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      Hunkering behind a weathered, illegible headstone in Wellington Cemetery's oldest and scariest graveyard, I remained silent and stationary amidst a slew of exhumed corpses. Though surrounded by tall, slender white pines, a gnarly and knotty willow tree's sweeping canopy of dying branches furtively brushed my neck. After an onslaught of howling winds furiously whipped my quivering skin, I peered over the loosened tomb marker and gawked at the mounds of freshly flung dirt. Why had a ruthless monster dug up so many coffins near the Grey mausoleum?

      Skulking two rows away, the determined villain's soulless eyes glowed like burning coal. The chilling tone of St. Mary's somber church bells blasted—midnight's fortuitous arrival. Its ominous beckoning prompted my unsteady feet to falter, crunching a pile of decaying leaves and foolishly revealing my secret location. Suddenly enshrouded in fog and hovering near the nameless gravestone, the rogue's flowing black and gray robes resembled billowing smoke from an overworked chimney. “I hear you breathing, Ayrwick. Come out, come out wherever you are. I'm not finished with this game.”

      “I don't know who you are, but your obsession with me has spiraled out of control.” As an aloof moon cast an eerie luminosity, I cursed my new modern, sporty aviator eyeglasses for clouding over. Apparition or figment of an overwrought imagination, I couldn't be certain; nor did I care at that moment. “You can't be real. My mind is playing tricks on me.”

      The ethereal bogeyman glided inches above the churchyard's hallowed ground. The soles of its feet would vaporize upon stepping in the sacred dirt of the meandering pathways. “Are you ready to die?” the menacing, shrill voice taunted while hunting and cornering me in the darkness of my desolate hiding spot—the cold, melancholy resonance frightening all the bats, owls, and other nightlife creatures into hurried seclusion. The masked phantom narrowed a sinister gaze and brandished a mammoth-sized, razor-sharp scythe that cut swiftly through the crisp air and aimed with precision for my neck.

      My arms floundered like gelatin as I struggled to push the heavy cement slab to the ground, then jumped feet first into a vacant grave with my hands and arms protecting my soon-to-be decapitated head. The stealthy tormentor cackled wildly and seized my forearm with an uncannily strong and bony grip, delivering a blast of pure ice that raced through my veins and barreled toward my erratically beating heart. My body froze as though a glacier engulfed and preserved me for all eternity.

      It was then I heard myself bellow like a rabid coyote, feverishly rolling off the uncomfortable couch toward the wooden floor in the house I'd recently renovated. My petrified body trembled uncontrollably and sweated profusely. Only a nightmare, I reminded myself while rubbing sand from my weary eyes and concentrating on the conspicuously soundless room. Ever since undertaking the massive remodel, a recurring dream about a creepy grim reaper's intent to kill me had reared its ugly head.

      The vacuous, gloomy memory of the previous night had mercifully disappeared. Hopeful rays of sunshine blasted through the living room's new bay windows and moored on the precipice of the foyer. Sparkling collections of construction dust and a pungent combination of mothballs and musty old clothes abruptly materialized in the stifled air. When a light breeze curiously swept across my startled skin, the hair on the back of my neck tingled. A willowy shadow lingered in the adjacent central hallway, confirming someone hid inside my home.

      I blinked at what was hopefully a mirage, then startled again. An eerie squeak and pervasive thump echoed in the rafters of the foyer's vaulted ceiling. Had one of the nearby heavy wooden doors just opened and closed? I leapt to my feet and rushed through the hallway to catch the troublesome lurker, but the basement ingress was as permanently sealed as it'd been on my first tour of Judge Hiram Grey's former abode. For a multitude of reasons, we still hadn't located the key to the sub-level of my newly acquired, antiquated, and historic home.

      The nightmare I'd just awoken from must've incited me to imagine the whole series of events. No one lurked inside the house, which unnerved me far worse than the half-dozen times someone had surreptitiously followed me to the new neighborhood. It was as if a stalker tracked my every move, always two steps behind me in the shadows yet never in clear sight. I never asked for this.

      Three months ago, my impulsive uncle begged Nana D to raise his fifteen-year-old son, Ulan, for the foreseeable future. Uncle Zach had extended his year-long expedition to protect an African elephant species nearing extinction, but my grandmother was too preoccupied with winning Wharton County's mayoral election to acquiesce to his request. As an alternative solution, without my consent, they'd designated me Ulan's temporary guardian. This would force me to vacate the small cottage at Danby Landing, Nana D's organic orchard and farm, where my daughter Emma and I lived.

      Due to my snarky yet generous grandmother's aid over the summer, I'd bought The Old Grey Place and partnered with a contractor to address the most crucial repairs and optimal redesign options. Residing on a two-acre lot, the charming Victorian home offered excellent bones but had been left in disrepair for far too long. A central hallway divided the dilapidated dwelling in half, with an imposing flight of steps leading upstairs and a basement door whose contents would apparently be a future surprise. Two large rooms anchored the left side, and two more of equal size flagged the right. The home's original owner had spread all the quarters requiring plumbing across the rear of the house, connecting them via a circular mudroom that presented exits to a detached three-car garage and well-proportioned yet overrun backyard.

      Luckily, because of the condition of The Old Grey Place and lack of any other interest, we'd brokered an impressive deal; otherwise, I couldn't have afforded it. Throughout the last month, we implemented a major facelift to the first floor to ensure a short-term, livable place to call home—three temporary bedrooms, a functional bathroom, makeshift kitchen, and comfortable living room. Since I hadn't yet moved in my furniture, the grand relocation would occur next weekend. Over the forthcoming months, extensive renovations on the second floor would build modern bedrooms, a private home office with state-of-the-art filmmaking technology, and a traditional formal library.

      Nana D had volunteered to let Ulan and Emma sleep at her farmhouse the previous night, enabling me to tick off an entire page on the extensive to-do list gnawing at my sanity inch by inch. I'd stayed behind to paint all the remaining bedrooms, then crashed on an old couch in my provisional living room. While I wasn't as skilled in carpentry as my younger brother Gabriel, I insisted that I could roll a brush on the walls with the best of them. Other than the tight schedule, my most terrifying concern was identifying the mischievous devil who'd snuck in and out of the house when no one else was around, attempting to frighten us with childish pranks. Thankfully, the shenanigans amounted to nothing more than harmless inconvenience.

      Shaking the distress off my dampened body, I searched for my cell phone. It was nine in the morning, and a critical town meeting required my humble presence on what should've been a relaxing Saturday. After a text demanding status on my progress, Nana D informed me that Ulan was studying for his upcoming history exam on the Salem witch trials and Emma was helping to prepare brunch.

      My mother verified she was en route to chauffeur me to our planning meeting for Wharton County's annual Fall Festival. I say our because Nana D had announced to the entire population in her first Notes from the Mayor newsletter that my mother and I would chair the much-anticipated autumn spectacular. Again, she achieved this task sans any input or agreement from us beforehand. With only days under her belt as the county's new mayor at the time of the proclamation, we couldn't exactly decline Little Napoleon's flattering nomination. My barely five-foot-tall spitfire nana, known as Mayor Seraphina Danby to everyone else, had energetically earned the nickname after seeking control over every majestic or infinitesimal item within our north-central Pennsylvania county's jurisdiction.

      I located my overnight bag and fled to the bathroom to determine the extent of the damage. Noticeable splatters of red paint marbled my wavy dirty-blond hair and narrow forehead, reminiscent of pig's blood dripping on Carrie's unsuspecting body at the prom in the infamous Stephen King thriller. A piece of masking tape awkwardly clung to the side of my face, hiding one half of my normally well-defined, high cheekbones and irresistible, roguish dimples. I screeched as several facial hairs adhered to the tape like ants on a sugar cube when I tore it off in one rapid, painful motion. “Ouch! How the devil did that get there?”

      From my sleepy and distraught body, I stripped off a pair of worn low-rise jeans, snug striped boxer briefs, and my favorite hunter-green t-shirt emblazoned with a sarcastic quote I always preached: I'm not done recovering from perfection. Though painstaking, last month's workouts had generously chiseled out the flawless V-shape I'd sought; and if I kept at it, those six-pack abs would become a respectable eight-pack again. Staying in shape was important to me, and not just because I was a mite vain like my mother. I also wanted to live forever like Nana D.

      A quick shower scrubbed off the stains and the embarrassment over my foolish appearance, enabling me to greet my mother in the driveway. She sprung for what turned out to be the most fantastic three-bean blend of morning joe that either of us had ever tasted. She also gallantly whisked us off to the downtown civic center to verify the Fall Festival was in tip-top shape. Several arguments and compromises—concerning the overly ridiculous rules for the haunted hayrides and jack-o'-lantern carving contests—detained us longer than expected. After relenting to an exceedingly caustic fellow team member and addressing a budget deficiency, we hightailed it to Danby Landing for brunch.

      “I'll bet Nana D is baking a traditional apple pie, complete with a crispy lattice crust and gooey cinnamon sugar filling. Impeccably uniform slices, no misshapen fruit chunks either,” I repeated for the third time, salivating on par with Baxter, my daughter's always-hungry and constantly-begging-for-food six-month-old puppy. “The loser pays for lunch next week. That is, you'll be buying me an enormous, expensive meal, Mom. And we're heading off campus this time.” I laughed raucously, praying Violet Ayrwick didn't accidentally steer us into a ditch on the drive home.

      “You're on, Kellan. I know your grandmother better than you do. When the weather cools down, she always ushers in autumn with a caramel and chocolate pecan pie.” My mother brushed a clump of flyaway auburn hair from her eyes so she could see the road. A torrential thunderstorm had swept through Braxton the night before, littering the slick blacktop with dangerous wet leaves and branches. A fine mist still sprinkled from the clouds, carrying an earthy scent and foreshadowing my glib future.

      “I love you to pieces, but you're wrong.” I rolled my piercing baby-blue eyes—at least that's what others frequently deemed them—shook my head emphatically and raced into Nana D's main farmhouse. Only two weeks shy of my thirty-third birthday and with the well-primed body of an avid runner, I'd easily beat my enthusiastic mother into the kitchen to certify my pie-guessing talent.

      “I gave you life. I can take it away, my son,” she melodramatically and affectionately chastised while clambering up the path in five-inch pink pumps. Despite sinking a heel in a puddle of thick gray mud and flopping around like a drunken, one-legged pelican, she trailed behind by only seconds.

      As a tried-and-true gentleman, I waited on the classically decorated rustic porch and held the fake-spider-covered door for her. Nana D had gone all out with cinnamon and pinecone aromas. I might hold a penchant for teasing my mother, but she was entirely too special not to demonstrate the loving respect she deserved. Wispy bales of yellow-brown straw and overgrown green and orange gourds adorned both sides of the entryway. “Hey, look, it's The Hampster,” I quipped, showing one of the oddly shaped, ridged, and warty freaks of nature to my mother. She cast a disapproving glower in my direction over the wisecrack about my older brother Hampton, who'd just moved back to Braxton. Don't ask how he earned that nickname. As if it weren't obvious, I tended to be a tad sarcastic, but only in a clever way.

      Several wooden barrels, strategically bursting with hearty goldenrod, burgundy, and burnt umber mums, dazzled our eyes as we strolled into the farmhouse. My seven-year-old daughter, dressed in a silk cape and wearing plastic vampire teeth, soared into the living room to greet us. Long, curly dark hair framed her slightly chubby cheeks and bounced feverishly on her shoulders. “I've been baking up a storm all morning, Daddy. Nana D insisted we couldn't eat brunch until we finished the pies.” Although my height had reached an unimpressive five-nine, not considered remarkably tall by any measure, Emma would surpass me. Her mother's family, easily cast as giants by most normal-sized folk, had blessed her with the imposing stature. “Monster Mash” blasted through the background speakers.

      “Tell me, sweetheart. What kind of pies are you treating us to today?” After kissing Emma's cheek, I turned to my mother. “You're so going down.” I giggled like an immature teenager and rushed into the kitchen, dragging Emma at my side despite my nose suggesting a loss in the latest wager. Given my commitment to round-the-clock renovations, I'd recklessly forgotten Nana's true autumn welcome. At least I had an excuse; my defenseless mother had racked up way more years of experience than me.

      “Everyone knows Nana D bakes a pumpkin pie this weekend, silly,” Emma cooed, kneeling in front of the oven and grinning widely at a golden, bubbling concoction that oozed with deliciousness.

      My mother sighed loudly, then impatiently snatched a knife and scurried toward the opposite counter, where two steaming dishes cooled on wire racks. “I guess we both lost, huh?”

      “Don't touch those pumpkin pies, Violet. You might be over fifty—” Nana D headily warned but was speedily silenced before revealing my mother's true age.

      “You better put a lid on it, Mom, or I'll convince Dr. Betscha to sedate you for your own good. Don't you dare say how old I am in front of those two.” My mother flashed a wicked smile, then flicked a hand in Emma's and my direction. “They'll tell the rest of the family, and you'll be in big trouble.”

      Nana D tapped her foot and scowled. “If you do that, I'll ask the hooligan running the festival's spooky corn maze to lock you in that coffin he installed near the north pumpkin patch.”

      “Grab some popcorn, Emma. We're about to watch a hilarious show.” Waffling over which diva would win today's sparring match, I rubbed my hands together as if I were starting a fire from kindling. An intoxicating and picture-perfect cranberry, apple, and chestnut salad tantalized me as Emma now whirled a lazy Susan on the table like a pro. Would the ghost stop haunting me if we shared our food?

      Baxter flew through the doggie door with a half-eaten purple aster, breaking the tension and altering the tone of the slapstick conversation. Emma locked our black-and-tan shiba in his crate when Nana D yelled about him pawing at her freshly baked desserts. “He's ruined my poor flower garden.”

      “Saved again by the adorable family pet,” my mother gloated, dropping the knife and tracing a thumb across a perfectly set pumpkin pie. “Delicious, but none for you,” she whispered behind Nana D's back, after licking her finger clean.

      “I guess I'll bake a fresh batch for Father Elijah,” Nana D asserted, her eyes pointedly staring at my mother's reflection in the upper cabinet's glass pane. Foiled again. “I planned on delivering them after Mass, but you'll need to bring new ones when you arrange Emma's First Communion lessons.”

      My parents would accompany me next week to our local parish priest to prepare for Emma's enrollment in religious classes and official rite of passage into the church. Although she'd been baptized as a baby, this was the first time she'd receive the Eucharist. While I didn't want to force my beliefs on Emma, most of our family was Catholic, so I would raise her in the same regard. Once she was old enough to decide for herself, we could explore alternative options.

      “Where's Ulan?” I checked all the nooks and crannies inside Nana D's retro-style den, but he wasn't around. The kid had a habit of easily camouflaging himself with his surroundings.

      “I dropped him off at the library an hour ago to study.” Nana D indicated I should collect him at six that evening. “The vanishing magician is escaping from his shell.”

      Ulan had lived with me for two months yet was still tremendously shy. I'd encouraged him to join the high school's social clubs, but he preferred his own ideas. Uncle Zach had verified cocooning was normal behavior for Ulan, so I contained my worries. “Thanks. He'll be glad to have his own room soon.”

      Emma clapped repeatedly. “I can't wait to move in. Ulan promised to build a treehouse with me the first week. He's gonna show me what it's like to live in the jungle.”

      My father, who'd engineered an out-of-town weekend fishing trip with buddies, wouldn't join us for brunch. Eleanor, my younger sister, was partnering with Manny, whom she'd promoted as the manager of the Pick-Me-Up Diner, to train their latest chef. Our brother Gabriel was visiting his boyfriend for an extended getaway. After six months together, Sam had enrolled in a Dallas graduate school, torturing them with the complications of a long-distance relationship.

      My mother scooped a heap of aromatic fruit salad into one of Nana D's cherished Halloween-patterned dishes—orange-glazed china with floating white ghouls—then passed the serving bowl to me. “I didn't scope out your new place this morning, Kellan. Are you leaving those ghoulish turrets in place? If it were my house, I'd focus on fixing that exterior, so it doesn't resemble a scary monstrosity.”

      “I suppose,” I replied wryly, ignoring her accidental insult. Should I mention the weird, unnerving incidents the contractors had witnessed? I'd given little credence to their jokes about tools moving around while no one was home, but after my latest disturbing dream and the supernatural presence this morning, I second-guessed my decision. “Nicky Endicott offered me a good deal on the price of the reno, and he's been handling most of the work. They even hired extra guys this week to complete the initial phase on schedule.”

      “Are you still worried it's haunted by ghosts?” Nana D drizzled syrup on her voluminous stack of fluffy pancakes—I suddenly recalled that everything was pumpkin-flavored for her in October—and ravenously swallowed a forkful. Between her tiny button nose and the lengthy, henna-rinsed braid she'd soon trip over, Nana D was an undeniably humorous vision. When she put on her tailored green twill suit, I'd call her my lucky charm. It usually resulted in a painful pinch on the underside of my arm, but the utter shock and frustration on her face was worth the temporary discomfort.

      “There's no such thing as ghosts,” Emma stated with the assurance of a much wiser girl. When raspberry jelly unexpectedly dripped to her chin, she snorted. “It's just magic fairies.”

      “Whatever it is, I don't like it. Nicky separately chatted with the new workers this week. The crew claims someone in a white lace gown was floating on the second floor when they arrived to begin construction.” I'd thought at the time they must've drunk too much the night before, but after my own frightening and hair-raising experience, a cavernous dollop of fear stirred inexorably.

      “What else happened? Maybe Eleanor can solve this hocus pocus nonsense.” My mother, already stuffed from a nonfat yogurt parfait and the miniscule morsel of pie filling she'd snuck earlier, aimlessly pushed fruit around her plate. No pancakes for her, mostly since her vanity echoed that of the queen from Snow White. Despite being ten years younger than my father and looking at least ten years younger than her true age, she constantly fretted about her weight and fading youth.

      “Tools moved when no one was in the room. A minor overnight flood when Nicky supposedly turned off the water. Scratching noises inside the walls.” I swallowed the remaining food on my plate and pushed back my chair with a flourish. I wanted to unhook my belt to gain some breathing room but refused to admit defeat. I'd increase my upcoming workouts to counter the impulsive overeating. The stress of construction delays was wearing me down. “Eleanor threw angelica root around the house and volunteered to sing a freakish chant about poltergeists. She claims it'll protect me against evil spirits.”

      “I'm confident your prankster is the ghost of Prudence Grey. We're approaching the fiftieth anniversary of her disappearance. She lived there with Hiram and is probably rolling in her grave, seething that he sold it.” Nana D unexpectedly shivered with excitement, then directed Emma to check on Baxter. “Little ears shouldn't hear what I'm about to tell you.”

      “Don't even think about embellishing the story, Mom. We've heard you complain interminably about Hiram Grey's past.” My mother was adamant about controlling Nana D's gossipy nature. Though often careful with her words, someday, loose lips would bite Nana D in the you-know-where.

      “Pish! Last time, I only told Kellan that Prudence disappeared. The truth would've scared him from buying the house, despite Ulan's imminent arrival in Pennsylvania.” Nana D smiled sanctimoniously as she shared the troubled history of the infamous Greys.

      Prudence was Hiram's first wife. Hiram, four years older, had just finished his senior year at Braxton College and enrolled in law school, obsessed with becoming a judge. Although Prudence had once been a stunning ingénue, she entered a rough period after giving birth to their son, Damien, and surviving independently while Hiram focused on his studies. Her parents had also died in a tragic accident, leaving her an emotional wreck. No one realized she'd suffered from postpartum depression.

      “On Halloween in 1968, a gigantic organized protest against the Vietnam War erupted on campus. Everyone, professors and students alike, participated. Some were for it, others against it. It was a difficult time,” Nana D explained while scraping our plates into the trash compactor. “Hiram insists he'd left Prudence at home with Damien because he had to attend a vital class, but the professor recorded him as absent that day. When a bunch of students turned violent, the protest escalated, and the college library caught fire.”

      Construction of a new wing on the building had been in process. Workers had finished early and already left the site. The protest was most volatile directly outside the oldest part of the library, but the Chief of the Fire Department was never sure how the blaze had started. Multiple people had witnessed Prudence enter the library during the demonstration, yet they never saw her exit.

      “Your father was there, Kellan. He was only a teenager but remembers all the commotion. It was awful, and although no one actually died,” my mother began, casting a warning glance at Nana D, “it caused widespread damage and delayed the library's renovation plans. By the time everything sorted itself out, the temperature had grown too frigid to break ground again.”

      “What does this have to do with Prudence Grey haunting my new house?” I sighed, unable to decipher the connection between the two events. Time to further reel in the busybody yentas.

      “Patience, brilliant one. I'm getting there,” Nana D rebuked, waggling a finger in my direction. “Prudence vanished. Hiram never spoke with her after he'd left the house that morning. The last place he saw his wife was allegedly carting a box into your basement. She loved that home so much… at least she's not stuck haunting someone else.” Nana D wearily glanced downward, fanning herself.

      “It's possible that Prudence got trapped in the library and died in the fire. The winds were gusty that day and made the whole tragedy hard to contain. The firemen checked as soon as the opportunity presented itself but never found a body. All hearsay, since I was hardly out of diapers,” my mother added with a wink, eyeing the second round of fragrant pumpkin pies Nana D retrieved from the oven.

      “Hiram claims Prudence suffered from a severe depression that prevented her from being a proper mother to Damien.” Nana D grew lost in the heartbreaking tale, eyes deep with remorse and regret. “I didn't know her well, but Prudence was an innocent young lady before she'd married that fool and suffered his folly. Men suck. Don't they, Violet, dear?”

