
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      Kat Richardson is a former magazine editor who escaped Los Angeles in the 90s. She currently lives on a sailboat in Seattle with her husband.
         She rides a motorcycle, shoots target pistol and does not own a TV.
      

      
      Visit her website at www.katrichardson.com and follow her on twitter at www.twitter.com/katrchrdsn
      

      
   
      
      
Also available in Kat Richardson’s 
Greywalker series:


      
      GREYWALKER

      
      POLTERGEIST

      
      UNDERGROUND

      
      VANISHED

      
      LABYRINTH

   
Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-748-11939-4
 
All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2011 Kathleen Richardson

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      This is for the RAM-ily, with thanks.

   
      
      
      ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

      
      Many thanks to the ladies of the Clallam County Historical Society, who let me lurk in their archives for hours, reading up
         on the history of the Lake Crescent area, and who happily provided deliciously dreadful tales of local horrors with which
         to haunt my readers. I’m really sorry I couldn’t work the steamships in. And more thanks to Cherie Priest, who took the trip
         with me and is a delightful research and travel companion, with or without the attack of the nose, ducks, and the Lady of
         the Lake.
      

      
      Also thanks to David Feldman, who let me borrow his name, and to Barbara Cox-Winter for supporting adult literacy in LA County
         and lending me the use of Jefferson’s and Erika’s names. I hope their namesakes please you. And Andrew Tripp—you know who
         you are—and “Aunt Jackie” (sorry about that). A tip of the hat to Patricia Pederson, who I hope won’t mind the appearance
         of another Soren, and much love to the RAMs.
      

      
      To my Minions, Thea and Eric—Thing One and Thing Two—I owe more thanks than I can express for Web sites, art, tea, Voudoun,
         Chinese Alchemy, T-shirts, and garden gnomes. I love you guys.
      

      
      Special thanks to Ginjer Buchanan for the title—because I didn’t have one this time and probably won’t have one next time,
         either—and to my editor, Anne Sowards, and the editorial and production teams at Penguin, who make me seem very clever. And thanks
         to my friend Steve Mancino, who convinced me it was all right to go my own way with the characters and not listen to other
         voices when they said stupid things. Also to Ken and Ana, who still think I’m cool enough to brag about.
      

      
      And, as always, thanks to my friends and family, who keep putting up with me, beating up on me when I get lazy, helping me
         out when I need it, feeding me chocolate when necessary, and ignoring me when appropriate. Especially my husband—who is the
         King of Putting Up With Kat.
      

      
   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      I have a habit of dying. I’ve taken the Big Sleep at least three times that I know of, though it never lasts more than a few
         minutes. Each time, I wake up changed, but not in any way normal people can see. Next time, I might not wake up at all, but
         between now and then, I have a job to do: to protect the Grey—the fringe between the normal world and the world of the purely
         paranormal, where ghosts roam and magic sings in neon-hot lines of energy across the empty space of the world between—and
         to protect the rest of the world from it. I am not a ghost or a vampire, not a witch or a sorcerer or a mage. I am just the
         unfortunate schmo who happened to touch death the right way and get stuck with the job. I’m a Greywalker.
      

      
      Of course, I don’t have that title on my business cards or my office door. Mostly I pay the bills by working as a private
         investigator in Seattle, because ghosts rarely have checking accounts and vampires are notoriously parsimonious. Some days
         I wish I could go back to just running down background checks and looking for missing kids—except that always seems to lead
         me right back to the Grey. Once you’re in it, it doesn’t let you go. It’s hard on my friends, my family, and my love life,
         but it’s necessary and, in the end, I’m good at it. And I can’t really quit.
      

   
      
      ONE

      
      There was something deeply wrong with Lake Crescent; I knew it even before I saw the accident that wasn’t there. The ground
         seemed to hum and mutter as if a current raged beneath it. Cobwebs of colored light leaked from the Grey—that slippery place
         between the normal and the paranormal where ghosts are real and magic gleams like neon reflected in wet, black streets. The
         unreal light stretched in patches and strands over the soil and low-growing plants or dripped from trees like Spanish moss.
         Sudden bolts and globes of the same transient energy darted across my vision, apparently unnoticed by anyone but me. Under
         the wan February sun, I could hear the whispering of ghosts I knew would appear as solid as living flesh once the sun went
         down. I hoped I wouldn’t have to come back for them.
      

      
      I could have written some of the weirdness off as the result of my altered interaction with the Grey since my most recent
         death, but I hadn’t seen anything quite like it anywhere else since I’d gotten out of the hospital. It wasn’t just me; the
         Grey itself was different there.
      

      
      I’d come out to the Olympic Peninsula to work on a pretrial investigation for Nanette Grover—a lawyer who was a regular client
         of mine. I’d had to drive up into the mountains and try several sites around the lake before I caught up with the potential witness—an itinerant handyman/sometime carpenter named Darin Shea—whom she’d wanted me to talk to. He was a man of indeterminate age, race, and origin who spoke with a New England drawl as
         untraceable as the rest of him.
      

      
      By the time I was done talking to him, I wished I hadn’t started. He seemed to say little of value but took plenty of time
         to do it, his slow, molasses voice wandering off the subject in long, meandering asides as difficult to break through as a
         wall. We stood on the deck of the Log Cabin Lodge, the main building of the Log Cabin Resort, where he was working for the
         day, on the Piedmont end of the lake. Though I should have been paying more attention, his speech was so boring that I found
         my attention wandering out to the cold expanse of Lake Crescent as it lay behind him, struck with orange and pink by the fugitive
         sunset cutting through clouds above and illuminated from below by hints of the Grey’s power grid in the depths of the dark,
         clear waters.
      

