      “He’s here?” Glenna asked.

      Sully regarded her. “I think you already know the answer to that.”

      She paused, closed her eyes and, a moment later, nodded. When she opened her eyes, tears had formed. “I do feel him.” A hand fluttered to her mouth. “I feel him. And I feel others.”

      “Others?” Keefe asked, dropping heavily into a chair next to her.

      “Relax,” came Dez’s voice. He drifted into the room, Wray beside him. “You get used to it.”

      “It’s okay,” Glenna told Keefe. “They’re good people from Sutton Hill. And they love the town the way Grandpa did.” She smiled. “The way I do.”

      Dez moved to Sully’s side. “Heard from the Department of Highways. They’ve cleared a path for us. They’ll need to rebuild the road, but in the meantime, there’s a spot for us to get through safely.”

      Keefe eyed them. “Got to admit, I’d feel better if you all were to stick around a while.”

      “You don’t need us anymore,” Sully said. “The danger’s gone, and it’s not coming back. As for the others here, Jack will check on all of them. Anyone who might pose a problem will be gone too. Right, Jack?”

      Jack grinned. “You got it.”

      “What about the two of you?” Wray asked Glenna and Keefe. “You’ve been through the wringer here. You planning on sticking it out?”

      The couple exchanged a look before Glenna pinned her gaze on Sully. “Is that what Grandpa wants us to do?”

      Sully eyed him. Joe smiled and shrugged.

      “I think he wants you to do whatever will make you happy,” Sully told her. “He wanted you to fix this place—not physically, but spiritually. And you have.”

      “I didn’t do much.”

      “Other than save our lives,” Sully said. “If you hadn’t turned up when you did, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “I don’t really remember much about it. It wasn’t me. It was her—Jack’s mom.”

      “You gave her the ability to fight,” Jack said. “She couldn’t have done it without you. And you’ve sheltered her before now, even when it was making you sick or do things you wouldn’t normally have done. That means something.”

      Glenna beamed before another questioning gaze formed. “How about her? Beth. Is she doing better now?”

      Jack nodded. “Being here for so long, alone and scared, it muddied her mind. When I put the locket back into her hands—into yours—she came back. Without you, I don’t know that I would have found her. Thank you.”

      Glenna cast him a warm smile. “You’re welcome. What about my grandpa? Is he going with you too?”

      Sully peered over at Joe, then at Jack. Joe was shaking his head, his mouth moving as if he were saying something to Jack.

      Jack shrugged. “Guess he’s planning on sticking around a while too. Wants to do what he can to lend a hand here, look after the place a little yet. Got to say, the town wasn’t all that much when I knew it but seems as though plenty have warmed to it now.”

      “It’s true,” Glenna said. “And if Grandpa’s staying, so am I.” She peered at Keefe, her hopeful expression making it plain what she wished to hear.

      He put an arm around her and squeezed. “And if you’re staying, I’m staying too.” He frowned. “Though I’m a little concerned by how many dead people seem to have said the same.”

      “Don’t worry,” Glenna said, planting a quick kiss on his lips. “I’ll protect you.”

      “And if you need a hand,” Sully added, “we’re only a phone call away.”

      “A phone call and a couple of hours’ drive,” Dez corrected. He leaned toward Sully, whispering the rest. “And that’s a distance I’m pleased with.”

      “You’ll come to our grand opening, though, right?” Glenna asked.

      Dez blanched. “Uhh …”

      “We’re planning on having a massive barbecue.”

      Dez beamed. “I’m there.”

      Sully raised a brow. “Even with all the ghostly company?”

      “Hey, good thing about ghosts,” Dez said. “They won’t prevent me going up for seconds.”
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