      “I'm not sure I understand. What precisely are you suggesting happened to Prudence? Is she buried under the library and moonlighting as a vengeful spirit in my new digs?”

      “That's the fifty-year-old mystery. Hiram moved out the next day and into the Grey estate with his family. No one's ever heard from Prudence since then, and everyone who's dared to live there flees within a week after complaining about peculiar noises and unexplained apparitions.”

      “Didn't you think to tell me that part before I bought the place?” I shot an emphatic gander of frustration and shock at my nana for her borderline treachery. Exhaustion had made me irritable.

      Upon finishing her coffee, my mother placed the cup and saucer in the sink. “I don't believe in all that hooey phooey. Hiram waited the necessary time to declare her legally dead, then he remarried. For all intents and purposes, Prudence is long gone. You shouldn't worry.”

      “But you think she's haunting me because I bought her house?” I growled at Nana D.

      “I assume Hiram got away with killing her. Prudence's spirit must be restless, stuck inside the last place she lived before dying so dreadfully. I doubt she'll hurt you,” Nana D suggested impishly while patting my hand. “Just be considerate of sharing her space, and I'm sure it'll turn out fine.”

      My mother tut-tutted. “Hiram can be ruthless, but no one suspects the judge of murder.”

      Were they for real? At the very least, I deserved to know this tidbit of history before Nana D had convinced me to buy the place. My mind theorized outlandish scenarios about what could've happened to Prudence Grey. I'd been known to investigate suspicious deaths ever since moving home to Braxton earlier that year, but I had zero time to explore a fifty-year-old cold case.

      “How'd the Fall Festival meeting go?” Nana D interrupted, her brow wrinkled and mouth hanging slightly open, ardently waiting for a response.

      “Belinda Grey was obstinate and ferocious. I think you underestimated how angry she'd be when you declared us the head of the planning committee.” My mother ruffled through her gargantuan purse for the car keys. Did she hide an entire cornucopia of useless clutter in there?

      “Belinda was derogatory all morning long.” I recalled how Hiram Grey's second wife had also refused to congratulate us on securing Madam Zenya as the upcoming spectacular's resident psychic.

      “Hiram and Belinda Grey were perfect for each other. I could tell you stories about that churlish woman. Too bad that cantankerous old judge feels the need to find a new spouse every few years. Five sons with six wives makes him a menace to society.” Nana D reminded us that our local magistrate was a modern-day Henry VIII, only instead of beheading his wives, he compelled them to disappear. “Some were probably murdered like Prudence. He tortured the others until each caved in to escape his tyranny.” She chuckled aloud, then lifted her old-fashioned, canary-yellow phone from the wall.

      “He just divorced number six last year, right?” my mother nonchalantly questioned.

      Nana D counted the judge's wives by using the fingers on one hand, running out of digits after the fifth. “Yup. They seem to get younger each time. Now, skedaddle. I've got calls to make.”

      Once my mother left, Emma, Baxter, and I visited our new house. Although it was the weekend, Nicky had paid his team overtime to tile the bathroom and install the kitchen plumbing. I parked the car and suggested Emma lead Baxter into the enclosed side yard to play fetch. A bulky, hairy spider had woven a fresh maze of silky webs across the front porch, swaying in the gentle breeze from my hasty approach. It cautiously sat in the center and bundled its most recent prey in a sticky clump of white threads, staring and mocking me to swat it, if I dared. As soon as I ducked and strode through the door, Nicky anxiously approached me with his grease-stained palm glued to his forehead.

      “Kellan, I've called for hours. Didn't you get my messages?” Exasperation clung to the young contractor's words. His awkward body language denoted something disastrous had occurred.

      Grabbing the phone from my pocket, I realized I had accidentally turned it off. “No, I'm sorry. What's going on? Is there an issue with construction?”

      Nicky repeatedly shook his head and pursed his tense, thin lips. “No, you better see this for yourself. Follow me.” While dragging me through the main hallway toward the basement entrance, my impassioned contractor agitatedly explained how he and his crew had shown up at ten o'clock. “We let ourselves in using the only key to the front door. Look at what awaited us.”

      My heart immediately raced like a bustling train as I absorbed the pungent scent of shock hovering stiffly in the room. In the same red paint I'd rolled on the walls in Ulan's bedroom, someone had written a scraggly message on the locked basement door.

      
        
        Stay away or suffer a gruesome death!
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      “Obviously, it's retribution for something terrible you did,” Eleanor teased, running both hands through her curly, dirty-blonde hair. A fulsome sage and rosemary aroma wafted from the kitchen into the Pick-Me-Up Diner's tiny back office, enticing my desire for upcoming feasts of roasted turkey and homemade gravy. “The ghost of Prudence Grey returned from the Great Beyond to teach you a valuable lesson.”

      “I have always been an angel,” I reminded my sister, confident there was nothing in my past to account for the alarming warning message on my basement door. “Didn't I protect you in school? I never tortured you like Hampton and Penelope.” As the oldest of the five Ayrwick siblings, they'd barraged the rest of us at every spare moment. I was the middle child, then Eleanor, and lastly Gabriel, the baby of the family. We were all about two years apart, despite it feeling like so much more when we were children. “Stop trying to make me believe your nutty superstitions about reincarnation.”

      “Not a previous life. You pissed off someone in this life. If Prudence died under mysterious circumstances, she might be trapped between worlds and taking it out on you.” Using both palms, Eleanor flattened the pockets of her pants, so they'd stop accentuating her rounded hips. While she'd become more comfortable with her body lately, instinct often kicked in and made her hyper-focused on certain traits. Ever since she'd started dating again, I noticed the minor changes or reversions to past behaviors: additional makeup, frequent trips to the beauty salon, and an obvious cheerier disposition.

      “So, you think she's bored and getting out her jollies on me? How do I make the woman flitter away?” I'd temporarily entertained my sister's foolish notions. A curious part of me recognized weird and inexplicable things happened periodically. Whether they traced back to alien visitation, paranormal obscurities, or humankind's severe paranoia, I couldn't be certain. Despite a tentative and open mind, I mostly believed someone of flesh and blood had issued the death threat. I just didn't know the reason or the fool's identity.

      When Eleanor adjusted a sleeve on her blouse, the scar she'd suffered in a kitchen fire appeared, though it seemed to be quickly fading. “I'm a novice in this realm. Madam Zenya is savvy enough to negotiate a compromise with the woman's spirit. Maybe if you fix up a private room for her, Prudence won't bother you anymore. It is her house, after all.” Eleanor had followed the kooky medium for years and ultimately suggested we invite her to headline our beloved event.

      “Listen up! I'm moving out of one house where a crazy seventy-five-year-old woman tries to rule my life. I'm not living with another cranky one of similar age and attitude. I bought this place fair and square.” My heavy fist pounded against her desk to prove the point and hide my gurgling stomach.

      “I'm so telling Nana D you called her crazy,” Eleanor sassed, waving in Manny when her diner's lithe, brown-eyed manager stood at the doorway. “The sale might not be on the up-and-up. If Hiram killed Prudence fifty years ago, then he couldn't inherit the house. Isn't there a rule about preventing a murderer from getting rich off his victims?”

      Manny had emigrated from El Salvador fifteen years ago and been lucky enough to obtain his citizenship before we'd tightly locked our doors. Speaking better English than most people who'd grown up in the country, he explained, “It's called the Slayer Law. If you bought the house from someone who killed his wife, then Eleanor has a point. Unless, of course, your troublesome visitor is a celestial ghost, in which case, Madam Zenya might be your best bet to vanquish Prudence.”

      “Are you really siding with my sister about the nutjob who's threatening me if I don't leave?” I rolled my eyes in dire frustration. “I'm totally outnumbered here. I've never heard the name Prudence before, and now, everyone is convinced her spirit haunts me from the Great Beyond.”

      Emma followed Manny into the office, her head tilted to the side in deep thought. “Maybe she's not a ghost. We thought Mommy was dead, but she came back to life.”

      My heart sank to the depths of the Titanic. No child should suffer through what Francesca's family had just done to Emma. “People don't really come back to life, honey. Mommy's disappearance was a special circumstance. Remember, we talked about this when we visited her in Los Angeles.”

      “I know, Daddy. It could be possible, but it's probably not.” Emma traced her finger on the perimeter chair rail molding of the walls before excitedly jumping into my sister's lap. “Can I have a snack, Auntie Eleanor? Lunch was hours ago. Daddy forgot to feed me. He's been distracted all day.”

      My mouth hung agape. Ulan had cooked a full breakfast—biscuits, eggs, and sausages—while I'd gone running with my best friend, Connor. I'd also heated two frozen pizzas at lunch for them. Then again, I was starving too, and she was my daughter. I'd only admit to a negligible case of preoccupation, brought on when Nicky had shown me the message on the basement door the previous day. Once Nicky and I had searched the house for the message's author, he'd confirmed a mere ten-minute gap between his arrival and my departure with my mother that morning. No one else had been inside, but he reminded me the mudroom's doorknob was practically falling off. He'd meant to replace the lock yet never found the time. Nicky had suggested it was a prankster inspired by the essence of Halloween, or a homeless person who'd slept in the house before I'd bought it. Could an itinerant be trying to scare me into departing? While I didn't discount his theories, I wasn't ready to accept them as facts either.

      “How about spicy werewolf meatloaf and garlic mashed potatoes to keep away the vicious vampires?” Manny suggested to Emma, looping her hand inside his and pointing toward the kitchen.

      Emma squinted with brewing apprehension over the decision and reached out to touch the skull earring in his left ear. Normally, she found his cleft chin fascinating, but his thick beard had fully covered it for the upcoming winter season. “Will they prevent a zombie attack too?”

      I tousled her hair and glanced at Manny. “Just a salad with a few slices of ham?” After visiting other local farms where Emma had learned about filthy chicken coops and slaughterhouses, something destined my precocious daughter to become a vegetarian. She'd decided to be kinder to her animal friends, but I pushed as much protein as possible while I still could. “And thanks for supporting Eleanor on the ghost theory, man. Retribution will be mine one day.”

      “Manny knows where his bread is buttered,” Eleanor coyly jested. Not only was she Manny's boss, but they'd begun dating that summer after my sister abandoned her unremitting crush on my best friend. She had little choice once Connor Hawkins focused on his relationship with Maggie Roarke, Braxton's head librarian. “Figuratively, of course. We're equal in every countable way.”

      “I wouldn't have it any other way.” Manny pecked Eleanor's cheek and exited with Emma.

      “You two are moving kinda quickly, huh?” I recalled how someone had tricked Manny into a fake marriage the previous spring. He was initially hesitant to jump into anything serious with Eleanor.

      “We've worked together for three years in this diner. We tried to take it slow, but fate had other plans,” she beamed, her smile so large it couldn't fit inside the office without cracking the plaster.

      “I'm thrilled for you, sis. It's about time a good man realized how fantastic you are.” Eleanor had been single for most of her life. While she'd clung to a glimmer of hope that things might work out with Connor, I'd known my best friend's heart pined for my ex-girlfriend. Maggie and I had once dated during college but broke up at graduation. When I'd returned to Braxton the previous spring, Connor announced his decision to pursue Maggie. It almost prevented us from rebuilding our friendship. Luckily, we sorted it all out during several grueling workouts at the gym.

      “Speaking of someone realizing how fantastic the Ayrwicks are, what's up with your little sheriff girlfriend?” Eleanor was never adept at the art of smoothly transitioning a conversation forward.

      Sheriff April Montague and I had met six months ago, imperiously fighting worse than two political candidates slinging mud at each other in the bowels of a cutthroat election. I thought she was narcissistic and stubborn. She deemed me an interfering know-it-all who existed purely to torture her. I couldn't help finding several dead bodies and discovering their killers before she had; however, April felt differently and considered arresting me on a variety of occasions. Then, while we were working together to flush out my estranged wife's kidnapper, all those intense emotions we'd been harboring somehow converted into explosive sexual chemistry. We'd gone on a single pseudo date before things veered off in multiple different directions.

      I'd spent the last few months flying to Los Angeles to attend executive meetings with the producer of my former television show, Dark Reality, and to address the sudden reappearance of my supposedly deceased wife, Francesca. When Las Vargas, a rival mafia family, had threatened to kill my erstwhile beloved three years ago, Francesca's parents faked her death to save her life. Did my in-laws consider telling me in advance? No. Apparently, I didn't rank high enough in the Castigliano family. Instead, after two years trying to recover from her death, I relocated back home to Pennsylvania to raise Emma around my family. That's when Francesca returned to the living and Cristiano Vargas subsequently kidnapped her. During the ensuing warfare to rescue her over the summer, Francesca's father was killed. Now, she and her mother were embroiled in a ton of legal messes regarding the faked death, complicated resurrection, and former associations with the mob.

      As for April, once her father's cirrhosis had taken a turn for the worse, she'd coordinated hospice care and his funeral back in Buffalo. April had no other family besides her seventeen-year-old brother, Augie, whom she'd been raising for the last five years. Their alcoholic father had blamed Augie for his wife's death, often taking his anguish out in the form of physical and mental abuse. April had filed for custody of her brother the first time she found him beaten and bloodied.

      “April returns home tonight. She closed on her father's house this past Friday and spent the weekend getting everything moved into storage.” After putting Emma to bed last evening, I'd called to ask for April's opinion on the incident at the house. She'd updated me about her trip home and planned to drop by to discuss the problem with the ghost or vagrant or prankster or my wacky imagination.

      “Did you ever find out why April wouldn't respond to your question about being previously married?” Eleanor motioned for me to follow as she left her office. Her staff had transformed the diner into a Halloween Spooktacular with crafty cardboard pumpkins, freaky floating ghosts, and a plethora of cornucopia hanging from the ceiling. The Witches played on an endless loop on the television screens.

      “Nope. She wouldn't answer me at Aunt Deirdre's wedding, and we've never been able to have a private discussion. On the few occasions when we were in the same place together, Augie, Ulan, or Emma were also present. I never felt comfortable enough to mention it.” On the positive side, Augie and Ulan had instantly bonded and become close friends in those first get-togethers. Augie was two years older, but Ulan's year-long stint in Africa gave the boys something to discuss, since Augie had already decided he wanted to become a veterinarian.

      When the hostess waved to Eleanor, my sister stopped at the front counter. She turned and smiled like the Cheshire cat after their brief discussion. “Take your own advice. Don't rush it. Now that you'll both be in Braxton for a while, let things blossom at the right pace.”

      “Advice from the newest town relationship expert?” I shrugged when she gave me the bird.

      “I know you need to leave, but Hampton is here. Nana D told him you'd come to see me.” Eleanor pointed to the booth where our older brother sat, chatting expressively on his cell phone.

      “Oh, what a joy it'll be.” I needed to catch up with him anyway, and April and I weren't meeting for another two hours. “Augie will pick up Emma when his volunteer shift at the animal shelter ends. He'll also collect Ulan from the SAT prep course and meet April and me at the new house. We're all having dinner together to catch up on what happened while she was away this week.” It seemed I needed to find a name for my abode, rather than the new house. Great, another task!

      Eleanor attempted, but failed miserably, to temper a smug expression. “Insta-family?”

      “Don't start with me. Augie and Ulan are friends. April and I are friends. We might explore something, but there are lots of other steps that need to happen before she and I can even consider—”

      “None of my business. Go, talk to Hampton. I'll ask Madam Zenya to contact your visiting apparition.” Eleanor dashed off, preventing me from elbowing her in the ribs or flicking her earlobe.

      I took a deep breath and casually drifted toward Hampton's table. He and his wife, Natasha, had arrived from Tulsa on Labor Day weekend with their three older children, whom they'd previously shipped to an elite boarding school in Connecticut. They'd just had their fourth child last month and hired a live-in nanny for the new mini mansion near Millionaire's Mile, hence I considered them the perfect hoity-toity couple we all loved to hate. Natasha's father was an international oil tycoon who'd opened a new well in Pennsylvania by the Betscha mines. He'd beseeched my enigmatic, derisive sibling to oversee the operation, hoping Hampton might eventually assume full responsibility for the company.

      Hampton, a tall and lanky spitting image of our father, only with darker hair and fewer wrinkles, offered both a smile and frown when I reached the table. He brusquely ended his phone conversation and advised me to sit. “I've wasted an hour tracking you down and waiting for you to come by. Time is precious, brother. Then again, some of our jobs are more prestigious and arduous than others.” He leaned his head to the side, awkwardly snapped his neck, and glowered past me at his waitress.

      Instantly, memories of my tortured teenage years flooded to the surface. At thirty-seven, he was my eldest sibling and had never been the supportive big brother. I'd receive infrequent updates from Eleanor about him and our other sister, Penelope. My mother had pressured me to proffer him another chance once he moved back to Wharton County. Being a loyal and attentive son, I complied.

      “I've had a complicated day already. Don't make it worse. What's the urgency?” I slid into the booth across from him, eager for the argument of the century if he brought one on.

      “You begged for my assistance. I was kind enough not to charge you for my labor, and this is how you repay me? Mom was wrong. She suggested you were more open-minded and willing to try harder these days.” Hampton unlocked his briefcase and removed a folder. “I had eleven-and-a-half minutes to discuss my findings with you, but you've just wasted four-and-a-quarter of them.”

      When Hampton attempted to leave, I swallowed my hubris and asked him to stick around. “I'm sorry. I didn't know you were waiting for me. It was incredibly generous of you to handle all this work. What did you find out about Francesca's legal rights?”

      While peering at his watch with dark beady eyes, he grunted and set a timer. “I'll give you five minutes. Basically, you somehow managed to do everything the proper way. Although Francesca is entitled to half of your marital assets, she's signed an agreement relinquishing her rights to anything you'd jointly owned at the time they issued her death certificate.”

      “So, I have nothing to worry about. Does that mean I can initiate divorce proceedings, or whatever you call them?” I hadn't wanted to make the situation worse, but three months slipped by with no official changes in our relationship. I'd flown to California monthly to reestablish a connection between Emma and her mother as well as document my knowledge of what'd happened during Francesca's supposed death. Until she addressed all the legal ramifications, Francesca could only visit with her daughter under my supervision. When would this dramatic soap opera end?

      “That's not what I said. Stop pretending you have any legal knowledge. Let me handle the big boy stuff, okay?” Hampton cracked his knuckles and cocked his head, pondering his ensuing statement.

      I interrupted before he could deliver it. “I'm only trying to understand what happens next.”

      “Francesca's attorney is working to rescind her death certificate. Once she's officially considered as alive as you and me, then you can move forward with a divorce. The rest is all stuff Francesca has to address. Nothing for you to worry your pretty little head about, Kel-baby.”

      I gritted my teeth at the dreaded teenage nickname. “Your oldest daughter is a year younger than Emma. Shouldn't we play nice for their sakes? Maybe they could be friends and cousins.”

      “I'm sure Emma's a fine girl, despite having a mafia princess for a mother and a loose cannon for a father, but…” he began, then paused as a waitress filled his water glass. He turned to the woman and barked, “I requested the check ten minutes ago. My sister runs this quaint little joint. Do I need to call her over?” Cue two eyes slanting at his watch, then came the zinger. “My daughter needs to be around more stimulating friends. Sixty seconds left, Kellan.”

      Calliope Nickels, a tough cookie in her late thirties who took no one's abuse, ripped a clean sheet of paper from her pad and scribbled something before handing it to him. “Since your sister owns this place, she told me the meal was on the house, sir. I already said that when you first demanded the check, but you were screaming at some poor sucker on your fancy phone about your hourly rate being more than he could afford.” Calliope, with half her spiky hair dyed neon pink and the other half shaved close to her scalp, turned to me with disgust. “You must've inherited all the good DNA. I can't believe this creep is your brother, Kellan. Eleanor never said how much of an arrogant ninny he'd become.”

      I giggled at the Frankenstein monster photo on the wall behind Hampton, noticing for the first time an uncanny resemblance. Given the greenish tone to my brother's skin when he got angry, the stiff structure of his football-player shoulders, and those can't-miss-bolt-like ears, they could be twins.

      As Calliope marched away swinging wide hips and snapping pudgy fingers, she yelled back, “Don't bother with a tip. I stopped collecting pennies years ago.”

      Hampton's face flushed the color of one of his rare, imported merlots. “How dare she—”

      “You asked for it. She is Eleanor's best employee and the daughter of one of Nana D's friends, Lloyd Nickels.” I also realized that made her Belinda Nickels' niece. Apparently, both Calliope and I had egotistical family members who'd forgotten how to behave in public.

      “I don't have time for nonsense,” Hampton stated exasperatingly and thumbed through his wallet. “Read the red-lined summary at the end of my report to protect yourself and prepare for a potential custody battle. Based on everything I've deduced, she and Cristiano will probably avoid prison time, but the trial doesn't begin until next month.” Hampton rose, collected his briefcase and jacket, and thrust a brand-new fifty-dollar bill at me. “That's the smallest amount I carry. Can you make change, so I can leave a gratuity for that pitiful waitress? I always pay my bills, and your time is up.”

      I pushed the money away. “Doubt it. I usually pay with a card, but I've got at least a buck to tip.”

      Hampton angrily stomped out of the diner. I laughed at his mini-meltdown and tossed a ten-dollar bill on the table. It was more than necessary, but Calliope had suffered enough by waiting on him.