      
      I listened to him with half an ear, taking notes while watching something burble out of the lake near the western shore—something
         dead white and man-shaped that seemed to slog ashore with the reluctant, spastic movement of a creature yanked forward on
         an invisible rope. I thought I saw a second figure on the shore, beckoning and calling in a voice that seemed to pluck the
         strings of the Grey and send a tingling electric sensation over my skin, but I couldn’t be sure. …
      

      
      I started to peer sideways at the strange scene, looking by force of habit for the eerie and hearing the hum and rattle of
         the grid swell as I did, but Shea waved a hand in front of my face. “Hey there, you listenin’ to me?” he asked.
      

      
      “Of course, Mr. Shea,” I replied, reminding myself that I wasn’t here in search of ghosts, but of reliable testimony for Nan’s
         case—not that I was feeling positive about Shea’s reliability by then. I pushed my attention to the Grey back and focused
         on the handyman instead.
      

      
      It was cold, and dusk was descending fast by the time I was done with him. The ghosts around the shore began showing themselves
         as silver mist that moved in human shapes, and the sound of wind that breathed icy words. The uncanny queerness of the place
         made me anxious to get home—or at least down into the flat land and street-lights before full-on darkness hit—with the hope
         that I could let the strangeness lie for once. Of course, that is not the way my job works.
      

      
      The road on the northeastern shore of Lake Crescent was narrow, twisting, and prone to dive down suddenly into unexpected
         gullies and through shadows of ghostlight. But even without the disturbing persistence of the Grey, the route was treacherous.
         Deep shade beneath the cedars and firs harbored dirty piles of snow between icy patches of bare ground and slicks of black
         ice on the asphalt surface of the road, so spotting a car rammed up against a tree beside the tarmac didn’t even seem unlikely.
         The flames coming from under the hood didn’t look quite right, but when a normal person sees someone struggling to exit a
         burning car, his first thought is not, “It’s just a ghost,” but something a bit more visceral, like, “Holy shit!” which was
         exactly what went through my own mind.
      

      
      So I steered my Land Rover onto the frozen loam at the roadside and bailed out of the front seat to run for the other driver’s
         door and wrench it open. But my hands passed through the flame-flickering material of the Subaru Forester with only a phantom
         sensation of heat while someone else’s terror and pain washed over me. I flinched back from the melting face that stared from
         behind the unreal glass, and then I backed away. Was it my own fear I felt or his …?
      

      
      The ghost wafted out of the memory of his fiery death, following me, mouthing words without sound and bringing along the odor
         of searing flesh and melting rubber, hot steel, and burning cedar. I retched at the smell. I couldn’t fall back any farther
         without standing on the road, so I put up my hands as if I could hold the smoldering specter at bay with the gesture alone.
         The ghost stopped, just touching my out-turned palms. A sparkle of gold and a flicker of Grey bent between us where his searing memory of fire struck against
         the shield I had unconsciously raised. I held my ground at the ragged edge of the asphalt.
      

      
      The ghost’s voice trembled off the Grey surface between us as if it were a speaker: “Not an accident. Not an accident.”

      
      I could feel the vibration of it in my head and chest. I nodded but still held him away. “All right, I believe you. What happened
         to you? What’s your name?” He was not the first ghost I’d seen and he wouldn’t be the last, but he was the first willful spirit
         I’d encountered in the nine months since I’d been shot in the back. This ghost felt horrible, exuding terror and fury and
         need while his memory burned in icy flames and remembered agony, resonating through the barrier between us and slicing into
         me.
      

      
      “Steven.”

      
      The smell and sensation made my stomach flip, but I swallowed the lump of revulsion and held still. “What’s your last name,
         Steven?”
      

      
      But he didn’t seem to understand me, or at least his answer didn’t sound like a last name. “Blood Lake. My family … We should
         never have let them …” he said, then started fading away.
      

      
      I forced my protections aside and pressed my hands into him, trying to make a stronger connection even though the feel of
         him made me gag. I couldn’t grab onto him as I should have been able to do, so I let myself slide deeper into the Grey, closer
         to his own plane. He firmed up a little, but I still couldn’t get much of a hold on him. He was thin and weak, as if whatever
         gave him substance was fading or distant and only his ardent need for help allowed him to manifest at all. “Steven. Steven,
         listen to me. Tell me your whole name or where you’re from. Anything. Help me find you, or I can’t help you.”
      

      
      “Le—” And he fell apart in a drift of dust and smoke.

      
      The burning car remained a moment longer, sending memories of flame and sparks into the silvery air of the Grey. I stared
         at it, hoping to memorize the license plate before it vanished into the mist, but I got only part of it. I tried backing out a little and
         reaching for the temporaclines—the layers of time and memory that accrue in the Grey like silt—but they were slippery and
         knife-edged, and I couldn’t seem to find the right one. I eased back out of the Grey and into the normal, looking for any
         sign of the accident, but I found nothing of it in the near-dark. It was long gone.
      

      
      Disturbed, I returned to my truck and headed it back down the road that would connect to Highway 101 to Port Angeles and then
         to the ferry back to the Seattle side of Puget Sound. I felt haunted all the way home even after the strangeness of the area
         had faded away.
      