      I kissed Emma goodbye in the kitchen and bolted to the office. Although it was technically a weekend at Braxton, I wanted to use the time to grade papers and architect next semester's syllabus. My boss, the indomitable Dr. Myriam Castle, had issued a deadline at the end of the week.

      Upon arriving in Diamond Hall, I encountered our newest visiting professor. Dr. Hope Lawson taught two courses this semester: one on mysticism and another on paranormal literature. I'd interviewed her several months ago and thought she'd be a perfect addition to the department, albeit temporarily. As part of Braxton's expansion from a college to a university, Myriam had secured a surfeit of funding to hire two new full-time professors the following academic year. She'd hinted that I might be one of them, reminding me I was currently considered only part-time, adjunct faculty.

      While Dr. Lawson was supremely qualified for the role, she'd mentioned something during our interview that had raised alarm bells. When asked why she wanted to relocate from New Orleans to a small town in Pennsylvania, the visiting professor confirmed her mother had once lived in the area. Upon further exploration, Dr. Lawson curtly revealed that someone had wronged her family, and she intended to correct it. I'd sensed the potential for danger and notified Myriam about that part of our exchange. Myriam rejected my additional input—stating she had little interest or time in staff's personal lives, assuming they'd be intelligent enough to follow the college's rules and keep themselves out of trouble. I'd covered my responsibility for passing along the message and diverted focus to my own duties. Dr. Lawson subsequently arrived on campus in late August, becoming an exemplary addition to the department and a potential friend who insisted I call her Hope. I hadn't yet inquired if she'd addressed the unfinished business but enthusiastically wished she'd share her progress with me.

      “Kellan, I thought I might be the only one working today,” Hope greeted with a toothsome smile. Her ebony hair was swept up in a silver clip, several strands cascading across a sloped forehead. She had a tawny complexion, a few shades lighter than Connor, who was Caribbean and South African. Crow's feet suggested the professor was about a decade older than us, but I couldn't be certain.

      “Me too. Duty calls, I suppose. We have Myriam's looming deadline to adhere to, or she'll toss us out like stray cats.” I grabbed a fistful of candy corn from the bowl on her desk and smirked.

      After laughing over our boss's penchant for random Shakespeare quotes, Hope surprised me by mentioning her original interview. “Do you know the Grey family? You might recall I hinted about something in my family's past which prompted me to consider the opening at Braxton.”

      “Yes, I do,” I affirmed indifferently, secretly psyched to discover what she'd meant. “I've dealt with a few members of that clan. Judge Hiram Grey has been on the bench in Wharton County for thirty years. I'm unhappily working with his ex-wife, Belinda Nickels Grey, to plan the upcoming Fall Festival, and I've taught two of his granddaughters, Imogene and Carla.” Even though Hope's primary field of study was paranormal literature, I chose not to mention the possibility that Prudence Grey's hostile spirit was threatening to murder me if I moved into her house. Some people would think I was crazy.

      “I might ask for an introduction. May I count on you?” Hope's expression matched her namesake, but a hint of despair also undercut her diffident tone. She fussed with a sleeve on her trim ivory-colored jacket until it lined up with an underlying tangerine silk blouse.

      “I don't mean to pry, but you mentioned righting some wrong from the past. I'll help as long as you have good intentions, but I'd prefer not to get involved in anything problematic or confrontational.”

      Hope settled against the chair. “Nothing at all to worry about. To be honest, I have extraordinarily little to go on but the rambling words of a woman who's sadly developing a touch of Alzheimer's.” Hope explained that a doctor had diagnosed her mother with the disease after several bouts of forgetfulness during the year. While it wasn't serious yet, Hope had convinced her mother and a close aunt to move into her own home while she was out of town. During the moving process, they'd found personal items that prompted her mother to share stories about the years she'd lived in Braxton.

      “How long did she spend here?” I wondered if Nana D had known the woman.

      “I'm not sure. It's possible she grew up in Wharton County, but Momma never talks about her childhood. I first learned of her connection when we were cleaning the attic and found a picture of her in front of the school library.” Hope rested a palm against her chest, revealing the pain she'd been harboring over her mother's illness. “It looks different now, but it's definitely the same building.”

      Hope noted that the college's final meeting on Memorial Library's upcoming renovations was about to begin, citing how Maggie Roarke had suggested she attend the event to get acquainted with others on campus. I wanted to join myself but realized April would arrive soon and Maggie could update me the following day. As Hope exited, a tangy citrus scent emanated off her skin and hung in the air.

      Although I had no idea when Hope's mother had lived in Braxton, could the woman have a connection to Hiram's missing first wife? I exited the building, pondering whether there were any available pictures of my not-so-friendly apparition. I entered notes on my phone's to-do list, reminding myself to check the college's archives for the photograph and to ask Hope for her mother's full name. Something told me the solution couldn't be that simple; was it only a coincidence that a potentially vengeful ghost or irrational human being had vandalized my new house at the same time Dr. Hope Lawson moved to Braxton?

      Excising irrational thoughts from my head, I rambled through cozy, tree-lined residential streets toward my block, Dead End Lane. While my house was exceedingly close to Memorial Library on Braxton's North Campus, the winding streets and uneven terrain made it much longer to transition from one place to the other. The cul-de-sac had been aptly named. It bordered a wooded area full of blackened tree stumps, was inaccessible except by one dark, gloomy road, and resided on the peak of a hill where criminals and a trio of witches had been hung to death centuries ago. Leaves swirled and danced in the errant and damp air, almost scampering to safety from something lurking in shadows.

      In the spirit of the Halloween season, many homes in the neighborhood tied scarecrows to their lampposts and draped cotton cobwebs across their front porches. Pine trees dropped sharp needles to the rustic ground, roaring fires burned intoxicating cedar plank scents in nearby fireplaces, and various passersby devoured tart apple cider with cinnamon spice sticks. My favorite house had installed giant blow-up pumpkins that would glow nightly with brilliant orange, green, and yellow lights. My next-door neighbors had even assembled a skeleton family that feverishly dug fake graves on their front lawn, which explained the reason for my intense nightmare that weekend.

      April parked in my driveway and exited her car, fixing several platinum-blonde strands of hair as the wind carelessly blew them out of place. “Hey, stranger,” she called out as I walked the pathway. The front yard had once been attentively landscaped, but lack of proper care over the years had left it overgrown and muddled.

      Although exhaustion sprang from April's freckled skin and sparkling lime-green eyes, she greeted me with a smile. A growing hint of wariness was mixed in too, as we hadn't seen one another in a month because of our schedules. “It must relieve you not to travel back to Buffalo again.”

      April leaned forward, then scoffed. “Yes, it's done. From what I hear, you kept yourself out of trouble while I was gone. The Unlikely Death Locator has been quiet for three months.”

      “Of course. We didn't have any murders while you were away. Maybe I'm not such a blight on the county's record, huh?” My body tingled and flushed at being so close to April, despite her newest nickname referencing my knack for stumbling upon cadavers.

      “Yet a ghost is theoretically threatening you. You're not as squeaky clean as you'd like, Kellan.”

      I unlocked the spider-free front door and showed April the message that the vandal had written near the basement. She stressed the same questions I had posed to Nicky and the rest of the workers. “Not a single person was here, nor did anyone see anything. Still no keys. I might make one up.”

      “I'm not inclined to believe it was a homeless person eager to stake his claim,” she advised, thumbing the crack between the doorjamb and its molding. “It's sealed tighter than Scrooge's wallet.”

      The sun had just begun setting, pouring through the kitchen window and enveloping April's body as she leaned forward. Though not one to easily fall prey to enchantment, the experience felt magical. Stepping forward, I rested my nervous hands on April's curvy hips. Just inches away, the aromatic floral perfume she'd generously splashed on her wrists enticed me. “It's been a long time since the wedding.” We'd kissed briefly that day but were interrupted from engaging in anything intimate.

      “You look too sexy for your own good, Kellan. The kids are gonna be here any minute, and we've never finished chatting about this chemistry between—”

      “Do you want to talk, or do you want to go with the moment?” I pulled April closer and locked our nervous lips together. Her hands gripped my neck, sending a cascade of shivers down my spine, not to mention other places I couldn't ignore. You always remembered your real first kiss, but it's rare when the intensity blindsided your ability to think straight.

      “Did that answer your question?” she teased, letting one hand tickle the space between my pecs and abs before traveling toward my waist. When she found my belt buckle, she yanked me closer and nuzzled against my cheek. “It's good to be home.”

      “That… was worth waiting for,” I whispered, then gently bit her neck. I was about to focus on her lips again, but a disturbing noise got in the way. “Is it possible to ignore whoever is calling you?”

      April shook her head and angled away from me. Our bodies still pressed together, leaving only enough room to retrieve the phone from her pocket. “Not this time. Connor's updating me on the unexpected events at Braxton's latest meeting on the Memorial Library renovations. Things got ugly earlier, and I am concerned about something far worse happening.”

      “That doesn't sound good.” I cursed my best friend for interrupting my moment with April. Yes, Connor was the newest detective in the Wharton County Sheriff's Office, and she was his boss, but couldn't he disappear for ten minutes? “I'll drop a heavy weight on his foot at the gym tomorrow morning. They say payback's a b—”

      April put a finger to my lips and pressed accept on the screen. “Hey, Connor. What's going on?”

      If she wouldn't let me speak, I'd distract her. I unfastened two buttons on my shirt and began what I hoped was a seductive striptease worthy of Magic Mike. Unfortunately, her eyes looked frightened as she turned away from me and blasted Connor. “You couldn't break up a fight between a crowd of academics twice your age? What kind of crazy people are we dealing with now, Connor?”
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      Though intrigued by the shocker, I stepped away to give her privacy. Augie's car engine roared while pulling into the far side of the driveway. April had found him an inexpensive yet reliable sedan after he'd passed his driver's exam, then he decked it out with many improvements that suddenly made him über popular at school. Connor's disruption was a good thing, principally since the kids didn't understand there was something stronger than a friendship brewing between April and me.

      April ended the call and squeezed my hand. “I've got to jet. Now there's been an assault.”

      “You're kidding. The project kicks off tomorrow when they raze that decrepit old wing last rebuilt in the sixties,” I fussed, confused over what would cause such a ruckus at a college meeting.

      “Neighbors with property abutting the construction site are still trying to persuade Judge Grey to issue an injunction that could block tomorrow's groundbreaking.”

      Braxton College's president had already reasoned with the homeowners. It made no sense why the opponents continued to argue. She'd given them tons of concessions concerning the days and times the crew would engage in any noisy construction. My new house was close enough that I'd hear the racket too, but it was an important investment in the college's future. “Ursula Power solved that problem. Who started the fight?” I attempted to sneak in a kiss, but April responded too quickly.

      “I'm not entirely sure. Belinda Grey is against the new building. Damien Grey tried to stop his cousin, Calliope Nickels, from confronting your boss, who's heavily in favor of the renovation. Calliope is fighting it because she's Belinda's niece and wants to back her family. Somehow, it escalated, and when Damien let go of Calliope, she supposedly accidentally popped Myriam Castle's left eye.”

      Oh, that would cause a major war. “I can't believe someone hit my boss. I wish I could've been there. I guess I'll see her shiner in the office tomorrow. Why is the reno unresolved again?”

      “Belinda claims Hiram might grant a favorable ruling to their cause. There is a rumor he's personally on his way to the site right now.”

      “The amazing sheriff is back for ten minutes and already rescuing the county from itself. Good luck,” I yielded with a huff, disillusioned because we didn't have a lengthier private moment together.

      “I'll call you later. We need to schedule a catch-up.” After our quick but tantalizing embrace, April briefly chatted with Augie on her walk down the driveway, then sped off to save the day.

      By the time I checked on my renovation's progress, fumes from the various paints and stains had made me woozy. While cracking open the bay window, I heard Augie and Ulan whispering on the front steps. Emma harbored out of earshot, pulling weeds at the end of the path—my little gardener.

      “Why did you do it?” Augie cajoled Ulan, his voice heightened with alarming concern.

      “I don't like the place. Using the paint was a stupid idea, but there was no other way to stop him. What would you have done?” Ulan groaned and waited for Augie to respond.

      “If Kellan finds out, he might ship you back to Africa. Is that your goal, dude?” Augie tried to reason with his friend, but it didn't appear to be working.

      Ulan gasped. “No. I guess I screwed up, huh? Come on, let's see if he's discovered it already.”

      The front door opened, and the boys clomped into the hallway. I contained my shock and confusion, despite an eagerness to establish the subject of their conversation. Was Ulan intending to confess his role in leaving the red paint message on our basement door?

      “I'm in the living room, guys,” I breezily called out, stepping further away from the window, in case they realized I might've overheard them. A heady front of sweaty teenage boys overwhelmed me.

      Augie tossed his jacket on the spiral staircase banister leading to the second floor. Already as tall as me, he ran several fingers through his platinum-blond hair and belched obnoxiously. He had a buzz cut on the sides, and his pale skin and lime-green eyes, just like his sister April, made for a striking countenance. “Miss Eleanor sent me home with dinner, Dr. Ayrwick,” he stated, handing me a canvas bag with several to-go boxes and fidgeting with the waistband on his tapered sweatpants. They'd become a trendy style in the last few months in our town, strikingly among the under-thirty crowd. “She's so cool. No plastic bags at her diner. Very conscious of Earth's future. Emma ate already, but we brought an extra box for my sister. She just passed on it because of some emergency over a brawl.”

      “You can call me Kellan, Augie. I appreciate your attempt at respect, but we've discussed this previously.” April had encouraged him to refer to others by using Mr. or Mrs. or using their title. Knowing she had few acquaintances, I was certain the only people she'd introduced Augie to were colleagues at the sheriff's office. “I'm a friend, remember?”

      As Augie gave a thumbs-up gesture, Emma animatedly rushed down the hall to wash her hands in the bathroom, claiming she'd touched something yucky in the flower bed. Ulan cautiously strolled into the room, his oval-shaped, dark-brown eyes darting to a pile of mail I'd left on a small makeshift table. “Hey, Kellan. How was your day, cousin?”

      Should I ask about what I'd overheard or wait for him to confess? He hadn't been around when Nicky showed me the message from the ghost or vagrant, nor had I spoken about it in front of Ulan when I'd updated Nana D and my mother. Nana D had specified he was studying at the library. “Good, but busy. I thought it'd be ideal for us to meet here tonight to chat about the big move next weekend.”

      “Oh, yeah, sounds good,” he mumbled, walking toward the table to flip through the pile. Ulan also wore a pair of the popular sweatpants, despite my initial objection. Once Nana D raved about the abominable trend, I'd lost any chance of arguing with the kid or his Tarzan-like hair. The heather-gray color of the fabric offset his exceedingly tanned skin. Having spent a year in Africa working on a safari, he'd escaped our family's normal aversion to the sun. “Anything about me? From my dad, I mean.”

      I shook my head and turned my back to him while moving a heavy tool out of the way. “Not sure, I collected it from the mailbox but haven't yet checked. Ready for your history test tomorrow?”

      “Umm… not really. Need to like… read some more. Can I eat dinner in the kitchen and finish studying?” His head bobbed a few times, then scanned the room to focus anywhere but at me.

      “Sure, no problem. You've got an hour, then we head to the cottage.” I could tell Ulan was nervous and didn't want to engage with me. Perhaps Augie would share what they'd chatted about.

      Emma dashed back in to jabber about her afternoon at the diner. Augie tossed a recyclable box of food at me and slumped on the couch. When Emma ceased talking, Augie excitedly revealed that he'd formally applied to four colleges and couldn't wait to find out if he'd earn early acceptance from them. “Thanks again for writing me a recommendation letter. I'm hoping to attend Braxton.”

      “You'll get in,” I replied, deciding to mention his conversation with Ulan. “I heard you guys talking outside about me finding something out. Anything I need to know?” Smooth, real smooth. Despite being a parent, there was a monumental difference between raising a seven-year-old girl and a teenage boy. I hadn't learned the fine art of dealing with puberty, mood swings, or kids keeping secrets.

      “Ulan will tell you when he's ready, I'm sure. Give him a day or so. The poor guy is still adjusting to the transition and getting to know you better.” Augie wolfed down the rest of his food, then trudged toward the door. “Gotta jet. April asked me to make sure the place is clean by the time she gets home.”

      Was I now taking advice from a seventeen-year-old? Although Augie was mature for his age, he'd experienced a few tough years living with their father and occasionally made foolish decisions. After a physical altercation with another student in his first week at school this year, April met with the administration to discuss Augie's behavior. Surprisingly, April had found the high school's current principal, Belinda Grey, easy to partner with in their tête-à-tête. I'd only enjoyed the privilege of working with Belinda on the Fall Festival, which was not a pleasant experience by any acceptable standard.

      If Ulan had written the message, we needed to confer about the reason and his apprehensions. I wouldn't kick his butt back to Africa, but I'd set new ground rules that I should've already instituted. He was a good kid, yet he'd been accustomed to more freedom and less oversight when living with his father. “Okay, let's head home. Baxter needs his walk.” While they all piled into the SUV, I locked the door, feeling an eerie sense that I was being watched—and not just by the nasty spider who'd returned. Goosebumps broke out all over my arms, highlighting the mounting concerns about the upcoming move. I drove home, constantly checking the rear-view mirror for ghoulish creatures trying to attack us.

      While they escorted the puppy, I called April with news that my goblin's name might be Ulan. She agreed with my plan to allow a couple of days for him to tell me whatever was on his mind. April also reminded me the construction workers had complained about their tools vanishing or moving between rooms. Ulan had not been at the house those days. With little explanation for the incidents, we expediently changed topics to the issue on campus regarding the Memorial Library renovations.

      “Judge Grey never showed up. Maggie and Ursula pacified everyone for tonight. Several people vehemently opposed tomorrow's groundbreaking,” April explained, citing that Belinda Grey and our former mayor, Bartleby Grosvalet, were the two loudest adversaries against the proposed renovations. One of Maggie's student interns had also whacked Belinda in the shoulder over her attitude and ruthless attempt to stop progress. It had been a hotbed of animosity all evening.

      “How does the new building impact Belinda and Bartleby?”

      “Belinda shares a property line with the back of Memorial Library where most of the construction will occur this fall. She'll deal with endless jack-hammering and excessive banging.” April recounted all the extra steps Ursula had implemented to minimize the impact, but it wouldn't placate Belinda. “Demolishing an important piece of the college's past annoyed Grosvalet. He's been the town historian for years and wants to preserve the original wing of the library.”

      Braxton College, soon to be Braxton University, was once the centerpiece of our quaint village, employing hundreds of citizens and teaching thousands of students each semester. Over the years, money had been diverted to the wrong departments, and the institution had suffered. Ursula was adamant about returning the college to its former glory. “That building is in terrible shape. Something had to be done about it.” I surmised that Bartleby Grosvalet had only opposed the plans after he'd finished his term as mayor. Prior to that, he'd been a proponent of the library's renovations, if I recalled correctly. He'd retained a habit of switching his loyalties during the last election, usually dependent upon which wealthy family had lobbied him the hardest. What was the oddball man up to now?

      “Yes, but he suggested fixing and converting the old wing into a museum. He's been buying property over the years, including that old lighthouse in the middle of the Finnulia River. I heard a rumor that Grosvalet tried to force Hiram to give him your house, rather than sell the place to you.”

      We hung up when April arrived home, so she could spend time with her brother. I had no clue why Bartleby previously tried to stake a claim on my new residence. He'd said nothing to me in the past. Or had he only confronted Nana D once she'd stolen the abode from him?
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      Although Ulan and Emma had school to attend the next morning, Braxton College's classes wouldn't resume until the following day. I spent a few hours in my office leisurely drafting lesson plans and reading poorly written overviews of students' project proposals for each of my courses.

      By lunchtime, I was eager to meet Lara Bouvier at Simply Stoddard in the downtown district. Its dining room had been transformed into a gorgeous autumn setting, complete with resplendent artwork focusing on harvest scenery. Indoor trees boasted leaves of brilliant gold, orange, and yellow colors, and the scent of earthy cinnamon, pumpkin spice, and maple candles roamed the space. We reflected on Bartleby's surprising acquisition, the Braxton Lighthouse, as it loomed tall and stalwart in the widest section of the river.

      “I owe you so much,” Lara uttered graciously after providing our orders to the waiter. The relaxing glow of her immaculate skin was no doubt due to a recent spa treatment, and her silky shiny hair made her regal and debonair. Because of her perfect movie-star looks and dynamic personality, she was one of the most sought after, eligible single women in the county. The last I heard, she'd still been smitten with Finnigan Masters, an influential attorney at least fifteen years her junior. “Gary Hill is remarkably fair and open-minded. I'm indebted to you for introducing us.”

      Gary was the new executive producer at the LA network that owned the rights to Dark Reality, a television show where I'd been an assistant director. After former executives fired the main director and placed the show on a hiatus last spring, they put my contract on hold until finding time to strategize. I'd ultimately accepted the part-time professorship in Braxton, assuming the executives would never consider all my suggestions for how to rearchitect the network and create a stronger television series. Then, Gary called a few months ago to ask me to meet with him in LA about my ideas.

      “I was cautious at first, but Gary proved to be the real deal. Although it's been working so far, my summer teaching schedule was lighter.” I sipped water, revisiting my decision to sign a new contract with the network. Dark Reality would no longer be a fake show—something I'd hated being part of—but would become a true crime series addressing historic events with a focus on providing only precise facts. No more bogus drama re-creations whose sole purpose was to garner ratings. While I wouldn't direct anymore, Gary and I had brokered a mutually beneficial arrangement where I functioned as a consultant who provided a monthly allotment of hours to use as they saw fit. He'd begged me to accept the on-air host role, but I had zero interest. Instead, I proposed an impromptu meeting with Lara, knowing she was an ethical yet persistent journalist who'd dazzle everyone on camera.

      “He offered me the job, Kellan. I'll be the new host of Dark Reality, and you and I will work together much more frequently.” Lara clinked a stemless white wine glass against mine and grinned.

      “Congratulations! That's fantastic. I'm thrilled it's worked out.” I was ecstatic because it also netted me a small bonus and future royalties, assuming the show excelled in the ratings.

      After Lara and I devoured our meals and discussed her initial ideas for the changes to Dark Reality, I casually inquired if she'd be willing to share anything about Prudence Grey.

      “Hiram's first wife? Oh, that should be one of our stories, except we undoubtedly don't have enough to go on. The Greys have always kept the details of her disappearance hush hush.” Lara was once involved with Hiram and Prudence's son, Damien, thirty years ago. After an unexpected pregnancy in high school, Hiram had coerced her into marriage, so his first grandchild, Imogene, wasn't illegitimate.

      “I don't know a lot about the Grey family. What can you tell me about Hiram and his first wife?”

      Lara laughed. “Let's see… Hiram wouldn't allow anyone to talk about Prudence. When Damien told me that Belinda wasn't his biological mother, I posed a bunch of basic and obvious questions. Everyone in the family was afraid to speak about the past. I got the wildest reactions.”

      Lara explained everything she knew. After Prudence had disappeared, Hiram hired a nanny to take care of Damien, who'd been scarcely three months old when he'd lost his mother. The first nanny didn't stay long, but by that time, Hiram had become reacquainted with his former high school sweetheart, Belinda Nickels. Belinda assumed the role of Damien's nanny for a few months before she and Hiram acknowledged they'd fallen back in love. Hiram had no evidence that Prudence had perished in the fire, so he was technically still married and couldn't rush things.

      “But he married Belinda at some point. Nana D told me that the confounded woman was his second wife,” I interjected, confused by the history lesson.

      “True, but he had to wait seven years to have Prudence declared dead in absentia, a common practice. Hiram was a successful attorney hoping to become a county judge. He followed the letter of the law, and the day after he received an official death certificate for Prudence, he—”

      “Married Belinda.” I finished her thoughts, something that had been happening a lot between us lately. “So, you're saying that Damien thinks of Belinda as his mother.”

      “Belinda raised him, even when Hiram divorced her years later. While he married four more times, Belinda simpered on the sidelines, hoping he'd eventually come back to her.” Lara insisted that Damien felt closer to Belinda more than his own father. “When Damien and I were married, he was like a lost little boy constantly searching for but never receiving his daddy's approval. He's changed by now.”

      “Do you think Hiram killed Prudence? Or did she vanish on her own?” I was glad to speak with someone who held inside knowledge of the family. If Ulan wasn't responsible for the menacing message on our basement door, my only other option was to side with Nana D. She suspected Prudence, who might or might not be alive, was my delinquent. Given the woman would be in her mid-seventies today, had suffered through several devastating tragedies, and hadn't been seen in fifty years, the accepted likelihood was that she'd been long dead. I was still noncommittal on that curious assumption, hence I couldn't wholly discount the ghost theory. What kind of drama was I in for now, if a ghost or ruffian had a vendetta against me or an innate desire to prevent my move into The Old Grey Place?

      “Damien believes his biological mother ran away because he was an awful baby. No matter how much logic dictates otherwise, he can't help but blame himself,” Lara sadly revealed, offering to buy lunch as a thank you for securing her the job. “Hiram divorced Belinda and his next two wives. The fifth died in a freak plane accident. There was nothing suspicious about it, just to be clear.”

      “And he divorced the sixth one last year. So, you're hypothesizing that he didn't kill Prudence. He would've divorced her like the rest.” I answered my question, but it still didn't explain whether the woman was living or dead.

      “Bartleby Grosvalet was researching Prudence's disappearance earlier this summer. I'm certain he wanted to buy that house from Hiram and spent countless hours examining their past,” Lara advised as we stood from the table. “The place has always fascinated Damien's brother too. Xavier wanted to hire some paranormal tv show host to investigate the house. Hiram refused to allow it, even threatened to cut his son out of the will if he kept pressing the matter.” Xavier was Damien's next oldest sibling, the father of my former student, Carla, who also exhibited the standard Grey oddities and intensities.

      “I live there, or I will in several days. I bought the place from Hiram and renovated it.”

      “You should've talked to me first. That carbuncle of home is seriously haunted.” Lara's eyes burst open widely as she sighed heavily, taking an Instagram shot of the fall-themed centerpiece.

      “You don't say… where were you two months ago when I decided?”

      “You never asked.” Lara playfully slapped my shoulder. “Damien and I lived there for a month when we first got married. I don't know if it was pregnancy hormones or a vengeful ghost, but I always assumed someone was watching me and rearranging my closets.” Lara explained that she'd barely woken up one morning after a restless sleep, drowsy and shivering as a cold draft caressed her belly. She'd been five months pregnant, and when she called out for Damien, he was nowhere to be found. All she saw was the faint, wraithlike shadow of a woman with two different colored eyes floating out the doorway. “There was a note in the kitchen that revealed he'd left earlier for work. I'm not one to frighten easily, and I don't believe in spirits, but I know what I felt and saw. I could swear that ghost looked back at me as if she was warning me about something. No child of mine would live in that house. We moved in with Hiram the next day.”

      Lara indicated she needed to mosey over to campus to report on the groundbreaking for the Memorial Library renovations that would begin any moment. We exited the parking lot in separate cars. Maggie had invited me to witness how the crew would raze the two-story wing of the library, and also serve as moral and physical support to her following yesterday's altercation. The fascinating pieces of historical information Lara had provided prompted me to check on the existence of any Prudence Grey photographs. I texted Maggie to ask her to search for one in the library and confirm I was on my way.

      While driving across town, I inquired if Nicky had encountered any more spectral or human visitors. He verified nothing had happened since finding the original note, urging me to accept it was just a homeless person who'd hoped I would abandon the project, or a prankster inspired by Halloween. Nicky had changed the lock in the mudroom and installed a temporary camera to determine if anyone tried to tamper with it again. I parked on campus and walked toward Memorial Library, shaking my head at several students racing by in pirate costumes. Ah, the good old days of frat parties!

      Before I could reach the construction area, our former mayor approached from the Grey Sports Complex. “Good afternoon, Kellan. It's nice to see you here,” Bartleby greeted, wheezing from exerting himself too much on the walk. In his mid-seventies and a constant overeater and drinker, the man was lucky to still be alive. He'd lost most of his hair, and his skin had a sallow, saggy appearance that made him scary to young children, including my daughter, who rarely exhibited any weakness.

      “I've been meaning to call you. How are things going post-term as Wharton County mayor?” While he'd been an enthusiastic devotee of Nana D's opponent, Bartleby tried his best to preserve a relationship with my grandmother throughout the campaign.

      Bartleby's pensive glare across the campus revealed his despondent longing for the past. “Seraphina is doing a wonderful job as my successor. I am elated she beat Stanton, but don't tell him that. He's a good poker buddy, and I have little else going on these days.”

      “I'm sure she'll be glad when I update her. Don't sell yourself short. I hear you're keeping busy as the town's historian.” A gust of pungent, smoky air drifted by us. The cafeteria was serving roasted chestnuts and hot chocolate for all the folks watching the demolition.

      “Yes, a longtime hobby. I know everything about this town, all its secrets, both good and bad. I'm not sure if I trust you enough with those details.” A devilish smile appeared on his face, highlighting a blackened tooth that desperately needed to be pulled, as we navigated the campus pathways.

      I inquired if he'd tried to purchase my house before Nana D had convinced Hiram Grey to sell it to us. After Bartleby cautiously nodded but kept his quivering lips silent, I proposed, “Perhaps you'd like to see the renovation work I've undertaken. I'd be curious to talk more about the place.”

      “That would be most generous of you, Kellan. I wanted to access that house again, but alas, it didn't work out. Many fond memories as a youngster. I was notably close to the owners.”

      “Why don't you stop by tomorrow around five o'clock? We should be done with the major work, and I can give you the grand tour.” I was growing more confident that Bartleby hid something from me.

      “That sounds delightful. Maybe we'll encounter a few ghosts. I assume you know all about its history,” he wistfully replied, shaking my hand. “I'm also an expert on Braxton's paranormal activity, my lad. The things I know would haunt your dreams.” Bartleby stepped away to find a spot in the crowd.

      I stood dumbfounded. What had he meant by that statement? My nightmares were already crazy enough. I crossed the path to the designated area where we'd watch the demolition process. After pointing at Maggie, the construction worker handed me a helmet and allowed me to pass through.

      “Don't you look cute in your little outfit,” I teased, confident the hard hat shouldn't swallow her entire forehead and line of sight. “Can you even see with that thing?”

      “They didn't have any left in my size. You're one to talk. That hat doesn't go with your cardigan, flannel, corduroys, and moccasins. You're a cross between a burly lumberjack and a prepster.” She grabbed my arm, steering us closer. Her lustrous hair and porcelain skin glistened in the bright sunlight.

      “I assume we have to stay behind this yellow caution tape, huh?” I struggled to determine the exact next steps once the building plunged to the ground and left a bunch of rubble in its place.

      “Once they implode the old wing, it'll take some time for the dust and debris to settle. Then, the inspector will ensure the ground is stable. A few of us can get closer to take pictures of what's left of the old building… you know… for the history books.” Maggie beamed, knowing that her vision to build the library of her dreams had come true. Well, at least over the next few years it would occur. In this phase they'd reuse the land under the original, historic two-story schoolhouse to build the first wing of the new library. They'd chosen implosion as the initial method for clearing the old structure because of its underlying materials. Also, its location was too close to the other buildings and lacked proper space for massive construction vehicles.

      We watched the countdown on a nearby clock and listened to the small crowd shout, “Three, two, one….” Then, Maggie pressed the lever, and it felt like the earth shook all around us. While it wasn't huge in terms of what it must be like to raze an entire city skyscraper, it generated a loud boom and created a thick, cloudy sky. Luckily, we'd worn large glasses to cover our eyes and masks over our mouths and noses to breathe more easily.

      After the structure's successful disintegration, a small crane and wrecking ball knocked down two walls that hadn't entirely collapsed. They'd only used a tiny amount of dynamite to bust through the appropriate levels and that specific section of the building. Once the dust settled, a clear view into the ground under the original two-room schoolhouse area was visible. The crew declared the zone stable and called Maggie and me to the far side, where we could see directly into the shadowy sub-level.

      Maggie snapped her first photo, then asked me to take one of her as she navigated near the edge of the hole that had been blown out. A construction worker stood by to ensure she didn't slip. Once confirming she securely held on to a pole, Maggie smiled for the picture.

      When I moved closer, I peered deeper into the pit. My stomach plummeted, forcing an immediate scream to erupt from my throat. “Hold up, hold up. No, no, no. It can't be.”

      Maggie gulped and reached for my arm. “What's wrong? Is something breaking or rickety?”

      I pointed at my shocking discovery and implored the construction worker to check it out.

      “Ay! I see it too,” he yelled, waving his hands and signing the cross against his lips.

      Another crew member redirected a spotlight directly into the creepy hole in the ground. Maggie leaned forward, releasing a guttural screech. I yanked her backward and clutched my gut, uncertain if I'd hold the contents of lunch inside its unstable walls.

      Embedded twelve feet under the surface in a red clay-like material was a skeleton whose lower bones were partially trapped, but whose upper half was entirely visible. Though dirt speckled its skull, the grisly image of something long dead stared back at us. It looked human, but given Halloween was approaching, someone could've planned an elaborate hoax. Then again, Braxton's had more than its fair share of crime this year. Ultimately, common sense reminded me dead bodies or skeletons didn't arbitrarily show up frequently. This wasn't a practical joke. We were never meant to find the skeleton.

      “Call security immediately. I think we've just found another dead body in the library.”
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      Campus security contacted the Wharton County Sheriff's Office, and several architects and a local forensic expert were on their way. Despite the library shutting down for the original implosion, Maggie obtained permission to wait in her office away from the spectacle. “Where did it come from?” Maggie agonized, retrieving a bottle of water from the refrigerator.

      “I have no idea. It's got to be from decades ago, right?” No flesh appeared on the actual bones, and since the skeleton was still intact, nothing had accessed or moved it. I'd barely glanced at the macabre setting for ten seconds before forcing myself from the temporary stupor to drag away Maggie.

      We chatted about our confusion and alarm over whom the skeleton could belong to and why these things kept happening, to me, in particular. Months earlier, it had been Maggie's sister and me who'd found a professor stabbed in the library courtyard. In addition, I'd found a body at the bottom of the Diamond Hall steps, on the Grey Sports Complex terrace, and in the campus cable car. Someone had also keeled onto me from a purposeful drug overdose in the college's theater. I truly was The Unlikely Death Locator. April would murder me. I'd be the next victim. There was no viable way out of this situation other than to escape like Prudence Grey and haunt my own house. As soon as her name popped into my head, my eyes bulged. Perhaps she'd never run away and had tragically died in the library fire. Had we finally discovered Hiram's missing first wife?

      The campus bell tower chimed, alerting me to meet my parents and daughter at St. Mary's, the local Catholic church. Father Elijah O'Malley had scheduled thirty minutes to discuss Emma's impending First Communion. While I wasn't in the right frame of mind to attend the meeting, and I felt awful leaving Maggie, it was too late to cancel. My father had offered to pick up Emma from school on his way to the church, and my mother was meeting us there given she worked on campus at Admissions Hall. Ulan was with Augie working on a school project for the afternoon.

      “I'll check in with you after I'm done.” I hugged Maggie tightly, then kissed her frozen cheek.

      Maggie located her cell phone and promised to find someone who could sit with her until the initial investigation and decision about the construction project's next steps were finalized. The ten-minute walk did nothing to relax my body after what I'd just witnessed. St. Mary's bordered the southern tip of Cambridge Lawn, the college's relaxation area filled with colorful flowerbeds, thick blades of bright green grass, and moss-covered stone walkways. Scarecrows were tied to all the lampposts. I was a few minutes early to meet with Father Elijah, who was hearing confessions inside the nave of the solemn church. I offered a prayer for the soul whose skeleton we'd found.

      Minnie O'Malley, a shy and petite woman with tight gray curls, exited the confessional and kneeled in a pew. The former head librarian, who'd held the job before Maggie, was now a volunteer at St. Mary's. I knew extraordinarily little about her life outside Braxton, only the handful of events Maggie had shared years ago when the two women briefly worked together. As the seventy-something birdlike lady prayed, Bartleby stepped inside to speak with Father Elijah. I'd grown curious why Bartleby picked this time to attend a confession at the church. Hadn't he just witnessed the demolition at the library? Once finishing her atonement, Minnie approached. “Good evening, Kellan. How are you?”

      “I'm a bit off-kilter, but it'll pass. We're meeting Father Elijah to plan religious education classes for my daughter.” When our voices echoed in the domed apse containing the altar, I motioned for Minnie to join me in the vestibule. Her exceedingly proper attire reminded me of her devout faith.

      “I look forward to teaching her. Elijah should finish soon with the last parishioner.”

      “Father Elijah is your brother-in-law, right?”

      “Yes, we go way back before he was a priest. Few people left from that time.” She'd been married to Father Elijah's brother, before his death many years ago had left her a widow.

      My parents and Emma arrived at St. Mary's with Nana D's freshly baked pies in hand. We all chatted for a few minutes while Father Elijah finished parishioner confessions. I couldn't shed the distress of finding another body. Upon informing us to reenter the church, we moved to the first pew to discuss Emma's next steps. A half-hour later, Emma was inordinately curious to study the Bible and enroll in the classes. I still felt as though a monster truck had driven me off the road and into a ditch.

      Father Elijah, a seventy-something Irishman, had a full head of thick gray hair, a light complexion and round, noticeable features. His bulbous nose and sunken eyes gave away his age, but he was as strong as an ox from walking several miles every morning regardless of the weather. “It's comforting to know the next generation of the Ayrwick and Danby families are keen on remaining part of the church. I'm grateful to serve such solid members of our community. I know Seraphina prefers to attend Mass on Saturday evening, but your smiling faces every Sunday morning mean the world to us at St. Mary's.”

      “We're glad to be here, Father Elijah,” I began, still unable to shake off what I'd seen at the Memorial Library demolition site. I'd controlled it during our conversation but had hit my limit.

      My father noticed my apprehension and leaned closer to me. “What's wrong? You were antsy the whole time we talked about Emma's classes. Now, you look like you've seen a ghost.”

      “I'm sorry. They…” I paused, uncertain how to divulge the news. I wasn't even sure I should. “Something happened earlier at Memorial Library.” For some reason, despite finding several other dead bodies, stumbling upon a skeleton caused a more sickening reaction inside my body.

      “Construction began today, didn't it?” my mother inquired, absentmindedly twisting a ring.

      Father Elijah hesitantly agreed. “That's right. They demolished part of the building to make way for a grander, more modern space. We heard the loud boom this afternoon.”

      “I have a feeling construction might take longer than they expected,” I suggested acerbically.

      My mother fussed with my hair, unhappy with the location of its part. “Did something happen?”

      “You could say that,” I began, recalling the shocking event. “After knocking down the building, they cleared one area to show everyone how deep into the ground it'd been anchored.”

      “Hiram Grey's parents donated the money to repair the building after the 1968 fire consumed part of the structure,” my father explained, preventing Emma from wandering away while we chatted.

      “Once the floating debris and dust dissipated, we found… something else,” I reluctantly added, shivering at the morbid images replaying in my mind like a horror movie.

      “What was it, Kellan? You look frightfully unwell, almost peaked.” Satisfied with my hair, my mother now attended to the angle of my wool cardigan's wide collar.

      “A skeleton. There was a human skeleton trapped in the rubble. Someone might've died in that fire.” I swallowed deeply, overwhelmed by the smell of incense, and heard a throaty shriek to my left.

      Father Elijah slumped forward and attempted to lean on the curved mahogany pew. “Prudence. They finally found dear Prue.” Before I could reach him, our parish priest's eyes rolled upward, and he careened onto the cold, pristine marble floor with a heavy thud.

      I bent to check on him. Minnie rushed to the rectory in search of a cool cloth and something for him to drink. “He'll be okay,” Minnie soothed upon her return, handing Father Elijah a paper cup with water. “He's been working too often, that's all.” She haphazardly shared a rough outline of his weekly schedule, an impossible feat for someone with my strength and caliber.

      “Thank you, Min,” he shuddered, covering her spotted hand with his shaky one. “You've taken care of me for over fifty years.” Father Elijah dabbed a handkerchief across his brow, acknowledging his sister-in-law's graciousness before pulling himself to his feet. “I'm fine now. Dr. Betscha warned me about all the fatty foods I consume. I should pay more attention to my cholesterol levels.”

      Minnie assured us she'd accompany Elijah, as she continued to refer to our parish priest, to his quarters to rest until evening Mass. “Kellan, I'll call you tomorrow to coordinate Emma's classes. Since I'm her catechism teacher, I can fill you in on all the details.”

      Once they stepped away, my mother patted her chest and leaned against my father. “Oh, that poor man. He seemed beyond astonished at the news. Do you genuinely believe it's a human skeleton?”

      “I made the forensic team confirm twice.” I checked the pew behind us to ensure Emma still quietly read a book on her Kindle. After we'd lifted Father Elijah off the floor and confirmed he hadn't suffered a heart attack, I'd found something in Emma's backpack to distract her.

      “He mentioned Prudence Grey, didn't he?” My father pinched the bridge of his nose, recalling the extent of the whole conversation as he gazed at the church's shimmering stained glass windows. “I suppose the skeleton could belong to her. She was last seen in the library on that tragic Halloween day.”

      “Mom mentioned you were on campus.” A pipe organist played in the church's upper platform.

      “Yes. Prudence Grey was a beautiful woman,” my father imparted, glancing at my mother. “Not as stunning as my Violet, but I'd have recognized her anywhere with that jet-black hair and those eyes… one grey, the other a sky blue. She angrily raced into the library, intent on something that afternoon.” Dad explained how he'd started high school that year and ostensibly met friends to go trick-or-treating that afternoon. They'd really snuck onto Braxton campus, despite fervent warnings from his parents not to get into any trouble. The intensity of the Vietnam War protests erupting near the library had mesmerized him, and he hid out with his pals behind a tree to watch everyone chanting and shouting.

      “Were you friendly with her?” I probed, curious why this story had never come up previously. Then, I recalled Lara feeling frightened by a potential ghost who had two different colored eyes.

      When the organist played a sharp note, my mother's face turned a telltale shade of red. “He'd met Prudence that summer at the soda shop. Your father carried a secret infatuation for the girl.”

      “Oh, Violet, don't be jealous,” he softly teased, ambling toward the vestibule. “It's no longer there, but I used to get a milkshake in a wonderful downtown shop after school most days. The place was a classic throwback to the past. They had the most amazing chocolate egg creams. I'd been sitting at the counter one day when Prudence strolled in with her new baby, Damien.”