      
      I spent the next morning finishing reports for Nan, but I couldn’t get the ghost’s words out of my head, and from the corner
         of my eye, I continually caught a flicker of something Grey that looked almost like a charred skull. Before I took my reports
         to Nan’s office, I gave in to the phantom harassment and ran a search through the Department of Licensing database. From the
         partial plate number and the first name, Steven or Stephen, I got about two hundred hits; filtering for the make and model
         of the burning SUV, I got three.
      

      
      A bit more poking got some additional background information on the three names and I printed out the pages to read at Nan’s
         office. Since she was prepping for a trial that looked to be lengthy, it was hard to guess how long I’d have to wait for her
         to be free to talk to me.
      

      
      I walked from my office to Nan’s, liking the feeling of moving through a familiar place again where the Grey seemed less volatile
         and dangerous. After some chitchat and paperwork, Nan’s secretary set me up to wait in the firm’s library. The space was about
         twice the size of Nan’s office and lined with floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with mostly outdated law books and periodicals.
         Most firms have no need for an extensive library anymore—they just subscribe to the LexisNexis system online and do their
         research from their computers, as I do a lot of the time—but Nanette’s firm kept the room intact, using it as an additional
         meeting room. The acoustic deadening of a foot of leather-bound pages lining the walls made it an ideal space for recording
         depositions and discussing sensitive matters. No sounds penetrated in or drifted out of the room once the door was closed,
         and the few spooks around the place were as dull as tax law. I huddled over my printouts and drank coffee until Nan came in.
      

      
      “Is that my report, Harper?” She was as uncreased and unemotional as a slab of ebony.

      
      I looked up, tidying my pages into a pile and pulling out the folder full of reports from my bag. “No. This is your report.”

      
      I slid the folder across the table and watched her read it. Nan reads frighteningly fast. In a few minutes she looked up at
         me. “So, what are your thoughts on this witness?”
      

      
      “He’s a problem,” I said. “I can’t get a background on him so far—he won’t even supply one himself. The best I could get
         was that he’d been in the area off and on since he was sixteen, but he wouldn’t say how old he is now and he doesn’t have
         a driver’s license—though he does seem to have a truck, which isn’t registered to him. He feels unreliable to me, even though
         he has a solid reputation as a worker with the locals. He was overly chatty in a way that made me think he’d been coached,
         so I don’t feel confident about his information, and his manner of speaking would drive the judge and jury crazy. He volunteered
         some additional data I was frankly suspect of. With no fixed address or verifiable status, I think you’d be hurting your case
         if you put him on the stand. If your opponent wants to use him, all that might be in your favor, but he still feels shady
         to me.”
      

      
      Nan arched her brows only enough to notice. “Feels shady. Expand on that.”
      

      
      I gave it a moment’s thought before I obliged her. “Well, to be crude about it, you can’t tell what age, race, or region he’s
         from and, unless he cleans up really well and changes his speech and mannerisms, that lack of identity will make a Seattle
         jury distrust everything he says. And at this point I can’t say they’d be wrong. He talks around the point pretty well, but when you tear it down,
         his information just isn’t solid.”
      

      
      Nan nodded. “So you’ll need to confirm or eliminate his facts and nail down his background.”

      
      “If you think he’s worth it, I’ll keep digging on Shea, but that’s going to take me away from the King County side of the
         investigation.”
      

      
      “True. How long will it take?”

      
      “I’m not sure. It’s going to be legwork and combing the ground every step of the way. There’s also another case that’s come
         up out there—a cold case missing person that might be a homicide.”
      

      
      “Related to my case?”

      
      “Doesn’t look it, but it’ll be a lot of the same interviewees, and I’d like to dog it down as long as I’m there.”

      
      Nan’s face could have been sculpted from ice-cold bronze for all the emotion she usually displays. She didn’t even raise an
         eyebrow this time, but I knew she was annoyed from the way ragged orange spikes flashed in her aura for a moment. “We’ll be
         in court in less than a month, Harper. How long do you think the additional Clallam County investigation will take?”
      

      
      “I’m not sure,” I repeated. “I’d like to get David Feldman to take over the King County work. You know Feldman’s solid. He
         did a lot of the background on that body on the freeway case a few years ago.”
      

      
      Nan nodded. “I’ve worked with him.” She stopped talking and studied me a moment in silence. The wisps of blue and yellow energy
         that always coiled around her office stirred a cold draft and I shivered. “Tell me about this other case.”
      

      
      Relief spread through me: She hadn’t decided to take a hard line with me about her own case taking precedence, at least not
         yet. I took a sip of my cold coffee and returned the cup to the table with care before I looked back at Nan. “Sometime in
         late 2005 or early 2006, a Lake Crescent–area resident named Steven Leung and his 2001 Subaru Forester disappeared. He was sixty-seven years old, retired
         from the Clallam County assessor’s office, widower, two surviving daughters. A witness claims Leung was killed in a car fire
         on East Beach Road and the details he provided point to vehicular homicide. I can’t find a record of any similar accident
         in that area in the past ten years, but the telling thing—the thing that persuades me this isn’t a hoax—is that all information
         about Leung just stops by April 2006. There’s nothing. It’s as if the man stepped off the planet and no one cared—not even
         his survivors, who never filed a missing person report.”
      

      
      “Could Leung have moved out of state or entered some kind of medical care?”