      My father disclosed the story of his first crush. Damien had been screaming and crying nonstop. Prudence must've forgotten her purse. After ordering a soda, she couldn't pay for it. He'd found a few extra coins in his pocket and handed them to the cashier. Prudence had kissed his cheek and exclaimed that he was her guardian angel. He always remembered her innocent smile and how awkwardly she'd fussed over her son in the baby carriage. My father had run into her twice that fall, but when he'd seen her a third time on campus at Halloween, she appeared more distraught than usual.

      “Can you confirm whether she left the library?” I assumed he would've told the police once he'd learned she'd gone missing.

      “No, I couldn't stick around when the fire spread. My friends didn't want to get caught, and I was certain my dad would flog me. We ran down the street to our neighborhood and stopped at the nearest house to beg for candy to fill our plastic orange pumpkins.” My father shoved both hands in his pockets, propping himself against a three-story stone pillar. Church bells signaled the top of the hour.

      “If Prudence died in the fire, many people will owe Hiram Grey an apology for suspecting he killed her or forced her to leave town.” My mother wrapped her arms around my father and kissed his cheek. “We should get going, Wesley. We're meeting Hampton and Natasha for dinner tonight.”

      Once my parents left, I interrupted Emma so we could head home. Maggie had left a text message suggesting I should wait until the following day to visit. She and Ursula, the school's president, would be stuck in meetings with the sheriff's office for a few hours. Connor was also on-site dealing with the press, who wanted to snap photos for the morning papers and newscasts. I pictured Lara Bouvier shoving a microphone in Maggie's face, hoping to scoop the competition. Quite the circus!

      When we arrived home, Ulan offered to walk Baxter, escaping as soon as dinner ended. While he was out, I checked the hall closet where he'd been storing his clothes and personal items. Given the size of the cottage and lack of space for three people, we were quite cramped. He'd slept on a cot in Emma's bedroom the last two months and been allocated a few shelves to use however he saw fit. I felt awful for invading his privacy, but he was hiding something from me.

      Other than several days of laundry, a half-eaten sandwich beginning to mold, and a pack of cards with scantily clad women, nothing stood out. I'd make it a priority to teach him how to launder his own clothes. He'd also get a warning about leaving out food, distinctly because of all the farm animals and insects crawling around Danby Landing. As for the cards, I was torn. At fifteen, he was experiencing a lot of changes in his body. Uncle Zach had promised me they'd covered the talk, and we'd agreed to limit Ulan's Internet access. I would ask April how she'd handled it with Augie, before confronting my young cousin about his naughty keepsake.

      Striding backward, I tripped over a pair of his sneakers and fell against the doorjamb. When I leaned down to pick them up, I saw red stains on the rubber heels of both shoes. It was the same red paint I'd found on the basement door and used on Ulan's new bedroom's walls. He hadn't helped the day I finished his room, as he'd gone with Augie and Emma to the park to watch a football game, then slept at Nana D's. Had he stepped in the paint when he wrote the threatening message?

      The front door swung open. I speedily threw the shoes back in the closet. “You're back early.”

      Ulan cocked his head and squinted. “Forgot the dog bags. Were you looking for something—”

      “Emma lost her orange scarf with the black cats. I thought she tossed it in there when we were cleaning yesterday,” I mumbled hesitantly, then gently squeezed his neck. “I'm glad you're living with us, Ulan. It's nice to have another guy in the house. Nana D, Eleanor, and my mother outnumbered me.” Gabriel had spent all his free time with Sam before his boyfriend left town. Also, my father's retirement was going so well, we saw him less now than we had when he'd been Braxton's previous president.

      “You've got your brother, Hampton, right? He seems ultra-smart, and his wife is kinda gorgeous,” Ulan babbled, his eyes brightly glowing. “Although, he was rude the other day.”

      “Consider yourself lucky you didn't have to grow up with The Hampster.”

      After Ulan departed, I checked on Emma and listened to the answering machine. I hadn't wanted to keep the landline when moving into the cottage, but Nana D reminded me we often lost cell service in the mountains. It would also come in handy when Emma wanted to call friends. I wouldn't buy her a cell phone until she turned thirteen, but she could use the landline whenever necessary.

      The last message surprised me: Kellan, this is Belinda Grey. Something has come to my attention, and it's urgent that we speak. Please call me at your earliest convenience. My number is….

      What did she want? Given it was after nine o'clock, it was too late to call. I added her number to my cell phone and planned to contact her between tomorrow's classes and Myriam's staff meeting.

      After our reading routine, I tucked Baxter and Emma in bed and joined Ulan on the couch. We had ample time to catch the original Halloween movie. I still couldn't believe my uncle had never insisted Ulan watch the cult classic. At several points during the film, I swore I heard footsteps wandering the porch outside the cottage. When Ulan pressed pause for a restroom break, I peered through the front window. Something with a human shape idled in the wooded area, but when I called out, it ran deeper into the trees. I briskly checked the grounds but found no footprints, nor had he or she dropped anything identifiable. Could the Halloween season and the movie be playing tricks on me?
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        * * *

      

      The kids excitedly rushed off to school the next morning, wearing multiple layers and thick woolen socks because the temperature had dropped overnight. Also, Braxton's Wear Your Favorite Halloween Socks Day had arrived, prompting me to adorn my feet with blood-red Dracula socks. I stopped at The Big Beanery, a coffee-bean shaped café on South Campus where students and college staff shared light meals or devoured a frequently necessary caffeine jolt. Braxton was divided into two separate campuses, North and South, and linked by an old-fashioned cable car system that transported its passengers across a one-mile hilly expanse of quaint pubs, historic homes, and artisanal shops. One of my favorite bespoke stores offered free gingersnaps and apple cider tastings every October afternoon.

      I joined the queue behind Lloyd Nickels, the cable car's former lead engineer, and tapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, Mr. Nickels. I saw your daughter at the Pick-Me-Up Diner the other day. She put my persnickety brother in his place. Loved it.”

      Lloyd had a weathered appearance from spending so much time working outdoors and in cramped spaces. As an electrician and expert on the cable car, he'd saved the day many times, but was developing painful arthritis and breathing issues. “Calliope always was a straightforward gal. A little gossipy too. How's it going, Kellan? Seraphina keeping you in line, I trust.”

      “Of course, wouldn't have it any other way,” I affirmed, noticing he'd chosen not to participate in the town's fun and frenetic sock holiday. Nana D and Lloyd had been friends for years. Both had lived their entire lives in Wharton County, frequently boasting how their combined ancestors had plowed every available tract of the area's land. “Bringing your regular order to Mrs. O'Malley?”

      Lloyd snickered, blushing and glancing in the opposite direction. “Can't keep a secret in this town, eh?” He and Minnie had been dating for twenty years but refused to marry one another. At nine o'clock every morning, they'd meet for coffee and a pastry on a bench in the north section of Cambridge Lawn. “I'm testing out their new maple-glazed pecan fritters. Sure hope Minnie likes them.”

      A student bellowed at the cashier to raise the volume on the corner television. “Hurry. That hottie Lara Bouvier is reporting on the awesome skeleton they dug up at Memorial Library.”

      Lloyd and I exchanged perfunctory glances. “It's all over the news this morning. Didn't Minnie tell you?” I cautiously prodded while he collected his order from the barista.

      Lloyd frowned and noted Minnie was busy attending to Father Elijah the night before.

      A video of Lara chatting with April the previous evening lit up the screen. … and Sheriff Montague has promised an update once her team determines if it's safe to extricate the remains from the shaky ground. Could this be the famous Prudence Grey who went missing fifty years ago on Halloween? Reporting live from Memorial Library at Braxton College, this is Lara Bouvier.

      Students cackled and whistled over the latest news from their school. None of them had any idea who Prudence Grey was, yet the grisly thought of a body found on campus excited them beyond belief. I leaned toward Lloyd, who'd blanched as white as a ghost. “It's gonna be a while before they know if it's Prudence. I doubt there's any DNA or evidence left if she's been underground that long. Were you around when she disappeared?”

      “I'm late to meet Minnie. Gotta go.” Lloyd grabbed the bag of fritters and rushed out of The Big Beanery faster than any seventy-something I knew. And that was saying a lot, given I'd spent most of my free time surrounded by Nana D and her septuagenarian friends.

      “Wait! You forgot your coffee,” I shouted, jogging after him but failing to catch up. He boarded the cable car, which took off before I reached the station. What had caused his hasty exit?

      After settling into my Diamond Hall office—fully decked out in Halloween-themed décor—with a spiced latte, I prepared notes for my morning class. Women and Film was a core component of the curriculum and a favorite of my boss. Dr. Myriam Castle was an emphatic feminist and tempered only by her stunning and brilliant wife, also our college's newest president, Ursula Power.

      Before leaving the second floor, and since I had five spare minutes, I attempted to contact Belinda Grey. When her secretary at the high school indicated the principal was in an assembly in the auditorium, I left my cell number as the best way to return my call. I dawdled to the first floor and taught my fifty-minute class. Students were unhappy when I returned their project outlines with more suggestions for improvement to their original proposals. Should I have served pumpkin muffins too?

      I rode the cable car to North Campus, purchased two sandwiches from the cafeteria, and prepared to meet Maggie. They had built the original library in the early nineteenth century as a two-story schoolhouse, with a hollowed out but unfinished sub-level, on the outskirts of land owned by Braxton College. At the time, it wasn't officially part of the campus. After the Civil War, the Stanton family, who'd controlled much of the county's power, donated a generous amount of money. When the college courageously led the country to approve the admission of women into their student body, the Board of Trustees allocated the Stanton funds to address minor repairs to the existing schoolhouse, build a new wing, and convert the entire structure into the library. By the twentieth century, they had added two more wings to meet the needs of the school's graduate program and law school expansion.

      Few changes had occurred until the great fire destroyed the original wing in 1968. The Grey family had become the most prominent board members by that period. They were insistent on immediately leveling out the land, building an ugly modern addition, and renaming it Memorial Library. Maggie had complained about the mismatch of styles in Memorial Library's history, citing the architectural design flaws that kept them from becoming a top-notch facility. Among the three wings and original structure, they'd suffered with hallways that ended nowhere and multiple sets of staircases to transition between sections. The prior librarian, Minnie O'Malley, had found the quirky and unique style of the library and its courtyard fascinating, always acting disinterested when the college discussed major overhauls. It'd taken my father five years to secure the proper funding for the renovation, and even then, Ursula Power had been the one to push the project over the finish line.

      “I'm so glad to see you, Kellan. I hardly slept last night.” Dark circles and worry lines accompanied Maggie's eyes as she embraced me, wearing cute knee-high, orange pumpkin socks embellished with Halloween sayings. “There have been many engineers and inspectors on-site in the last sixteen hours, arguing over the best way to handle the situation.”

      “What's the current plan?” I handed Maggie a sandwich, as we settled into her office at the opposite end of the yellow police tape and caution signs surrounding the construction site.

      Maggie explained that she would meet with the primary architect, the county's building inspector, and April at two o'clock to decide on next steps. “It is horrible, Kellan. We were the ones who saw the skeleton. Now, I understand how you felt all those times it happened previously. This is the second body we've found in the library. The place must be haunted.”

      “It's difficult, I know. At least your dead body is decades old. It's a lot worse when you arrive a few minutes too late to stop the crime from happening.” I pushed away the memories of all five murders I'd been involved with since returning to Braxton. It would qualify as a Guinness Book of World Records entry; Nana D was regrettably correct, as the dashing and dramatic diva always was.

      “I doubt this was murder. Have you heard the rumor that it's Prudence Grey?” Maggie nibbled on her bottom lip, then slapped her cheeks to startle herself from the recollection of the skeleton.

      “I've heard it a few times. Any details on how long the body's been there?”

      “Everyone agrees at least forty years.”

      “I'm sorry you're stuck with this catastrophe. Has Connor been around?” Connor, who'd once run security at the college, usually handled any crimes or investigations concerning Braxton.

      “Yes, he's meeting with Ursula right now.” Maggie finished her sandwich and threw away our detritus. When she walked with me back to the reception area, she gasped and clutched her stomach.

      I traced the path of her sightline to a life-size skeleton sitting on a bale of straw near the check-out desk. It held a witch's cauldron stocked with candy treats and a sign that read: Died from reading too much. I've got a spine to pick with you.

      “Get it? Bone to pick with you. A spine is part of a book and a bone.” She exhaled loudly.

      “Too funny.” As I hugged Maggie goodbye, she handed me an envelope. “What's this?”

      “A photo of Prudence I dug up in a yearbook. There might be more, I'll keep checking.”

      “You're awesome, thank you.” Once she left, I exited through the main doors, eager to tear open the envelope. Crisp, chilled autumn air tickled my face and sent a few shivers down my back. Was I about to see a picture of the beauty with two different colored eyes who'd been haunting my house, also the former embodiment of the skeleton we'd found the prior day?

      By the time I reached the end of the pathway, my cell rang. I tossed the unopened envelope into my satchel. A group of students wearing hilarious matching socks and hats smirked when I passed them, as the new tone was a creepy wicked witch voice cackling, I'll get you my pretty.

      “This is Kellan.” A crow in a nearby tree croaked a terrible, foul death caw.

      “Hello. It's Belinda Grey returning your call. Is this a convenient time?” Her haughty voice immediately penetrated my calm exterior and eliminated my laugh about the book and bone message.

      “Certainly. Is this about the Memorial Library construction or the Fall Festival project? If it's the library, your problem might be solved, as I doubt there will be any more noise until—”

      “Although it's exorbitantly obvious that I should assume control over the Fall Festival, the purpose of my call is about neither topic. Did you receive my letter?”

      I recalled no mail from her but could've missed it in the last few days. Managing two residences was getting increasingly tough. “I don't think so. What was it about?”

      “Hasn't Ulan shared anything with you?” A strident, accusatory tone accompanied her words.

      That began to worry me. “No, he hasn't. What's going on?”

      “Perhaps you ought to interrogate him before our meeting tomorrow in my office. If this is how you organize and care for Wharton County's historic autumn spectacular, I can only imagine the imminent disaster.” After repeating the date and time she summoned me to appear, Belinda angrily slammed the receiver onto its cradle. What had Ulan done? Why didn't I receive the letter?

      I thought back to the conversation I'd overheard between Augie and Ulan. Was Ulan acting out at school besides painting threatening messages in our new house? I would need to discuss it with him as soon as we got home. I drafted a text, demanding he call me as soon as class ended, but stopped myself. If I gave him a heads-up, he'd have time to prepare excuses. I preferred to catch him with the added element of surprise—just as the phone buzzing in my pocket shocked me at that very moment. Halloween would no longer be my favorite holiday if this constant anxiety kept up.

      
        
        April: Discovered something interesting about the skeleton and how the victim died. I'll call you tonight.

        Kellan: Don't make me wait. I might explode from the suspense. So not cool!

        April: Patience is a virtue. It seems I have much to teach you.

        Kellan: Now that's a promise I'll make you keep.
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      With the phone secured in my pocket, I meandered toward the cable car station to return to South Campus for Myriam's staff meeting. As I approached the corner, a gray-haired man barreled down the walkway and smashed directly into me, launching my glasses to the curb. “Whoa, slow down. You're gonna kill someone if you don't watch where you're going, sir.” When I located my undamaged spectacles, an irate beast with a protuberant jaw and cauliflower ears fumed and waved robotically.

      “Do you know who I am? My family built this college. If anyone should mind his step, it's you.” Hiram Grey swatted at me with a giant paw to shove me to the side. Given his broad shoulders and large ribcage, the man wielded a powerful physical prowess. “That's better. Have a good day.”

      “Ummm… Judge Grey, we've met briefly once before. I'm Kellan Ayrwick. I know several members of your family, and I believe you're acquainted with—” I choked out before he repeatedly snapped his fingers inches away from my lips.

      “Seraphina's nosy grandkid. You bought my house, son.” His jowls relaxed, and the red puffiness around his face subsided. “My apologies. I thought you were some random student in my way.”

      I looked younger than my age, but I couldn't pass for a student anymore, at least I didn't think so. Could he be more perceptive than I? He had met many people in his line of work. After realizing I hadn't responded, I smiled. “Yes, that's me. We're almost done with the first round of renovations. I've always wondered about the rumors concerning the place.”

      “There are no ghosts. It's just a bunch of foolish gossipmongers with nothing to do but fabricate stories. My son Damien claimed weird things happened in the past, and one of my others, Xavier, wanted to hire spook doctors to perform an exorcism. I believe in hardcore facts and tangible evidence. I lived in that house fifty years ago, and never once did I see an apparition or have an otherworldly experience.” He excessively shook his hands and wobbled on his feet for dramatic effect.

      “I understand. I don't believe in them either, it's just that… well….” I stumbled on my words as I didn't know how to explain what a few of us had experienced lately.

      “I don't have time to dillydally, Mr. Ayrwick. I've just heard there's a skeleton in the Memorial Library ruins, and people think it's my Prudence. I need to find out for myself.” Judge Grey pushed past me and shuffled across the road toward the library. “Please give Seraphina my regards. Tell her I'll invite her to brunch one of these days.” No opportunity presented itself to check the socks he wore.

      Moments later, his shadow was dust, and I hopped on the cable car. I'd never interacted with the magistrate during our real estate transaction. Paper pushers had handled everything, and not once had he personally given me a tour of the place or met with me to discuss the price or terms. Nana D had conveyed the offer, and they worked out the initial deal. Afterward, he'd disappeared to let his attorney lead the transaction. Thinking back, the harrowing man must've hidden something important.

      If he was that determined to find out whether the skeleton belonged to Prudence, perhaps he had naught to do with her death. Could he have been an innocent party impacted by whatever had happened fifty years ago? I wasn't even certain the skeleton belonged to Prudence. It was all hearsay at this point. Until verifiable evidence assured us of the victim's identity, no one had a legitimate clue. I'd have thought a judge would feel the same way, rather than stomp across campus in a maniacal fury. What was that niggling sensation beginning to form in the back of my mind? Did it have anything to do with April's text message about how the skeleton had found its way into the library? For an older man, he had an intimidating brute strength and forceful demeanor. Was Hiram Grey my persistent stalker?

      I arrived in the nick of time for Myriam's staff meeting in the third-floor studio. She scowled upon noticing my attempt to scan her ankles, then snapped her fingers at me like the judge. “There are little ghosts on the heels. You just can't see them. Keep your eyes where I can see them, Dr. Peepers.”

      I stifled the innate desire to laugh boisterously, joined the group at the department's conference table, and sat next to a bemused Dr. Hope Lawson. “Why does everyone assign me weird nicknames?”

      “You should've seen Dr. Castle watching the clock. She kept making a point of how much time was left before we would start, then looked sardonically at your empty chair.” Hope smiled facetiously, kicking me under the table. When I checked, she wore spider-covered black-and-white striped stockings.

      “Thirty seconds to spare,” I whispered to Hope and glimpsed at Myriam, observing the faint evidence of the black eye from her struggle with Calliope. “Did you see that look of death I just got?”

      “We can at long last proceed, now that our esteemed colleague has considerately joined the rest of us who thoughtfully arrived early.” Myriam rapped her knuckles on the wooden table and pointed a bony digit at me to ensure I knew to whom she'd been referring. “I thought we'd do things a little differently this time. Dr. Lawson, why don't you regale us with your thrilling acclimation to Braxton.”

      Hope's elongated neck craned upward, a splotch of alarm forming in her composure. “Oh, certainly. I've had lots of assistance with the technology programs and library processes. Dr. Ayrwick,” she paused and gently placed a hand on my shoulder, “has been incredibly kind with his time and knowledge. I couldn't imagine a stronger mentor than him.”

      “If I haven't made myself clear enough, please tell us how your classes are proceeding and how the students are responding.” Myriam cleaned an imaginary spot on her glasses and puffed the dust in my direction. “Though age from folly could not give me freedom, it does from childishness.”

      I cringed at Myriam's quote from Antony and Cleopatra, staring as my boss gently touched the tender spot under her eye. Hope summarized the two classes she taught, then passed the baton to me. I remarked how well I thought she was adjusting to the change in styles from her former campus. Myriam belittled my attempt to praise our newest visiting professor like a whirlwind, then continued with the rest of our colleagues. After snootily resuming control of the meeting, she issued guidelines for working in Memorial Library during the upcoming renovations.

      “Has there been any news on the skeleton they found?” Hope inquired, staring around the room until everyone failed to respond. “Is there anything we should do to assist with the bizarre mystery?”

      “It's clearly none of our concern, Dr. Lawson. We are here to teach. I suggest you remind students of their purpose at Braxton and leave the investigations,” she curtly stated, then exaggeratedly wrinkled her nose at me, “to those who are qualified to handle such endeavors. Wharton County has a highly skilled and expertly trained team of police officers and detectives who will, I'm certain, work tirelessly to close this case. Bombastic busybodies need to mind their own business.”

      Had Myriam forgotten I'd solved the mystery surrounding her wife's stalker and potential killer? While April and Connor had helped to research the international connections, I'd found the body and discovered the murderer's identity before he added Ursula to his list of victims.

      “I understand. It's just that the Grey family holds tremendous clout on campus. I'm a little concerned whether this county's judicial system has the appropriate checks and balances,” Hope interjected with a noticeable equilibrium of passion and decisiveness. “I've heard a few students talking about the skeleton potentially belonging to the magistrate's first wife. I believe her name was Prudence. Some even suggested he'd been responsible for her death.”

      “What precisely is your worry, Dr. Lawson?” Myriam stood and melodramatically threw her hands to her hips. “Perhaps because you are new to this town, you might not realize the sense of camaraderie we have for one another. I won't tolerate someone on my staff spreading vicious gossip about a key leader on our Board of Trustees. Judge Hiram Grey is a well-respected man who hails from one of this college's original founders.”