      
      “There’s no forwarding address for him so far. Even if he was in a nursing home all this time, his mail would have to go somewhere.
         There’s no death certificate or record of cremation or burial in Clallam, Kitsap, Pierce, or King County and no record of
         his car being sold or the registration renewed by anyone. There’s no release of interest to indicate he’d transferred ownership
         to a wrecking yard or charity, either. The only other lead I have is that the witness said something about an area called
         ‘Blood Lake.’ It sounds like a local place-name, but I didn’t have time to look for it before this meeting today.”
      

      
      “I don’t find this missing person case that’s five years cold particularly compelling.”

      
      She didn’t ask what I wasn’t telling her; she just fixed her commanding gaze on me and waited. I wasn’t sure how to persuade
         her; I couldn’t say that I had it from the ghost himself that someone had done him in and that there might be a lot more to
         the situation than a simple disappearance. I made up my mind and leaned forward.
      

      
      The motion made me wince as the muscles in my back and abdomen pulled unevenly. I still hadn’t rebuilt all the tissue destroyed
         by the passage of a .45-caliber bullet through my middle and I didn’t move as fluidly as I once had. “I think it’s murder, Nan. You know that every delay in pursuing something like this lowers
         the chance of solving it. And yes, I know it’s five years old already, but how long should anyone have to wait for justice?”
      

      
      She studied me for a few long seconds before she replied. “Are you sure you’re in condition to pursue an undetected homicide?”

      
      “Am I in shape to chase down an unprosecuted corporate malfeasance complaint?”

      
      Nan gave it some thought. “All right. Chase Shea for a few more days while you work your case, just to see where it leads.
         If you turn up enough to justify continuing, so be it. If not, I’ll expect you back on my pretrial work immediately. In the
         meantime, call Feldman and brief him on the malfeasance case to date and get him to work before you leave town.” She stood
         up and took the report file off the table. “Is there anything further on this witness?”
      

      
      “Not from me.”

      
      “Good. I need a report Monday.” She turned and strode out, which was pretty much the only way Nan walked. She was disappointed,
         but she didn’t give any outward demonstration. She never showed an emotion outside the courtroom that I knew of, and I wouldn’t
         have been able to guess what she was feeling if I hadn’t had the ability to see the colors of energy that cling and swirl
         around most people.
      

      
      Auras and energy lines didn’t seem as blazingly bright or vibrantly colored to me as they had before I was shot. But they’d
         been getting a little out of hand by then anyhow, and I was just as glad that—except around Lake Crescent—the colors had
         faded a bit and I no longer heard a constant, inescapable singing and whispering in my head. It made me feel more human to
         know there were limits to what I could do and see.
      

      
      There had been moments during that last, horrific investigation when I’d felt I wasn’t all that human anymore at all. The power to sink to the grid itself and to move the threads of magic, to tear them apart
         and push them around with impunity, had been too seductive, too alien. I’d have been just as glad to have lost that, though
         I hadn’t really checked the limits of my abilities yet. As I’d been warned, dying without direction had been like slamming
         a fist down on the magical Reset button. I believed I’d reverted to a lower, weaker state of interaction with the Grey or
         at least something on a less godlike scale. That was fine by me.
      

      
      I gathered my papers and headed back to my own office to track down more information on Steven Leung. Outside, the February
         sky was the dull color of an old galvanized bucket, but it hadn’t yet begun to rain and if I walked as briskly as I could,
         I’d make it back to my office dry.
      

   
      
      TWO

      
      It’s amazing how much information resides in databases and on Web sites if you know where to look and how to pry. I do a lot
         of my investigative work from my computer or in records offices while someone else pokes their specialized electronic beast
         for me. Even a lot of my Grey work has clues and trails through the world of electrons flying through the void of cyberspace.
         Steven Leung, strangely, hadn’t left much trace in the cyber world. He was survived by two adult daughters and had been predeceased
         by a son and a wife. He owned a house out in Port Angeles—or what was listed as Port Angeles, since the postal district covered
         most of the northern end of the Olympic National Park and unincorporated towns nearby. The property records showed the house
         was still in his name and someone had, apparently, been paying the taxes. It was too late in the day to catch up to the Clallam
         County payroll office to find out whether his retirement was still being paid out, but I’d have been willing to bet it was.
         Assuming the ghost I’d seen was not some spectral joker jerking my chain, it looked as if something quietly dreadful had happened
         to Steven Leung.
      

      
      I paused in my electronic prying to call Dave Feldman to bring him up to speed on Nan’s case. Since the case was a little
         complicated, the conversation took a while and I’d just finished faxing a lot of documents to Feldman when someone knocked on my office
         door. It was late in the afternoon, the glow of rain-diluted neon and the dregs of sunset creeping in through my tiny window,
         and I thought I should be a bit more careful than I had used to be and not just open the door willy-nilly.
      

      
      I called out, “Just a second,” as I watched the last of the pages crawl through the scanner and fall into the pile below.
         I gathered up the papers and refiled them before opening my door. I didn’t like to risk confidential files being in sight
         of other clients, and although I didn’t have any more appointments on my schedule for the day, clients and my neighbors in
         the building did sometimes drop in without one.
      

      
      Cops are particularly fond of making unannounced visits, so I shouldn’t have been too surprised to see Seattle PD Detective
         Rey Solis in the hall. I had a lot of respect for him, and we’d worked together a few times, but we weren’t friends and the
         messy ending of our last encounter hadn’t helped that.
      

      
      At five foot ten plus boot heels, I’m taller than the taciturn Colombian, but he never seemed to care. I glanced down at him
         and didn’t smile. “Hello, Solis. What can I do for you?”
      

      
      “I’m seeking information. May I come in, Ms. Blaine?”

      
      “Is this going to be the sort of information that leads to subpoenas?”

      
      “I’m tying up loose ends of the Kammerling case, largely for my own curiosity.”

      
      “But not entirely.”

      
      “No.”

      
      That left me with the option of being rude or taking a risk on the other direction of his curiosity. I didn’t feel that I
         owed him anything, but I didn’t see any upside to annoying him, so I stood back and waved him in. “You might as well sit down
         and ask what you came to.”
      

      
      He gave me a small nod and entered while I closed the door. I noticed that he stood next to the nicer of my two client chairs and let his gaze wander over the scarred oak faces of my filing
         cabinets and shelves and across the computer-burdened surface of my desk. The moisture on his coat didn’t run and puddle onto
         my floor, so I guessed the rain had started only a few minutes earlier. He patted the chair absently and took off his coat
         before sitting down with a satisfied grunt and a nod.
      

      
      “What?” I asked, taking my own seat again.

      
      “Your office is very … Raymond Chandler.”

      
      I found myself grinning; I’d read all those books, too. “I am from Los Angeles.”

      
      “The file cabinets are antiques?”

      
      “No, just heavily used. I got them cheap and refinished them.”

      
      He gave me a curious glance.

      
      I shook my head. “I don’t think you really want to talk about my office decor.”

      
      He inclined his head—my point. “I have been wondering what you’re currently working on.”

      
      “I can’t discuss my clients’ business.”

      
      “Broadly speaking. Have you had any more of your … odd cases?”

      
      I gave half a smile and shook my head, although the timing did give me pause to wonder what he was after. Whenever my Grey
         investigations have crossed his normal ones, he gets … annoyed. But I didn’t have anything running yet that could have pinged
         his radar, and I didn’t think there was much left from the previous case, either, no matter how awful and freakish it had
         been. And so far as I knew, Solis had no sense of the Grey and wouldn’t have any idea that I’d seen creepy and disturbing
         things at Lake Crescent. “You know, Solis, this is getting to be a habit with you. But, no. Just paperwork business. Some
         pretrial work, a missing person search, financials, the boring, bill-paying stuff.”
      

      
      “When did you return to work?”

      
      “Five or six months ago, but not full-time until recently.”
      

      
      “Why the delay?”

      
      “Getting shot is not like in the movies.” I noticed I was running one hand through my shortened brown hair—I’d had it cut
         to my shoulders again in the hospital so it didn’t turn into one giant, greasy mat—and forced my hand back down to the desk.
      

      
      He nodded as if he knew.

      
      “Have you ever …?” I asked.

      
      “Sí,” he replied, and raised two fingers. “Twice.”
      

      
      “Then you know … how it hurts, how everything just seems to be so much harder than it should be. …”

      
      “And you regret what happened.”

      
      “No,” I replied. “I don’t think I could have changed it.”

      
      “What about William Novak?”

      
      That startled me, but I only frowned and blinked at him. “What? What about him?”

      
      “Your missing person is not William Novak, then?”

      
      “No. Is he missing?” Of course I knew he was, and I knew what had happened to him. But the uncanny fate of my ex-boyfriend
         wasn’t something I could tell Solis. Will wasn’t exactly dead, but he wasn’t with the living, either, and I would never be
         able to explain it to Solis or damn near anyone else. I hadn’t killed him; that was for certain.
      

      
      Solis cocked his head to the side and regarded me like a crow considering where to jab its beak into an unsuspecting mouse.
         “I would have expected Michael Novak to bring the case to you. But since you may have been one of the last people to see William,
         perhaps not. …”
      

      
      I sat forward and studied him. “Will is missing and you think I have a connection. … Why?”

      
      “It is a strange coincidence. Several, in fact.”

      
      “William Novak was my ex-boyfriend. I hadn’t had contact with him in almost a year before my trip to London.”
      

      
      “But he seems to have followed you home from London and sought you out several times.”
      

      
      “He did contact me, but he was acting a little weird and I asked him to stop. I didn’t see him after that.”

      
      “Are you certain?”

      
      “Yes. We met twice and I think he called me once. But that was all.”

      
      “His doctors and his brother think he was obsessed with you.”

      
      “Will?” I made myself laugh and tried not to think about the past few times I’d seen him. “Will wasn’t the obsessing type.
         He was pretty easygoing. If something wasn’t working out for him, he stopped doing it. That’s why we ended our relationship—he didn’t like my job, and I wasn’t going to change it. There wasn’t any rancor; it just didn’t work out. Neither of us had
         any problem with that. The last time I did see him, he was sick. As I said, he acted a little strange, and I thought he wasn’t
         well enough to be out of bed. I told him to go home. So far as I know, he did.”
      

      
      “When was that?”

      
      I shrugged and gnawed my lower lip, thinking. The days after I’d returned from London had passed in a frenetic daze of scrabbling
         to figure out what was happening and then to put a stop to it. It was hard to sort out how much time had elapsed between one
         terrible thing and the next. “I’m not quite sure. … Maybe forty-eight hours before I was shot?” I’d written most of it down
         after the fact, trying to understand it all better, but I wouldn’t show that document to Solis; he wouldn’t like it and I
         didn’t want to relive it.
      

      
      Solis tapped a knuckle absently against his lower lip. Then he stood up and unfolded his coat, keeping his eyes on me the
         whole time. “William Novak’s DNA was found at the Queen Anne gymnasium.”
      