      “I think what Dr. Lawson is trying to convey,” I chimed in, bent on preventing a larger squabble from occurring but also to clarify Hope's exact connection to Braxton, “is what—”

      “Dr. Ayrwick, I didn't ask for your opinion. Dr. Lawson, please respond to my question from before your discourteous colleague's interruption.” Myriam sat, the feet of her chair painfully scraping the floor as she slid under the table.

      “Pardon my frankness, but I'm curious how Braxton plans to address the situation, substantially if Hiram Grey is indeed connected to a fifty-year-old missing persons case. We've just discovered a skeleton from around that time in a place where the victim had last been seen. Wouldn't you be wary of the man's involvement?” Hope peered around the room for anyone who might support her concerns but found no one willing to verbally back her.

      “At the risk of Dr. Castle biting my head off again, I understand Hope's apprehension. There needs to be a consistent message and process, and while I'm confident in the fortitude of the Wharton County Sheriff's Office, there's been nothing official released from Braxton's administration.”

      “I acknowledge what you are both blathering about,” Myriam surrendered, then waved her hand toward the door to indicate the end of the meeting. “I'll discuss this with Ursula Power and update everyone in the next few days. I'm assured our president has a suitable plan in place.”

      Everyone but Dr. Lawson and I exited the room. She sighed heavily. “Is Dr. Castle always that stubborn and dismissive?”

      “You caught her on a good day, Hope.” I suppressed the urge to laugh. Myriam might be listening on the staircase, ready for round two without a leering audience.

      “I've been researching the Grey family. Did you know Hiram stole his first wife's inheritance?” Hope fervently massaged her temple before collecting various belongings strewn about the table.

      “What do you mean?” I wondered why she held such an extreme curiosity about the Grey family. “By the way, you suggested your mother might've grown up in Braxton. What is her name?”

      “Forgive me, I must get to my next class. I'll email you my research about the Grey family. Suffice it to say, Hiram had no money before he married Prudence. When she died, he inherited millions of dollars and became one of the richest men in the county.” Hope tossed a colorful tote over her shoulder and marched toward the door. She stiffened with her last comment, losing the normal breezy and friendly demeanor I'd come to know and appreciate. “My mother's name is Raelynn Lawson, but I never said she grew up here. I found a picture of her in front of the library, that's all.”

      Once she left, I remembered the portrait Maggie had provided and grabbed my satchel. I eagerly ripped open the envelope and glanced at a black-and-white photo from before the Vietnam War protest had erupted on campus. Two women stood with their arms entwined. The girl on the left looked exactly like Imogene Grey, a former student, also Lara Bouvier's daughter. Given Imogene was also Damien's daughter, it became clear which woman was Prudence. I couldn't believe how similarly they resembled one another. The woman on the right was taller and darker skinned—at least in terms of the shading present in the photograph—and her expression offered a mix of respect and intimacy. The quality of the snapshot was grainy, yet it didn't seem important once locating the caption underneath.

      I'd been correct in identifying Prudence Grey, but nothing had prepared me for the shock of learning the other woman's name: Raelynn Trudeau. Though the resemblance between Hope and the second woman in the photo wasn't as strong, the name Raelynn couldn't be that popular in a small place like Braxton. There were minimal chances of two African American women with identical, unusual first names in the same town, both somehow connected to the Grey family. Were they all close friends? A strange notion dawned upon me; Hope had referred to an auntie back home in New Orleans. People often referred to close, older family friends as aunts and uncles. Could Hope's auntie actually be the long-lost Prudence? Assuming the skeleton wasn't Prudence, there was a remote chance Prudence was living with the Lawsons. If the skeleton was Prudence, then I had some urgent and awkward questions for the Lawsons. What could Hope and her mother be hiding about Prudence's disappearance?

      After Hope's hurried exit, I pondered why everyone was extremely caught up in Prudence Grey's vanishment fifty years ago. Hope Lawson had intentionally accepted a role at Braxton because she wanted to check into the Grey family. Father Elijah had passed out when I'd relayed the news about the skeleton discovered in Memorial Library. Bartleby Grosvalet had been anxious to access the house Prudence once lived in with Hiram, who'd practically knocked me over to explore the construction site hours earlier. Lloyd Nickels was incredibly shocked when he'd heard about the skeleton on Lara's news report. Had something happened fifty years ago that they were all afraid would be unearthed?

      Nana D might have additional information, or at the very least shed some light on the Trudeau and Lawson family history in Wharton County. I didn't have enough time to visit her downtown office before Bartleby would arrive at my house, so I called instead. While waiting for her assistant to connect us, I exchanged a few texts with Eleanor about Madam Zenya's theory on my potential ghost.

      “Solve your haunted house problem yet?” Nana D teased once joining the line, humming The Twilight Zone theme loudly enough for me to thrust the phone away from my ear.

      “That all depends. According to Madam Zenya, as conveyed by Eleanor, restless souls usually stop haunting people once we discover their remains.” I wasn't sure I believed my sister's revered idol or her flimflam advice. The famed psychic would arrive in town the following day and had offered to perform a reading on my house, if I still encountered any issues.

      “Sounds like a possibility. She deals with this stuff all the time,” Nana D encouraged, citing Prudence just wanted to pass into the next realm. “How's work, brilliant one?”

      “We have a new professor this semester. Hope Lawson, a transplant from New Orleans ironically teaching a class on paranormal literature. I wonder if you might recall her mother, Raelynn Trudeau. I'm not entirely sure she lived in Braxton, but….”

      “There was a Trudeau family who used to live in Woodland decades ago. Not familiar with Lawson. I vaguely recall the name Raelynn, but I can't put my finger on why.” Nana D mumbled to herself a few times before finishing her thoughts. “Nope. Gone at the moment. I'll get back to you.”

      “Fair enough,” I surrendered, highlighting the people who'd been acting strangely since we had found the skeleton. “The most unusual was the way Father Elijah passed out and called her Prue.”

      “Lots of people use nicknames. Prudence came from a religious family. Father Elijah might've been her confessor or counselor when Damien was born. That's when he was in training to become a priest. You should ask him.” Nana D indicated she didn't know a lot about the Garibaldi family as they'd kept to themselves when she was a child. “Garibaldi was Prudence's maiden name. Her parents also died tragically in an international incident earlier that year. Left her oodles of money. No other relatives, I believe. The library has minimal data on the last generation, almost as if they never existed.”

      “Hope will send me her research.” I considered my nana's inclination that Father Elijah had been addressing Prudence's post-pregnancy depression and organizing Damien's baptism. Many Catholics were often close to their parish priest and sought their advice for personal problems and health matters.

      Before we ended the call, Nana D updated me on the spooky corn maze being built at Danby Landing. During the two-week Fall Festival, we'd offer scary haunted house tours and authentic Victorian horse-drawn carriage hayrides—of varying degrees from whimsical to bloodcurdling, to accommodate all ages and temperaments of our guests. They'd converted an old barn into The House of Horrors where patrons walked through three levels of disturbing and gruesome scenes from Wharton County's history. Each was embellished to ensure maximum screaming and shock. The Victorian horse-drawn carriage hayrides would follow two different paths around the farm, depending on one's tolerance for being frightened. The most terrifying route navigated dark trails behind the haunted house that were stocked with fake dead bodies and animatronic wild, ravenous beasts. The lighter course transported passengers over a covered bridge across a small pond, stopping to participate in various autumnal experiences: families carving pumpkins into famous Wharton County citizens, brewers offering nonalcoholic apple cider drinks, and local bakers sharing slices of their seasonal pies and cakes.

      “Will Lloyd Nickels be your headless coachman again this year for the haunted hayride?” He'd served in the role for the last decade since retiring from the company who managed Braxton's cable car service. There were rumors that he'd hinted at stepping down from his Fall Festival duties.

      “We made a deal. He'll finish out this year and prepare his apprentice to take over. Not everyone in my generation has as much stamina as I do, Kellan.” Nana D reminded me to get cracking for my meeting with Bartleby. We never got to discuss Lloyd's hasty exit from The Big Beanery.

      I confirmed Ulan would be home from school on the later side. He'd agreed to join the debate club in the hopes he'd learn to interact more and gain confidence in himself. The bus would drop Emma at five-thirty on a corner not too far away from Dead End Lane, where we would soon live. I drove there to meet Bartleby and found the loon peering into a side window on the house.

      “Looking for me?” I confirmed his partaking in Sock Day by the presence of gray ones with bats.

      Bartleby jumped back. “No, I assumed you'd get here soon enough. I was searching for ghosts.”

      “Find any?” It'd be best to humor the batty man if I wanted to elicit information from him.

      “You've seen her, haven't you?” He winked at me and walked toward the front door. “Come on now, don't keep her waiting. I think she wants to introduce herself to you.”

      Had I heard him correctly? I knew our former mayor had a predilection for the strange and unusual, but was he so indelibly out of his mind that he thought he could communicate with a ghost? Between him and Madam Zenya, my faith in the world's mental faculties had fallen a notch.

      “I guess that means you don't think Prudence Grey stopped haunting me, now that we've found her bones?” I unlocked the door and ushered him inside swiftly. Although the neighbors didn't have a clear view to my front door, I wasn't risking any ruthless gossip about the ex-mayor's freakish dances.

      “Who said I believe your not-so-friendly visitor is the late Prudence Grey? I'm not too certain of that.” Bartleby scurried from room to room in the immediate vicinity, leaning his ear against the wall and tapping on various spots. At one point, he brayed and clucked as if he were summoning a demon.

      I decided not to take part in the insane and ghoulish experience. “If it's not Prudence, then you must assume someone human is playing games with my contractor's crew?”

      Bartleby shook his head. “Don't be a skeptic. I might know who or what it is. I'm just not entirely sure why she's chosen to communicate with you through such a chilling medium.”

      “Well, whoever she is, she's been oddly quiet for a few days. There have been no objects moving of their own accord, nor any peculiar noises or glowing lights.” I was glad Nicky sent daily reports to notify me of progress before leaving the premises. Ever since the skeleton had been found, the reports contained zero references to problems or concerns about a ghostly visitor or messages elaborately written in red paint. The notion that Ulan was still the culprit hadn't escaped my thoughts.

      Bartleby ascended the staircase in the front hallway, stopping halfway. Nicky had hung a giant plastic sheet to prevent any dust or dirt from floating upward. “Have you been upstairs?”

      My jaw clenched. “Nothing is on the second floor except empty rooms. Do you think someone's hiding out there? Maybe the brilliant Madam Zenya can flush her out.” I'd meant it as a joke, but the severe shudder plastered across Bartleby's face showed he believed differently.

      “She's quite the intriguing woman. Did Madam Zenya tell you she's coming here? To this house?” Bartleby shuffled back down the steps. “I'll be a monkey's uncle. That's surprising.”

      “I appreciate you stopping by. Is there anything you can tell me of value? It's not that I don't enjoy your conjecture and vivid theories, but how about some facts, sir?” I appealed to the side of him that was enticed by respect and authority.

      “Excellent point. Let's brush aside all the spectral phantoms and focus on what I know for certain.” Bartleby motioned for me to join him in the kitchen. “It's much quieter in here. I don't think she'll overhear us, not with all that newly installed stainless steel. Good choice to block the voices.”

      Bartleby shared his reasons for wanting to access the house and what he'd researched to date on the Grey family. While the house had been famously dubbed The Old Grey Place, Hiram had only owned it for the last fifty years. It had formerly been part of the larger Garibaldi estate. When Prudence married Hiram, her parents had given it to them as a wedding gift. “They originally built your house during the 1860s amid our country's Civil War. The Garibaldis kept possession for one hundred years before Prudence disappeared. The eccentric family suffered from varying degrees of psychological disorders, but they were also wealthy and donated money to the county. Most people deigned to accept them. During a cruise around Africa's Cape of Good Hope, shortly after Prudence and Hiram married, international pirates attacked the Garibaldi ship. In an ensuing struggle, an explosion killed everyone on board, ensuring Prudence inherited everything.”

      “I had no idea. I knew she'd tragically lost her parents somehow but not the exact details.” Hope had told me the truth, regarding her own research on the Grey family.

      “From everything I've been able to gather about this house, the Garibaldi family had big plans for it throughout the years. I suspect you haven't discovered the full extent of its reach.” Bartleby walked toward the basement door in the hallway near the kitchen and smirked at the message. “You haven't repainted over it?”

      “It's on the contractor's list for the end of the week before we move in. You're correct. We haven't gotten into the basement either.”

      “I suspect Hiram or his real estate agent failed to take you on a full tour?” Bartleby grinned mischievously; his pupils narrowed so that two caterpillar eyebrows arched in my direction.

      “No, he didn't. My contractor wanted access before construction, but we couldn't find the key. In the interim, all the repairs have focused on ensuring we could at least live here.”

      I'd asked for a complete tour and formal inspection, but the irritable judge insisted he'd lower the price rather than deal with mounds of paperwork. Nana D had lent me the money to buy the place, eliminating several months to procure a mortgage approval or sell my house in LA. I owed her my monthly payments now. Nicky had climbed on the roof and tested the overall wooden beams, floor joists, wall studs, roof rafters, and related components throughout the first two floors. He'd verified the foundation from the outside, but we knew nothing major could happen until we completed a structural analysis with an engineer. We planned to bust into the basement soon to check for any issues.

      “If I were you, I wouldn't explore much without the help of a knowledgeable and trained professional, such as myself. This house has a convoluted history, and you might find yourself in a spot of trouble. I'll share my research with you in the future. For now, beware of strange sounds and lights. Do not go into the basement.” Bartleby let himself out the front entrance, citing a prearranged dinner with a friend. He promised to return the following week with Madam Zenya to discuss the incidents.

      My rational side thought his sanity was heading south for a permanent vacation, so I brushed off the entire bonkers visit. Once Hope shared her information, and Bartleby returned to divulge his, I'd decide if moving into the Garibaldi house produced any valid risks. For all I knew, my practical joker had gone the way of the dinosaurs or the situation resulted from Ulan's childish behavior.

      I remained in the kitchen and stared at the basement door, angry and frustrated that I wasted so much of my time. I hadn't expected the door to open and reveal its secrets to me, but I knocked anyway. I jiggled the handle and tried to pry it loose. Nothing worked. I trudged away, theorizing the entire pseudo-paranormal experience was just a case of home-buying regret. As soon as I turned my back and arrived at the sink to test the new faucet, a disturbing return knock boomed.

      I did a one-eighty and eyed the door suspiciously. I stepped a few feet closer to it and leaned a hesitant ear in its direction. I stood two yards away, waiting for another creepy knock. What kind of fool was I? I did not believe in ghosts. The door was locked, and there were no other entrances into the basement, as far as I could tell. The house had a front and a back door on the main level. There weren't any tornado cellars or storm shelter access points nearby that I'd found when roaming the grounds. I was being silly and deemed the root cause as pipes creaking or the house settling. With all the minor construction, things were bound to shift. Given the house was over a hundred-and-fifty years old, it'd earned the right to moan and groan when someone rattled its bones.

      Then, I heard a second round of persistent thumping. Madam Zenya's theory about the haunting's demise, once the victim's bones were found, no longer made sense. Someone was definitely inside my house again, and this time, he or she was intent on tormenting me with their presence. I jumped backward, despite nothing moving near the door. I cupped my chin and scratched at the two-day growth I'd absentmindedly forgotten to shave. Wait! That knock came from the front of the house. As I meandered through the hallway, I heard another loud bang, followed by two voices shouting at me.

      “It's too early for trick-or-treat,” Emma yelled in a hilarious sing-song voice. “Open up, Daddy.”

      Ulan had stepped across the entryway to the bay window in the living room and tapped on the glass. “It's locked. We can't get in. Are you punishing us for being so much more awesome than you?”

      After opening the squeaky door, Emma hugged and informed me she was starving. The gymnastics routine had wiped her out, and Augie had no time to buy snacks before dropping them off.

      “Augie said hi and bye. Can we head back to Danby Landing? I need to work on my science project, and the supplies are at home,” Ulan stated with a blank expression. He adjusted a Beetlejuice sock that had slipped a few inches to his ankle.

      After checking the basement entrance again, even though it seemed no one had pounded on the door, I complied. Once we ate dinner and settled at the cottage, Emma prepared to walk Baxter around the orchard, proudly showing off her adorable socks with two ghosts blowing kisses at one another. What an angel. “You better pick up after him. Nana D will be upset if she finds anything.”

      Emma pinched her nose and begged Ulan to go with her. “Pleeeaaassseee….”

      “Nope. Sorry, honey. Ulan and I need to have an important discussion about a meeting at his school tomorrow.” I glanced in his direction and watched all the color drain from his youthful face.

      Once Emma left, he sat restlessly on the couch across from me. “How much trouble am I in?”

      “On a scale of one to ten, I'd say… a twelve. What gives, Ulan? I thought you were happy in Pennsylvania.” I kept my tone calm and understanding, but direct, so he knew I meant business.

      “It's not you guys. It's so much fun being around family. I love my father, but he's more interested in talking to the elephants than to me.” Ulan huffed and crossed his arms around a pillow.

      I carefully navigated the conversation, as I recalled what it'd been like for an authority figure to discipline me at his age. Hampton had always gotten us into trouble, but I'd earned the more severe punishments because our parents had believed I knew better. They cut him extra slack, since he was older and had to deal with four younger siblings who'd received more attention than him. I never agreed with their approach and analysis, but what fifteen-year-old could reason with their parents?

      “Okay. I'm glad you're happy to be around Emma and me. What I don't understand is why you painted that message and what else you've done at school. I'll try to be reasonable and listen to what you have to say, but this is inappropriate and childish behavior, Ulan.” I leaned forward from the opposite couch and clasped my hands together. Although I'd barely known him for two months, I recognized he was uncomfortable with physical contact. I'd read up on his situation, wondering whether growing up without a mother and with a distant father had made him untrusting or incapable of expressing his emotions. All I knew was I wanted him to feel safe and be honest with me.

      “They were bullies. When the kids found out I lived in an African jungle, they called me Moozan because of my long hair. They made a bunch of animal sounds whenever I'd enter or leave a room.” Ulan turned his head, rubbing at something in his eye. He'd begun tearing up and didn't want me to know. Ulan explained that they'd combined Tarzan, the Disney character Mulan, and his real name to tease him. Principal Grey had observed it happen the first time and encouraged him to be friendlier to his schoolmates, by showing them he was a nice kid who could be an ally. Between Ulan's shyness and super-intelligence, the school's cream of the crop had already deemed him prey. “No matter what I said, it got worse. So, one day, I took a can of red paint to school and wrote mean messages on all their lockers. I thought it'd make them stop torturing me,” Ulan admitted, then covered his head on his lap and silently bawled.

      I let him work out his emotions, then moved next to him. I placed a hand on his knee, hoping not to make him nervous. “We'll get through this together.”

      He sat up and thrust himself against my chest, hugging me as tightly as Emma whenever she said goodbye on school mornings. “Please don't send me back to Africa. I just can't attend that awful school anymore.” Ulan calmed down moments later and swallowed a glass of water.

      After I convinced him he wouldn't be leaving my care soon, he promised to never again do anything like he'd done. “I appreciate you saying that. You inadvertently caused me to almost have a heart attack when you painted our basement door with that death threat. I must admit, when I found those shoes with the red paint on the heels in your closet, I wanted to FedEx you to Hampton's place.”

      Ulan cocked his head to the side and made a strangled sound in his throat. “What are you talking about? I did nothing to our house.”

      My body froze instantly, recalling the dream I'd had the previous weekend where I'd felt ice in my veins. “It's okay. I forgive you, and we'll figure out how to move forward. Just don't lie to me, Ulan.”

      He stood, situating the empty water glass on the table. “I swear, sir. I don't even know what you're talking about. It wasn't me.”

      If I'd learned anything about my cousin, he couldn't fib without shaking one of his legs. He was as rigid as a pole at that moment. Ulan was telling the truth, prompting me to search for a mutually agreeable solution. As punishment for not revealing his troubles at school and for throwing out the principal's letter, I tasked him with trivial repairs and painting the living room in the new house. When we were united on our approach for how to talk to Belinda Grey, I directed him to finish his homework.

      I escaped and shut the bedroom door to steal a moment of silence. I believed Ulan when he promised he hadn't left the message on the door. Regrettably, it elevated my concerns about moving into the house with two young, impressionable children. Until I knew what was in the basement, and we verified who'd left that message, remaining at the Danby Landing cottage was the wisest decision.

      A suspicious, niggling desire rose to the surface over what'd happened to Prudence Grey and whether it was indeed her skeleton they'd found underneath Memorial Library. I shook my head and crashed on the bed. It was happening again. I had another compelling mystery to investigate. But it was personal this time—my home was possibly at the center. If Prudence was still alive or Hiram had killed her, the law dictated that he didn't have permission to sell me the house. Now what would I do?
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      After the kids boarded the bus for school the following day, I notified the departmental office manager I'd be arriving later than usual. I didn't have class until mid-morning, so I'd be able to attend the meeting with Principal Grey. I wasn't enthusiastic about the discussion after our multiple disagreements over the Fall Festival. When it came to my kid, or those I was responsible for, no one pushed me around. If Belinda hadn't addressed the high school bully situation, I would personally.

      Despite two text messages and a voicemail to April, she hadn't returned my phone call. I was desperate to learn what she'd discovered about the skeleton but would have to wait. In need of a quick release for my pent-up energy before heading to the high school, I stopped at the aptly named Grey Sports Complex to sneak in a necessary workout. Connor had postponed our normal morning routine after an unexpected turn of events had swamped them at the sheriff's office. He wouldn't offer any details but articulated they'd made progress on detecting the skeleton's identity.

      With my workout complete, I walked through the North Campus parking lot. Two loud voices argued several rows away. Normally, I'd ignore them and get on with my business; however, I recognized at least one. I popped my head over the top of a car and peered down the row. Hiram irately shook a fist at his son, Damien. They were focused on their disagreement and hadn't noticed me.

      “Why won't you talk about my birthmother? If that's her skeleton, I deserve a valid explanation,” Damien blasted in a daunting tone, stepping inches from his father. Rubicund and hatchet-faced, his looks must've faded over the years—not the usual model his ex-wife, Lara, dated nowadays.

      “Don't speak to me in that tone. I've told you everything you need to know about Prudence. She was a seriously ill woman, and I have a letter that proves she ran away because she didn't want to take care of you.” Hiram pounded his fist in his palm as his face heated with red and purple splotches.

      “What? I want to see the words she used to abandon me. I can't imagine doing that to my child. Imogene is the light of my life. How could you just now tell me that my birthmother left a letter, Dad, and not mention a word of it in so many years?” Damien seemed genuinely upset that he'd never gotten to know his biological mother. Lara had noted he could never stand up to his father and that he blamed himself for her abrupt departure. Today, he was quite the opposite: hot-tempered and unforgiving. I worried he might pummel his father. Would I need to insert myself into their argument?

      “I did what was necessary. The letter simply said she left town to focus on healing herself. When will you grow up? Do what I tell you and forget everything about the troubled woman. Even though Belinda has been a thorn in my side ever since the divorce, she's the woman who raised you and whom you call Mom. Be grateful you weren't put in an orphanage like some kids.”

      A car door slammed shut, and an engine roared out of the parking lot. I waited to see what would happen next. Damien leaned against his Mercedes and answered an incoming call. Given I'd accepted my eavesdropper inclinations—only when it might help solve a crime, that is—I listened. At first, I did not understand who'd called, which made sense since I barely knew the man from Adam. Then, it became clear he was on the phone with my best friend, Connor.

      Damien queried, “You need a sample of my DNA? Is this to prove I am related to the skeleton?” He listened to Connor's reply. “Of course, but that means you believe it's Prudence Grey, my biological mother?” He uttered a few noises of confirmation, then harshly agreed to head to the sheriff's office.

      Everything was lining up, except who had vandalized my house. Neither April nor Connor would pressure Damien to submit DNA unless assured the skeleton belonged to Prudence. They must've found remaining hair or fingernails to use for the verification. Were there other pieces of evidence buried with the skeleton that might identify what had happened? Not willing to wait any longer, I dialed April to get my answers. She answered on the first ring in a huff. “Yeah, now what do you want?”

      “Good day to you too, sheriff. Some days, I never know which personality to expect—”

      “I'm sorry I couldn't return your messages. It's been a zoo since last night. Everything okay?”

      “Yes, but it sounds like an inconvenient time. Free for dinner later?” I preferred not to engage in a short conversation about all the ideas percolating inside my head. It would be better to talk in a more private space without our jobs, the kids, or the craziness of our days in the way.

      “It's too early to confirm, but if I can get out at a decent hour, I'd love to see you.” April's tone softened when she finished speaking. “I thought you were someone else calling, sorry about that.”

      “I hope things improve.” I was about to hang up when she finally shared the new information.

      “If you call Lloyd Nickels waltzing into my office to confess to the murder of Prudence Grey fifty years ago getting better, then I'm the golden goose about to lay an egg.”

      “Wait! What did you say?” I wasn't referring to her comment about a colorful bird.

      “Please keep this to yourself. We've had the discussion many times before but seeing how you were the person to find the body, I've already accepted that you'll insert yourself into this one.” April disclosed that Lloyd had marched into the Wharton County Sheriff's Office the previous night to reveal exactly where he'd locked Prudence in the library. He'd felt guilty for years about what he'd done. “Once we discovered the skeleton, he admitted the truth. That's why I couldn't call you last night.”

      “You caught the killer. Congratulations.” I was glad she solved the case but had no clue how Lloyd and Prudence were involved. Maybe this had nothing to do with the vandal at my house.

      “If only it were that easy. Some of Lloyd's facts don't add up, hence I'm not ready to close the investigation. Lloyd says he never hit Prudence, but my evidence suggests otherwise. I'm certain this was intentional murder. I'll fill you in on the rest when we see each other. Bye for now.”

      And just like that, my hopes for a future free of spooks and murders, along with any residual sanity, splattered on the floor. Was this paranormal drama forcing me to play detective again? April seemed to want my involvement and advice this time, unlike the past. Were we meant to grow closer?

      After April hung up, I raced to the high school for my appointment with Belinda. Ulan was excused from class to meet with us for fifteen minutes, where we addressed the issue with the other students. By the time we finished, Ulan volunteered to help the custodians for the next few days with a specific list of tasks around the school. Belinda felt it was a sufficient punishment for the damage he'd caused to the lockers, and she was confident the situation would soon be under control. I found today's version of Belinda Grey easy to work with and had even complimented her on her approach to balancing both sides of the story. Ulan was permitted to attend his next class and exited her office.

      “I appreciate your understanding and leniency. Ulan's had a rough year, but after our conversation last night, and this one, I feel much better.”

      Belinda smiled, arching her eyebrows and highlighting the narrow shape of her eyes. Frosted blonde and gray hair fell effortlessly against her square shoulders. “I have a gift for working with students who need a swift kick in the rump,” she quipped, then asked me to stay for another minute. “I know you must think I'm abrasive, based on our interactions over the Fall Festival.”

      I tried to interrupt, but she held a hand up to stop me.

      “This festival has been my pride and joy for ten years. Bartleby Grosvalet never thought twice about handing over the planning and management to me. When your grandmother assumed control, I expected the same extension of courtesy. I could've behaved in a more mature manner.”

      “You must've felt discarded when Nana D took it away from you with no discussion. Perhaps we can start over and use the next few days to organize an outstanding festival?” I stretched a hand in her direction and waited while she cautiously did the same.

      “Excellent. I'm looking forward to our newfound partnership after today's meeting.” Belinda, dressed in a well-tailored, textured business suit, called for her secretary to escort me back to the lobby.

      “Before I go, may I ask you something?” I surmised she might know information about Prudence's disappearance that hadn't been communicated to the public.

      “Certainly, what can I do for you?” A tentative wavy line of wrinkles formed on her brow.

      “I own the house where Prudence and Hiram used to live. I've heard rumors about its history, and now that they have found her body….” I felt myself struggling to formulate the question.

      “I never lived in the house, Kellan. Hiram had moved out before I became Damien's nanny and we rekindled our relationship.” Belinda sighed loftily, flipping through a stack of papers on her desk.

      “Ok, thanks. Are you aware of your brother's actions at the sheriff's office?” I wasn't sure if she knew, but I felt bad for their family, even if Lloyd was confessing to something as serious as murder.

      Belinda must've noticed my hesitation. “Yes, I still can't believe he locked Prudence in the basement. There must be a valid explanation. I don't know a lot at this point.”

      “Lloyd is a good guy. I have a tough time believing it too.” I paused, uncertain how to change the subject but proceeding. “I understand you were against the plans for the Memorial Library renovations.”

      “There were better ways to accomplish the college's goals. Although the contractors stipulated it would only take a year to finish the work, I would've placed money that it lasted much longer.” Belinda frowned and stared directly at me. “I thought it would be best to build somewhere new, rather than phase in all the work as a renovation. I'm retiring at the end of the year and need some quiet.”

      “Isn't that a little short-sighted? The library is important for Braxton's future.” I didn't reprimand the woman any further, but I couldn't comprehend her position.

      “I know how it made me look. I understand the need for progress, and that's ultimately why I yielded. We couldn't raise satisfactory funding to start from scratch.” Belinda confirmed that Hiram had convinced her he'd already donated enough money in the past, so she'd finally agreed to let it go. “Hiram offered to pay for my short-term house rental if it became too noisy. I can't say no to him.”

      “That was generous.” I wasn't particularly fond of Hiram but had to credit the man for talking Belinda off the ledge. “So, you saw nothing strange occur at the house I just bought?”

      “I didn't say that, but this isn't the proper place to discuss it. My relationship with Hiram has not been easy. Although the man divorced me, I will always be grateful he acknowledged me as Damien's mother throughout the years. Let's find time to discuss it over a proper meal soon.” Belinda stepped out of her office and directed me to follow her assistant through the main area.

      At first, I wondered if she acquiesced at breakneck speed just to force me to leave. Then, I realized she offered to discuss what she knew. Belinda's assistant scheduled a breakfast for us the following week, after the Fall Festival was underway and didn't require extensive daily oversight.
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        * * *

      

      Most of the next day and a half focused on classes and the final coordination and preparation of the Fall Festival. Belinda, Nana D, Mom, and I had brokered a truce, ensuring the spectacular would be amazing. Madam Zenya had checked into the Roarke and Daughters Inn and organized her temporary psychic reading room in a tent at Danby Landing. Although I still hadn't met the woman, the entire town vociferously commented on her strange appearance. Madam Zenya always dressed in a Victorian black lace gown and wore an enormous headdress that covered her face. No one had ever seen what she looked like without it. She told everyone it was to create the illusion of a mystery and allow her to connect with newly departed souls. Eleanor loved the story. I wanted to gag over its preposterousness. Had I settled on my next Halloween costume?

      April and I found zero time for our welcome-home-we're-back-in-the-same-state dinner. Once Lloyd Nickels confessed to killing Prudence Grey, it had turned her life upside down. It had shocked most everyone in Braxton to hear of his arrest, but the Wharton County Sheriff's Office had a motive, the means, and opportunity. They still considered the facts crucial evidence and kept everything hidden, as Lloyd wasn't permitted to tell others his reasoning or actions. Luckily, between Connor's generosity and April's growing infatuation—okay, increasing tolerance—for me, I'd assembled most of the details.

      Belinda Nickels and Hiram Grey had been high school sweethearts for two years. After graduation, they'd attended different colleges and struggled to maintain a relationship. Belinda moved to Philadelphia for school while Hiram followed in his father's footsteps at Braxton. During that time, Hiram married Prudence Garibaldi and started law school. After getting her degree at Temple University, Belinda returned to Braxton and reconnected with Hiram, who'd been unsuccessfully juggling law school, fatherhood, a disturbed wife, and being a member of the multifaceted Grey family.

      Lloyd had adored his sister more than anyone else in his life and would do anything to protect her. He knew how devastated Belinda had been when Hiram ended their relationship. After hearing her fondly recall their romance and watching Prudence's grip on reality dissipate further, Lloyd secretly engineered a plan to reunite Hiram and Belinda. During the Vietnam War protest on campus, Lloyd coordinated a clandestine rendezvous for his sister and Hiram at Stanton Concert Hall. They planned to discuss whether it was the right time to rekindle their relationship. While Hiram and Belinda were meeting, Prudence showed up at the library looking for her husband, ranting to anyone nearby that he was out with his new girlfriend. Lloyd had been repairing a loose electrical wire near the front desk and watched her enter the building. He kept her distracted and away from everyone else, so she didn't instigate additional trouble for his sister. When Prudence insisted on searching every crevice of the library, he found an opportunity to lock her inside the antiquated, original part of the building that had been cordoned off for construction. Because of the protest's noise, no one would hear her screams or shouts in the basement. Lloyd planned to unlock the door once his sister returned to the library to reveal the results of her discussion with Hiram.

      Unfortunately, the protest turned violent and grew exponentially impossible to contain. Everyone in the library had gone outside to see what was unfolding. Lloyd worried about his sister's safety and wanted to warn her and Hiram about the fights erupting on campus. While he searched in Stanton Concert Hall, a fire engulfed the old library wing. Lloyd rushed back when he saw the smoke from the music building, but by then, firefighters wouldn't let him inside. He was afraid to confess what he had done, so he hunted for Prudence, Belinda, and Hiram. Eventually, he located his sister who explained that she and Hiram had delayed rekindling their romance until Prudence sought help for her psychosis. The fire had consumed most of the old wing of the library, but the searchers found no bodies. Then, Hiram produced a letter that Prudence had left behind at their home, showing she'd departed to seek help after their last discussion. The police eventually stopped searching for her. Lloyd assumed Prudence had escaped the fire, never admitting to anyone that he'd locked her up. He'd lived for fifty years with the guilt that she'd run away because of him.

      When the skeleton was found, Lloyd's fear and culpability compelled him to come clean about Prudence's true moments before death. The police had sheltered Lloyd in a Wharton County prison cell for the last thirty-six hours. He was unwilling to seek bail because his prior actions had mortified him. April had to wait for confirmation on the body before the man could officially be charged with murder.

      On the walk across campus, I distinctly heard shuffled footsteps following me in the distance but every time I turned to confront the stalker, no one was there. Whoever it was, if not a figment of my imagination, was skilled at covertly hiding behind things and keeping me guessing. I was not happy about it either. Luckily, Nicky and his crew had finished nearly all the renovations on the new house with no interference from ghosts or humans. We would meet that evening after work for a walkthrough, to determine if anything else needed to be addressed before I moved in on Saturday.

      As I walked past Memorial Library, Connor called out to me from the crime scene. “Hey, Kellan. What brings you by today?” Connor, who towered over me, was as charismatic as he was intelligent. Although the military haircut and rippling, muscled body often scared people, I knew the gentler and kinder side of him—the benefit of a long-term friendship.

      “I'm picking up books for Ulan's school project. How's everything coming along with processing Lloyd Nickels? I don't condone what he did, but hopefully there will be leniency given his age, the time since the crime occurred, and that he never intended to kill the woman.”

      Connor shook his head. “The district attorney plans to charge Nickels with involuntary manslaughter, but she can't do anything until we have verification that it's Prudence.”

      “How long will it take to process the DNA?” I knew they could analyze fresh samples in as little as two days, but it would depend on the laboratory's workload and how much had been obtained from the skeleton. A fifty-year-old case wouldn't be granted priority over anything currently in process, especially when the culprit had admitted to the crime and volunteered to remain in prison.

      “I expect conclusive evidence by tomorrow. I'm glad Damien Grey willingly provided a DNA sample. Our mayor called in a few favors to have them rush the testing,” Connor mentioned, holding back a fully formed smirk. “Apparently, your nana wants to put everything to rest as quickly as possible.”

      Damien was the only other living relative who would match Prudence Grey's DNA. While everyone was certain the skeleton had belonged to the missing woman, confirmation was still an essential part of the process. “I'd forgotten my nana was close to Lloyd. She means well, I'm sure.” Nana D wouldn't stand in the way of convicting anyone who'd committed a crime, despite her connection to them, but she'd also commented to me she wasn't entirely sure of her friend's guilt.

      “April's had a fit over the entire situation. The skeleton wasn't found in the exact location where Lloyd said he'd imprisoned Prudence that afternoon.” Connor explained that although the fire and demolition had shifted the underlying ground, the skeleton was located at least twenty feet away from key debris. “There are other things I can't reveal. I suspect someone is playing a dangerous game.”

      “What does that mean?” I scratched at the back of my scalp, pondering if April might shed light on the other details. He gaped at me without answering. “Well, I need to meet Maggie and head to my new house. If everything goes according to plan, I'll move in this weekend. Come by to help?”

      “As long as you stay out of my investigation.” Connor laughed, thrilled to have held his ground and kept me from pushing him too far. “But if you throw in some beer, I'll drive the moving van, bud.”

      “Not a chance. I'm all over this one. It's involved me personally, like an insidious rash. Every time we discover new evidence, things reset back to the beginning.” I needed to protect myself and my family. Between the threatening messages, the increasing pranks, and the possibility that I didn't own the home, I had to stick close to the investigation, if not run my own in parallel. If someone was following me, then there had to be something larger going on that could negatively impact me.

      When I reached Maggie's office, she wasn't alone. Braxton's former librarian sipped tea in a comfy guest chair in the corner. Although Minnie O'Malley and I had previously confirmed the time for Emma's upcoming religious classes, she'd been too distraught about her close companion's confession to murder to discuss anything with me.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. O'Malley. I'm glad I ran into you today.” I waved to Maggie, who pointed at the piles of books she'd checked out for me.

      “Oh, Maggie and I just talked about you. I'd be indebted if you'll complete a teeny tiny favor for your former advisor.” Minnie placed a hand on her heart, casting wistful eyes upon me. “Please say yes.”

      I gazed at Maggie, imploring her to provide a clue. What was I missing? “I'll do my best to help. You were always so kind when I was a student and you were the head librarian. What is—”

      “I'll talk to him, Minnie. You get some rest. I'm sorry Lloyd has refused all visitors. He'll come to his senses soon,” Maggie interrupted, holding up one hand to stop me from talking and the other patting her mentor's back.

      “Convince that merciless sheriff to release my Lloyd. I know he didn't mean to hurt Prudence. It was all just a big misunderstanding.” Minnie shuffled out of the office and down the hallway, a low and throaty moan accompanying her on the path.

      “How am I supposed to do that?” I lifted my eyebrows in further confusion.

      Maggie updated me on her conversation with our former librarian. “Minnie is adamant that Lloyd does not belong in prison. She doesn't comprehend why he hasn't been released. He couldn't have killed Prudence. It must've been an accident.”

      “I admit this all sounds rather suspicious, but he had fifty years to say something. Lloyd looks guilty because he kept silent. If he'd confessed the day of the fire, we'd be having a vastly different conversation, Maggie.” I rifled through Ulan's books to verify they were all present.

      “You're correct. He should've told the firemen he saw someone in the basement, even if he didn't admit to locking up Prudence.” Maggie confirmed Connor had discreetly shared the details with her, but no one had told Minnie the specifics. Minnie only knew Lloyd confessed and was stuck in prison.

      “But you have something else you want to say.” I could see the doubt on Maggie's face.

      “What if Lloyd's covering for someone? We never found out who started the fire.”

      “Such as?” I paced the floor of Maggie's office. “What if it implicates Minnie?”

      “Doubtful, but Lloyd's confession is oddly convenient, especially before they've identified the body.” Maggie ran her fingers through her hair and clicked her tongue against the back of her front teeth. “I think you should do a little investigating. Minnie needs our help. She's not guilty either.”

      “Don't you think this is awfully close to being solved already?” I advised Maggie we needed to wait for confirmation on the body, then see what Lloyd was officially charged with. “Maybe they'll reduce the charges after a full autopsy or extensive analysis of the skeletal remains.”

      “Minnie's had a hard life. Ian died in Vietnam, leaving her a widowed mother of a small boy. She never had a chance to say goodbye to her husband, and then their only son and daughter-in-law died of a drug overdose. The poor woman had to raise her granddaughter all by herself.”

      I'd forgotten that Emma's summer camp teacher, Jane O'Malley, had been orphaned when she was only two years old. Minnie's son and his wife had developed an addiction to opioids, despite caring for their young daughter, Jane. When Minnie hadn't heard from them in two days, she'd gone by their apartment and found Jane screaming in her crib, malnourished and sickly. “I feel bad for Minnie, but first we need more details about the skeleton. Fair?” Once Maggie assented, we agreed to revisit the topic. I knew I would investigate the situation, but no one else needed to know exactly what I'd do.

      I exited and arrived at the house ten minutes prior to my scheduled meeting with Nicky. The workers had packed up early and left upon finishing the final tasks. Nicky had sent me pictures of the new fireplace mantle and the recessed hallway ceiling lights. His team transformed the place into a warm and inviting home.

      As I approached, an unexpected new addition caught my eye. Hanging from the rafters on the front porch was a large set of wind chimes. Long metal rods and copper tubes, suspended from a central wooden ring, dangled in the wind. A haunting melody twanged as I climbed the steps, encouraging an unsettling shiver to cascade across my body. Someone was watching me. I couldn't see them, but they lurked nearby as I studied the object. When I peered closer, the name Garibaldi was carved into the ring. Why had this gift suddenly appeared on my doorstep?

      As soon as I opened the front door, I knew something was wrong. A cloud of fog and dusty residue filled the foyer, and a wall of overpowering heat hit me. I inched forward to determine if there was still a fire burning somewhere, then saw billowing smoke in the kitchen. After verifying the existence of a direct path to enter and exit the room, I rushed in to locate the source. The oven had been turned on, and a bunch of dirty rags had caught flame and incinerated into ashes. Luckily, the fire had already died out. Or had someone intentionally extinguished it? I used a piece of cardboard to protect my hands when brushing the embers into a nearby metal garbage pail. I scanned the room to determine where Nicky had installed the smoke detectors only to realize they'd been removed and smashed on the floor in the corner. Someone had deliberately set the place on fire to delay my move.

      I grabbed my phone to call Nicky, but he'd already run into the room. “What happened?”

      “No clue. I just arrived too.” I led him to the porch to inquire about the wind chimes.

      “I saw them this morning when the crew arrived. We thought you hung them.” Nicky pensively rubbed his eyebrows. “Come on, let's itemize all the damage.”

      After containing the risk of any explosions, we surveyed the first floor. At the low end, we had hours of tedious cleaning and frustrating repairs. At the high end, someone had broken three back windows and dumped gallons of dirty water on the bedroom carpets. The basement door, which had been repainted after the original incident, unexpectedly contained a new threatening message:

      
        
        I'm gonna hang your corpse like a scarecrow at the Fall Festival!
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      Connor arrived rapidly once I reported the crime. “Are you certain no one else has a key?”