      
      I made a puzzled frown and lied. “Are you saying he followed me up there? I never saw him.”

      
      Solis said nothing. He probably wasn’t taken in, but he didn’t have any proof I’d had anything to do with Will’s disappearance.
         All he could do was try to rattle me. There was no telltale orange flare of frustration around his head at my lack of reaction;
         Solis was just flying kites and waiting to see if I spooked at any of them. He’d need to have something a lot scarier if he
         wanted me to flip, and I doubted he’d be able to come up with anything worse than what I’d already seen and done.
      

      
      I stood up as Solis put on his coat. Then I walked with him to the door. “I hope you can find him,” I said, opening the door
         for him to leave.
      

      
      He stepped out into the hall and turned back to look at me. “Do you?”

      
      “Of course I do.”

      
      “And what if we find him dead?”

      
      Knowing what I did, the words startled me a little, but I didn’t try to hide my reaction. I caught my breath and bit my lip,
         feeling moisture prickle in my eyes. “That—that would be tragic. But at least Michael would know what happened to his brother.”
      

      
      His expression tightened, a somber pall of disappointment darkening his aura. “Michael Novak did not file the missing person
         report.” Solis gave me a thin smile and turned away, clattering down the wooden stairs as I remained, stunned, in my doorway.
      

   
      
      THREE

      
      Maybe I should have felt guilty, but I didn’t—not about Will. I knew what had happened and I couldn’t think it was a bad ending—not the best, but far from the worst, though thinking of it made me feel sad and hollow. But in the time since I’d left the
         hospital, it hadn’t occurred to me to wonder what Michael thought or felt—for that, I should have been contrite and I should
         have let him know what had happened. He must have guessed that I and my strange abilities had had something to do with Will’s
         disappearance, so of course he hadn’t filed a police report when his brother had vanished from the face of the earth—just
         like Steven Leung had vanished. I wondered if my snooping into Leung’s affairs would cause the sort of reaction from someone
         that Solis had seemed to expect from me. If, as I suspected, Leung had been murdered, I should brace myself for worse than
         a polite escort to the door. First I’d have to start rattling cages on the Peninsula and keep out of Solis’s path until I
         could talk to Michael, which I plainly wasn’t going to do today.
      

      
      I went back to the desk and checked the late ferry schedule to the Olympic Peninsula. The last ferry left Edmonds at eleven
         forty-five and there were several others between now and then. I rushed to get a hotel booked and pack up some things for myself and
         the ferret.
      

      
      I could have left Chaos with Quinton, but with my uncertain powers in the Grey, I preferred to have my clever little pet along.
         She saw a few of the creepy things I saw, too, and was pretty fearless, so she made a good companion when ghost hunting. Besides,
         leaving her with Quinton would make him suspect I was up to something dangerous, and I hated the quickly concealed worry that
         settled on him now when we talked about my work in the Grey. He hadn’t said anything in a while, but I knew he was still a
         little freaked and unhappy about seeing me die. I wasn’t pleased with it myself, but I knew, in spite of my momentary lapse
         at the lake, that I couldn’t ignore the Grey cases: They were my duty; there was no one else to fix them. Still, they laid
         an awful weight on my personal life and I couldn’t let them ruin what I had with Quinton.
      

      
      When I was nearly ready to go, I left a message for Quinton to call me—he refuses to have a cell phone, so a numeric message
         was all I could do. He called back just as I was putting the last things into the Land Rover. I closed up the back and got
         into the driver’s seat as I answered the call.
      

      
      “Harper Blaine.”

      
      “Hey, beautiful.”

      
      “Hey, yourself. Wanted to give you a heads-up: I have to go back out to the Peninsula on some more work.”

      
      “Do you want me to look after Chaos?” His voice was just a little hesitant. I can’t “see” voices, or get any sort of magical
         sense from them, but I can hear just fine, and Quinton was nervous.
      

      
      I chuckled as if this were nothing important. “No. I’ll take the carpet shark along—it’s just the usual kind of thing, but
         the drive’s too long to make two or three days in a row, so I figured I’d stay out there a couple of days. I’ll be back Sunday
         or Monday.” I figured I’d either have a good handle on what was going on by then, or I’d need help. I didn’t like the idea of being out in whatever caused the Grey strangeness in Lake Crescent for too long and I still
         had other, ordinary work that needed doing. I’d lost my perspective too easily in the recent past; I didn’t want to lose myself
         again.
      

      
      He took a long breath and sounded much more steady when he spoke next. “Oh, well, then I’ll see you Sunday or Monday. Don’t
         bring back any sparkly bloodsuckers.”
      

      
      “The regular kind are bad enough and I’m not planning to bring any of those back, either.”

      
      “Suits me.” Something made a sizzling sound followed by a series of sharp pops. “Oh … crap, gotta go!” And he disconnected
         without further chat about what I was doing, leaving me unfairly relieved.
      

      
      Chaos stuck her head out of my purse, as if demanding to know the source of the delay. “Sorry, fuzz butt. Don’t tell on me,
         OK?” I murmured, and rubbed her ears until she huffed at me and burrowed back into the bag to continue her mandatory eighteen
         hours of beauty sleep.
      

      
      The ferry from Edmonds was full of cars, but almost none of the passengers left them to go above the car deck. The main passenger
         deck looked like a deserted bus station awaiting the announcement of tragedy. A few huddles of humanity were scattered along
         the windowed edges and a single hairy man circled the deck again and again like a caged bear. The blackness outside the windows
         seemed to have no division between sky and water; lights and stars scattered through them both as if the one were the same
         as the other. There were no ghosts on the ferry, and nothing rose from the Sound below to make itself known, but the boat
         still had a haunted feeling as it slipped through the night waters to Kingston. Perhaps it was my mood, but everything around
         me seemed colored with the strange, even where the Grey lay quiet.
      

      
      The highways out to Port Angeles were narrow and twisty, a single, unlighted lane in each direction until the 101 passed the
         turnoff to Port Townsend, after which the road widened occasionally and looked like any other. Until then, trees and overgrown
         fences lent the darkened route a tunnel-like aspect punctuated by the looming shapes of buildings in the moment my headlights
         passed over and then left them to slink back into the dark. I was glad to reach the better-lit sections of 101 as it approached
         Port Angeles and seek out my hotel, leaving behind on the road the sense of something lurking just out of view.
      

      
      It was almost midnight by the time I got settled into the hotel room and let Chaos out to explore a bit before bed, knowing
         that if I didn’t let her romp about, she’d rustle around all night in her travel cage and give me no end of dirty looks for
         most of the next day. As soon as I put her on the floor, she began zooming around the edges of the room with her head down
         and her front legs folded back, racing along with her front half flat on the carpet, as if herding some invisible thing with
         her nose. I cocked my head to the side and peered into the Grey, looking for the telltale motion of something barely glimpsed
         in the corner of the eye.
      

      
      In the silvery mist of the Grey, I saw a bright blue line of energy cut through the room near one of the walls. A column of
         white haze darted along that line just ahead of the ferret, who harried it without mercy until it hit the corner and seemed
         forced to turn against the wall, sliding along the next straight line it encountered until it had made a circuit of the room.
         I bent over and caught Chaos on the next pass as she came near me. The white cloud of energy snapped back to the blue line
         and stopped as close to me as it could get, wavering like a shred of fog on a windless beach. I sank closer to the Grey, feeling
         myself grow thinner and less connected to the normal world as I concentrated on the misty shape.
      

      
      The closer I got to being purely in the realm of magical things, the more defined the thing became, starting to look more and more like a person. I pushed deeper into the whispering, buzzing
         world of ghosts, reaching for an appropriate temporacline—a layer of time—where I might be able to talk to this one, but
         though there were several cold-edged shards of memory, none seemed to hold the specter. So it wasn’t a loop or shadow of history,
         but an actual roving ghost, though one that seemed stuck on the gleaming blue wire of magical energy at the moment. I took
         a deep breath, letting the Grey rush over me completely. And there she was.
      

      
      She was Caucasian, small and pretty and young, maybe eighteen or nineteen, but bearing a weight of sorrow that aged her face
         before its time. She wore a long, high-waisted dress like something straight out of a Jane Austen novel, which struck me as
         rather strange since Washington hadn’t been settled by white people until much later in the nineteenth century. In my hand,
         Chaos made an aggravated chuckling noise, wriggling to get free and have another go at the spirit, which cringed away at the
         sound.
      

      
      Even in the Grey, she was a little ragged and incorporeal, as if she were fading with the passage of time. She steeled herself
         against her fear and spoke, her words trembling out into the air on a cold breath that made the sounds sharp and brittle on
         the ear, but totally incomprehensible to me. From years of hanging around Ben Danziger, I recognized the language as Russian,
         but I didn’t know what she was saying. I tried to let the words roll over me, to speak their meaning into my mind as some
         ghosts do, but I could catch only nonsensical snatches of what she was trying to tell me. She flickered and some of her substance
         was sucked away into the bright blue line at her feet.
      

      
      “Who are you?” I asked.

      
      Her mouth moved, but I didn’t hear the whole name, only “… ’trovna …” Then she was yanked backward along the gleaming cobalt
         line, her face transforming in terror as her shape collapsed on itself, flowing away into a stream of white light, like sand
         falling through the throat of an hourglass. I tried to reach for her, to pull her back, but I couldn’t catch a hold of her, and the only touch
         I felt ripped across my fingers and disappeared with the young woman’s shade. Only a lingering shriek in my ear and a pain
         in my hand, as if it had been abraded by the ghost’s passage through my grip, remained as the silver mist of the Grey stood
         momentarily empty around me.
      

      
      Panting a little with surprise, I backed out of the Grey. As I returned to the normal world, Chaos heaved a sigh and started
         looking around for something else to bedevil. My ghost was gone. I put the ferret back on the floor and sat on the edge of
         the bed, watching her make several sniffling searches of the room’s perimeter before she gave it the mustelid all clear. Then
         she ran back to me and put her front paws on my shin before scrambling onto my boot and trying to climb my leg to the top
         of the mattress.
      

      
      “Lunatic,” I chided, picking her up and plopping her on the bedspread. Chaos immediately began rolling around on her back,
         wiggling and rubbing her ears against the cheap comforter. I stood up and went to the bathroom mirror as the ferret bounced
         and writhed around on the bed, digging at the comforter until she could get under it and snorkel around, raising a moving,
         giggling lump like Bugs Bunny burrowing to Texas in a Warner Brothers cartoon.
      

      
      Staring at my reflection, I mimicked the mouth shapes the ghost had made while she said her name. When I thought I had them
         right, I tried giving them voice. “Ahhh … llll … nnn. … Aaaannahhh … Anna.” I sounded like an idiot and looked like a moron,
         but I kept trying. “Mmm … buh … puh … Buh’trovna. Puh’trovna … Petrovna …? Anna Petrovna?” I called her name, reaching for
         the Grey as I did. “Anna Petrovna! Where are you?” But the only sound was a distant kind of gasp and then silence, as if something
         had disappeared and left nothing but a void.
      