      Nicky nodded. “We installed the new front locks yesterday. I gave the original key to Kellan when we filed the plans with the county for the certificate of occupancy. I have the only other one.”

      “Neither left our possession,” I added. Nicky and I had already covered it once we saw the destruction. “Someone must've broken the window, reached through to unlock the back door, and snuck in to inflict all this damage.”

      “There is no way you can move in this weekend, Kellan. I'm sorry. I'll get my crew back again tomorrow, but we'll need at least a week to order new windows, dry the carpets, and clean the soot throughout the place.” Nicky looked like he'd been sucker-punched one too many times.

      I felt bad for the contractor as he'd gotten more than he'd bargained for when he bid for this job. “I'm not sure if I should move in at all. Can't imagine who's targeted me or for what reason.”

      Connor stopped pacing the kitchen abruptly. “Wait! Didn't you install a camera last time?”

      “Dude! If there's anything recorded, and we see the criminal in action, I'll owe you dinner for an entire month.” I grabbed my best friend by his shoulders and slapped his back a few times to express my gratitude for his brilliant memory.

      Nicky brought up the software on his tablet and motioned for us to join him, then clicked on the live feed button. “It's just the one temporary camera, but maybe we got lucky. It's working, so the vandal didn't cut any cables.”

      We watched as he accessed the feed from the last twenty-four hours. As he activated the new feed, I matched the time on the live one to my cell phone. The clock was working properly, meaning we were certain the camera had captured the correct time.

      “I'm gonna speed it up. We left after my crew finished around noon. This disaster happened in the last five hours.” Nicky fast-forwarded in ten-minute jumps. A construction worker returned to the door and spoke with his boss on the porch. Then, he left, and Nicky shut the door, fiddling with something we couldn't see. “That's when I locked it. Besides, there is glass all over out there and inside the mudroom. Your vandal must've knocked the glass out of his way to enter safely.”

      About ninety minutes into the recording, a shadow appeared on the porch. We waited but nobody ever showed up on camera. “I don't get it. Is that a ghost? What did we miss?”

      “Hold up,” Connor interrupted, stopping and rewinding the software. His expertise in security operations was immensely helpful. “Is that a broom handle jabbing the window?”

      Nicky trembled. “Someone was inside already and broke the glass to make it look like they entered through the mudroom door. I don't understand. No one was there when I locked up.”

      We watched at least another thirty minutes preceding and following when the windows had been knocked out. “Whoever did this must've entered the house some other way.”

      Connor stepped away, brooding over the puzzling situation. “The new message isn't written in paint like the last time. That's…” he paused to sniff the door, then wiped his finger on the material. “That's red clay. It smells like the musty floor of the caves near my childhood home.”

      “Why is it here?” My frustration heightened, leaving me raw and angry that someone played games on my property. I was lending more credence to the ghost theory and felt compelled to dive deeper into the investigation. Somehow, this was connected to Prudence Grey's disappearance.

      Connor tapped his knuckles on the basement door. “Down there. Your vandal didn't break the window. He or she came through the basement. A house of this age has tons of red clay under the foundation. Just like what we saw at the bottom of Memorial Library with the skeleton.”

      “We need to get in that basement,” Nicky advised, a hand cupping his chin and tapping his cheek. “I haven't found a way to open it. If you can't locate a key, I'll bust through with a chainsaw.”

      After Nicky confirmed he could wash off the clay and salvage the door, I asked him to delay breaking it down. “Let me rattle a few cages. I'd love to preserve the door. It's a hundred years old.”

      While Connor instructed one of his fellow police officers to draft a report on the damage and take photos, I called the cottage to verify Emma and Ulan were home from school. I was usually back by five o'clock to greet them, since Emma was so young, but I needed to talk to Connor and Nicky before exiting. Ulan offered to make Emma a snack and walk Baxter. I promised to leave within the hour.

      After Nicky confirmed his team would address the repairs the following morning, I left a message for Bartleby to contact me. If that lead didn't pan out, and no one could pick the lock, I'd unhappily sacrifice the door. “This makes little sense. I admit, for a wacky moment, the ghost theory idled inside my mind. Can spooks inflict this much damage? Then again, if it is Prudence messing with me from the Great Beyond, she would've stopped now that you found her body and killer.”

      Connor darted his eyes to the far left, measuring the damage. “If I asked my aunt in the Caribbean, she'd agree about your ghostly visitor. But now that it's looking unlikely the body….”

      I waited for him to continue speaking, but he walked down the hall away from me. I knew that meant he was hiding something. “Out with it. I don't have the energy or the patience to pester you for information. For once, can't you just forget that I'm a private citizen and reveal what you know?”

      “We received the initial report on the DNA analysis. Let's just say, it wasn't what we expected.” Connor leaned against the banister, tapping the smooth, shapely wood in slow motion.

      “The skeleton belongs to Prudence Grey, doesn't it?” An involuntary spasm in my neck flinched. Or was some ghost sticking me with invisible needles? My patience had worn thinner than a dryer sheet.

      “We aren't complete, but two things are pointing me in a different direction.”

      “Wasn't Damien's DNA a match?” I knew the Wharton County labs didn't have the most advanced technology, but surely, they could decipher the connection between a parent and child.

      Connor updated me on what he'd recently learned. “We compared Damien's hair follicles to the DNA we could pull from the remaining teeth on the skeleton. Although the special forensic anthropologist working on the case assures me we're working with the same 1960s timeframe, the owner of that skeleton and Damien could not have been mother and child.”

      A small gasp escaped my lips. “Are you confirming that it's not Prudence Grey?”

      “No, I don't believe it is,” Connor scoffed.

      “But everything fits based on Lloyd's confession. Was Damien secretly adopted?”

      “I haven't shared the most peculiar aspect of the case,” he continued, aimlessly wandering the foyer with a heavy tread. “Damien and the skeleton's owner share DNA. It's just not possible for them to be mother and child.”

      “Explain it to me slowly. I'm fairly knowledgeable on the monumental advances of DNA studies, but you're not making any sense.”

      Connor again pulled out his tablet. “Based on these reports, the skeleton belongs to a male, not a female. I don't know all the ins and outs of this science, but the consultant has assured us there is a genetic connection between the two samples. He needs to run more tests to confirm the specifics.”

      “So, the skeleton we found is a member of either the Grey or Garibaldi family?”

      “I found out after seeing you at the library. We haven't decided our next steps. I don't want to ask Hiram Grey random questions about him or his former wife's kin without a plan.”

      “Bartleby Grosvalet might know. He's knowledgeable of most families in our town's history. As far as I'm aware, Prudence didn't have any siblings, so the skeleton must be related to Damien through Hiram. Who could it be?”

      “I might call him. As our former mayor, Bartleby knows how to be discreet. We'll release Lloyd this weekend, unless anything changes. I'm certain we're dealing with murder, but I can't tell you why yet. Give me a little more time to confirm everything.” Connor withdrew car keys from his pocket.

      “Nothing to hold him, I guess, huh? I wonder how he'll explain this latest revelation.”

      Connor didn't want to discuss the case any further and left to update April. I drove to Danby Landing to meet the kids, astonished at the newest discovery. If the skeleton didn't belong to Prudence, then my instincts dictated she was still alive; however, it also left me with a new theory to consider. What if Prudence had murdered a secret family member during the Memorial Library fire? If she had, she'd gotten away with the crime for fifty years. The urgency of the situation smacked me upside the head with another intrusive reminder. Forget about naming the new house… if Prudence was alive, then The Old Grey Place absolutely didn't belong to me. Not only did I need to solve the mystery of the skeleton's owner, I required legal advice on how to protect my investment. That meant contacting my brother, Hampton. Could this day get any worse?
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        * * *

      

      Ulan and Emma lumbered off to school the following morning, lamenting how much longer before they could move into the new house. I wouldn't commit to a new date until I was certain our home belonged to me and was safe—primarily after Emma kept jumping out of closets to intentionally scare me.

      Now that Connor had confirmed the skeleton wasn't Prudence, I formally committed myself to the investigation. It was imperative that we determined who had been killed and if Prudence was responsible. My house had been vandalized, I'd found an unidentified fifty-year-old body, and several of the town's senior citizens had been acting cuckoo over the entire affair. I called Minnie to affirm my plans to dig into Lloyd's confession, detect the true victim's identity, and discover the killer. Lloyd had some explaining to do and would be one of the first people I attempted to speak with.

      I spent most of the day teaching courses and conducting student meetings. I wanted to grill Hope, but she never stopped in her office. Even Myriam questioned where her newest professor had traipsed off to. Hope had taught both her classes, so we at least knew she'd been on campus in the morning. Post the standard weekly lunch with my mother, I focused on solving my trespasser problem. Bartleby, although initially brash and confrontational about my insistence on his help, promised to rummage around for the key that would unlock the basement door. “Ask your friend and the former homeowner, Judge Hiram Grey, about both the key and the wind chimes, please.”

      The latest sabotage even surprised Nana D. “I'll have the idiot drawn and quartered. Tell that to your girlfriend. Maybe she'll move faster than a salted snail to catch herself a criminal.”

      “Let it go. April and I are friends. If that changes, I'll clue you in. For now, mind your own beeswax, Nana D.” A sudden urge to hang up the phone crossed my mind, but I ignored it. The punishment would outweigh the benefits of a momentary win. “I'm sorry for being rude. These wind chimes are baffling to me.” I texted a photo of them to Nana D to ask if she knew anything.

      “Pish! We all get grumpy.” Nana D guffawed after explaining that the wind chimes formerly hung at the Garibaldi house but had disappeared around the same time as Prudence. “Maybe Hiram dropped them off for you. What's the good word on the other ding-a-ling you call a wife?”

      “Francesca has been in court all week. I haven't spoken to her.” I'd finished reading my brother's report. His ultimate recommendation was not to file for formal custody of Emma until we had a sense of the California judicial system's plan to penalize my wife. Hampton suggested it would be better to ignore Francesca while she wasn't requesting anything unreasonable or out of the ordinary.

      “You've got some awful taste in women, brilliant one.”

      “Let's switch topics. If you keep pestering me, I might have to tell Mom that you entered her in a pie-baking contest for the Fall Festival.” Nana D loved to torture her family, but it was even sweeter when her victims had no clue she'd been behind their embarrassment and awkward humiliation.

      “Your mother can't even brew coffee. Honestly, to think I birthed that one….”

      “I'm taking Emma to St. Mary's in an hour for her first class. She's super excited about it.” I was too but for various other reasons. I desperately wanted to find out whether Minnie knew the latest details about Lloyd's potential release. “How's Minnie doing? Have you talked to her today?”

      Nana D uttered a noise I took as a no. “I'm waiting on news about Lloyd's official charges. The last update from your sheriff sweetie was ages ago. Have you heard anything on the DNA results?”

      In the panic, as I didn't want to lie to my grandmother, I opted to tell a much smaller alternative truth by claiming my boss had interrupted. Myriam Castle was always an interruption in my life, so I was, via an indirect path, telling the truth. “Talk to you over the weekend. Love you.”

      Had Prudence Grey magically bestowed me with the gift of her treasured wind chimes? Why were all these strange things happening at my new house? Was I being cursed? Uncertain, I dropped Ulan at my parents' house and brought Emma to St. Mary's. While she was in class with Minnie, who still hadn't communicated with Lloyd, I poked my head into the main part of the church.

      Father Elijah stood near the altar, deep in thought until I interrupted his focus. “Kellan, you must be here with that lovely daughter of yours. It's a pleasure to see you, but I am on my way to the hospital to check on a pair of sick parishioners. God Bless.” As he gripped my shoulder, a sense of peace filled the holy space around us. He genuflected at the cross, then turned to leave.

      “Before you head out, Father, may I ask a personal question?” I hadn't meant to approach him so bluntly, but I'd been curious about his reaction to a skeleton being found at Memorial Library.

      “Certainly. What's troubling you, son?” Father Elijah's collar must've been too tight around his neck. Red blotches crept up the thin skin around his throat as if it strangled him while he spoke to me.

      After mentioning what had happened the other day, I felt even guiltier. “I don't mean to pry. It's just that I've had inexplicable events happen in the house I bought from Hiram Grey. I rarely believe in ghosts or other supernatural experiences, but something odd is going on.”

      “I understand. At times, we feel the presence of people we've lost as if they're sitting right next to us. Often, it's a loved one who's moved on to Heaven. At other times, it's our fears manifesting themselves in unusual ways.” He paused and reflected on the cross hanging on the wall behind us. “Prudence was a friend of mine before she passed away. I must admit, it hurt to lose someone I treasured having in my life. Minnie and I are alike in that manner. I think it's why we get along so well.”

      “When you heard about the skeleton, what made you think about Prudence? You called her Prue, I believe.” I wasn't being disrespectful. It felt like a natural question to pose.

      “You are perceptive, Kellan. Prudence never liked to be called by her full name. Her closest friends called her Prue. I counseled my friend right before she disappeared. Her death was impactful to me, but God helped direct a path in which I could accept his decision to call her back home.” Father Elijah whispered something with his eyes closed, then gestured toward the ceiling of the church. It appeared to be a blessing for the memory of his lost friend.

      “I understand. I can't imagine what it's like to hear such news after fifty years. You mentioned Minnie had also lost someone. Are you talking about her husband, Ian? He was your brother, right?”

      Father Elijah smiled while studying his watch. “Ian was fighting in Vietnam. A heart condition exempted me from serving, but I was proud of my brother. We lost him that year too.”

      “Two deaths in such an abbreviated time. I'm sorry, Father. Your faith got you through it all?”

      “Mostly. It helped me to officially accept the call of the priesthood that year. I couldn't decide what to do with myself, but after losing Prue, then my brother's disappearance, I was lost. God helped me discover the right path.” Father Elijah inhaled deeply, the stress of the past heavily weighing on him.

      I hadn't realized his brother had vanished too. Had he gone AWOL during the war? “I suppose he went missing in Vietnam. Minnie must've leaned on you heavily for support.”

      “Oh, she did, but Ian didn't disappear while he was fighting in Vietnam. He'd been injured and flew back home. He suffered from posttraumatic stress syndrome, though it wasn't widely known at the time.” Father Elijah shared how his brother, Ian, had returned home, according to the military, after they had honorably discharged him. “Neither Minnie nor I had ever encountered my brother that fall. I eventually assumed Ian couldn't handle reentry into normal life after everything he'd seen and been through in Vietnam.”

      “Did you report it to the police?”

      “No, we didn't know until much later. Minnie received a letter that her husband was being discharged, but she never saw him. She believes he died in the war and that the government made a mistake. She's unwilling to accept he left her or couldn't find his way back to her.” Father Elijah explained that it was the following winter when he'd contacted the military to inquire why his brother hadn't yet come home. Once he'd learned about the official discharge, Father Elijah tried to convince Minnie that her husband was an ill man who didn't know what he was doing by abandoning them.

      “That's such a tragedy, Father. I am so sorry to hear about it.”

      “Thank you.” Father Elijah excused himself to visit Wharton County General Hospital.

      A haunting theory percolated inside my head about what might've happened to Ian O'Malley. I couldn't explain why, or how he shared DNA with Damien Grey, but something uncannily convinced me he was the owner of the skeleton. Could the O'Malley family somehow be related to Prudence Garibaldi? I called April to relay Father Elijah's news. “What's my favorite sheriff up to?”

      “I was just thinking about you,” she crooned, noting she was leaving the office to meet Augie for dinner. “I've been dealing with the forensics team on the skeleton discovery. We can't figure this one out. I need to get away from it for a day to clear my mind. Maybe something will become obvious when I've gotten enough of a break. What's up?”

      “Oh, I'm certain you won't like what I'm about to tell you. Just keep in mind, April, this information fell into my lap. I promise I didn't go in search of it.” After gulping, I closed my eyes and explained everything I'd just learned from Father Elijah.

      “That's a long shot, if I'm being honest. Did you tell the priest what you suspect?”

      “No, I wanted to discuss it with you first. If that skeleton belongs to Ian O'Malley, and he returned home from Vietnam during the Memorial Library fire, it creates a whole new level of complexity in our investigation.”

      April grunted. “Did you just hear yourself?”

      “No, what did I do now?” I'd told her everything she needed to know without holding back.

      “You said, our investigation, Kellan.”

      “Did I?” I vaguely recalled the word slipping from my mouth but acted surprised. “Accidental.”

      “Accidental my a—”

      I stopped her before she said something she'd regret. “How about I buy you dinner this weekend and we chat all about it?”

      “I'm too tired to argue with you. I don't suppose you thought to ask your little priest friend for the name of his brother's dentist, did you?” April mumbled incoherently for the next thirty seconds.

      “If you're done complaining, I'll answer your question. But you have to offer me something in return. It's only fair.”

      “Why don't you come to my office and repeat that statement, Kellan. I'll show you how I treat those who….” April finished her declaration with a slew of unthinkable and unrepeatable tactics, then we bantered for a few more minutes about the changes in our relationship over the months.

      When all the dust settled, I provided the name of the dentist. “He's out of practice, but his son took over. Nana D goes to him, and I remember her saying the guy's father had been the only dentist in Wharton County in the 1960s. There's a strong possibility that he kept the records.” If he didn't, I was certain the military maintained pristine archives of all its discharged members. On the flip side, it might not be as easy to convince them to release Ian O'Malley's dental records without a warrant or solid evidence that the skeleton belonged to the man. Luckily, when April's secretary called the dentist, he still had his father's records and was willing to assist that night.

      “Since you've been such a help, I'll share one confidential item.” April revealed they'd found half of a key buried with the remains. “It's one of those large, old-fashioned skeleton keys, no pun intended.”

      “Only half?”

      “I just received the report from the lab. I planned to tell you about it later. I believe you need both halves to create the full key. Perhaps this key might open—”

      “My basement. April, where's the other half?” My entire body tensed at the news. I didn't understand why, but I had a gut feeling the key would access the mysterious door in my house.

      April advised she would send someone to hand-deliver a duplicate of the half-key while she met with the dentist to review all the records. She'd used a molding process to be sure the copy would function and wanted to get it to me as soon as possible. “I know nothing about the missing half. I thought you might solve that conundrum, Dr. Watson.”

      “Yeah, so, you got that backward. You're Dr. Watson and I'm—”

      “In need of a massive whooping,” April warned, finishing my thought with a chuckle.

      While April worked with her staff to finish the mold of the key and review all the records with the dentist, I took Emma to the Pick-Me-Up Diner for dinner. As she ate in the corner booth, with Calliope watching over her, I caught up with Eleanor. I wanted to tell her everything Father Elijah had revealed, but it would be better to have concrete proof before spreading any rumors.

      Assuming we received confirmation that the skeleton belonged to Ian O'Malley, a huge part of me theorized that Prudence must've killed Ian. Had she been hiding out and scaring people in the only house she'd ever known for the last fifty years? Previous inhabitants had left as soon as weird things began to transpire. I'd been the only person to renovate the house, which could've infuriated the woman to the umpteenth degree, leaving her with no place to live afterward. Was it possible for a depressed or psychotic elderly woman to inflict such damage over fifty years, or was she also dead and haunting me as a ghost? I didn't have any solid evidence in either direction, only a string of inexplicable events and indistinguishable relationships. My only hope remained with getting access to the basement and communicating with Madam Zenya, who'd suggested a séance the following week.

      On the way home, one of Wharton County's freshmen cops, Officer Flatman, contacted me to arrange dropping off the copy of the half-key April had located with the skeleton. I collected Ulan and brought him and Emma to the cottage. I directed them to finish their homework, clean up, and not answer the door for anyone but me. While I had expected no trouble in my current home, it was important to visit the new house to see if the key fit the door.

      By sunset, I stood outside The Old Grey Place listening to wild animals growling and snarling in the nearby mountains. I wandered around the property with a flashlight, double-checking that I'd missed no other entrances into the basement. Although there were several uneven parts of the terrain, I couldn't be one-hundred percent certain about what lurked beneath us. The whistling wind and other strange noises left me with goosebumps. Officer Flatman's squad car pulled up, and I met him at the front door. He couldn't stay, as he had to check out an accident further down the road, so I bid him goodbye and rushed inside. Although I discovered that the copy of the half-key fit my basement door, it wouldn't open without both of its components. While it wasn't the best news, it was better to have part of the key than none.

      Before heading back to the cottage, I left a voicemail for Bartleby to step up his campaign to locate the other half. April called to verify that she'd convinced the dentist to work throughout the night to compare Ian O'Malley's and Prudence Grey's records with those from the skeleton. She promised to update me as soon as possible. Although I had an early morning to launch the Fall Festival, I struggled to fall asleep easily. Nightmares about the stalker, ghosts, and murderers thrashed me in the dark bedroom as I tossed and turned. When I awoke in the morning, there was a lengthy text message waiting for me.

      
        
        April: Based on several missing molars and previous dental work, we are 90% confident that the skeleton belongs to Ian O'Malley. The forensic experts need to run more conclusive tests, but I will notify Father Elijah and Minnie O'Malley about our discovery. Thank you for telling me everything you learned. Now, we just need to determine what other secrets Lloyd Nickels has been keeping.

        April: P.S. Hope you slept well. I thought about sneaking into your bed to tell you in person. Since someone already broke into your house and the kids might've caught me—not to mention Nana D and her shotgun—discretion and safety seemed the more ideal solution. XOXO
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