      
      It was a strange name to come from the Grey like that. I didn’t like the coincidence of another weak ghost, like Leung, reaching
         out to me and vanishing, especially not a strange Russian girl who should never have been out on the Peninsula in that era. I’d dealt
         before with a Russian ghost who had no business being where and what he was, but he’d been strong, willful, and dangerous.
         Anna Petrovna was weak and helpless and … gone. Now there was a hole where she should have been, as if she’d been hacked from
         the fabric of the Grey with a dull ax. A chill ran down my back.
      

      
      Chaos tumbled out of the bedclothes and thumped onto the floor, throwing herself into a frenzied war dance and baring her
         teeth at the blanket in her ire. I smiled, distracted from my unhappy thoughts, and picked the ferret up to toss her gently
         back onto the bed where she bounced around crazily with her fur on end, chuckling until she was exhausted and flopped flat
         as a ferret-fur rug across the nearest pillow.
      

      
      “Well, I guess you’re ready for bed, then,” I muttered, scooping the limp animal up and depositing her in her travel cage.
         She flounced into her nest of old sweatshirt fabric while I finished setting up the cage. I could hear her issuing tiny ferret
         snores by the time I’d returned with her filled water bottle and food dish.
      

      
      I shed my clothes onto the furniture and burrowed into my own ferret-disarrayed bed, falling asleep as quickly as Chaos had.
         I had a lot to do in the morning. …
      

   
      
      FOUR

      
      Six hours of sleep was less than I’d wanted, but I needed to start early since it was Friday and I wanted to get the paper
         trail wrapped up quickly enough that I could get back up into the mountains before dark. I did as much of a workout as I could
         manage in a hotel room with no equipment; then I showered and dressed while running interference in the ferret’s plans for
         world domination through shoe theft.
      

      
      I got to the Clallam County courthouse as the building opened for the day. The modern low-rise of glass and concrete was just
         behind and around the corner from the graceful brick-and-marble edifice of the original courthouse that had been converted
         into a small museum. All current county offices and services were housed in the new building, and every person who’d come
         to court, gotten married, lost his house to tax foreclosure, or come to file a death certificate had left shreds of emotion
         behind, until the modern cement buildings had accrued a thin, constant cloud of Grey energy. The new building was well lit
         with skylights and windows, but it still had a touch of gloom to it under the drizzling clouds.
      

      
      Even though all the offices I needed were in the same building, it took most of three hours to confirm that there was no death
         certificate for Steven Leung and to get through the tax and property records for his house. No one was obstructive, but the county was,
         like all counties in Washington at the moment, short-staffed to begin with and missing a few more who’d been furloughed for
         budget reasons or started their weekend a day early. The people who were at their desks were buried in paperwork and most
         were doing someone else’s job as well as their own, trying to wrap up as much up as possible before four thirty. As I searched
         for information, I kept seeing the flutter of otherworldly flames at the edges of my vision. I couldn’t quite catch a glimpse
         of Steven Leung, though. He seemed to have faded to the thinnest remains of a ghost—even more ragged than the mysterious
         Anna Petrovna had been before she vanished from my room the night before.
      

      
      The assessor’s office, where Leung had worked, kept track of property taxes, but with so much staff doubling up, I struck
         it lucky—the clerk in charge of deeds and property records was also the acting tax assessor’s clerk. Property deeds and taxes
         are public records, so he was able to confirm that the house was still in Leung’s name and that the property tax payments
         were up-to-date via automated payments direct from his bank.
      

      
      The clerk gave me the location of the parcel on which Leung’s house sat. I glanced at the slip of paper where he’d written
         the information and shook my head. “I’m afraid I’m not familiar with the area. Where is this?”
      

      
      “It’s up by the lakes.” He pulled out a map of property lines and land parcels and opened it on a nearby table, passing a
         finger over the printed terrain until he came to the area around Lake Crescent.
      

      
      On the map the big lake looked like the silhouette of a Chinese dragon puffing out a ball of flame in the direction of downtown
         Port Angeles. I followed his finger across the top of the dragon’s head, past the stretch of East Beach Road where I’d seen
         the phantom of Leung’s burning car, and across the highway to the irregular, elongated shape that seemed to have been spat
         from the dragon’s mouth.
      

      
      The clerk tapped the map. “Right here on Lake Sutherland. Just head up to Lake Crescent and turn left at the sign for Lake
         Sutherland Road. Pretty country even at this time of year, especially if you can be up on that end of the lakes when the sun’s
         going down.”
      

      
      My interest was definitely piqued since I didn’t recall anything unusual from my last viewing of the lake. “Does something
         happen at sundown?”
      

      
      “If the clouds break right, the sun shines through a low point in the surrounding hills and turns the surface of the water
         pink and red and orange just before it goes under the horizon. It’s right pretty, but you can’t see it any other time of the
         year.” He made a circle on the map with his fingertip, covering the western edge of Lake Sutherland and over onto the northeastern
         shore of Lake Crescent. A distant, muffled roaring sounded in my ears and the flickering flames that teased the corners of
         my vision grew brighter for a moment as the clerk said, “Someone tried to name the area ‘Sunset Lakes’ once a long time back
         when they opened up the first leg of the highway, but it didn’t stick since you can’t see the phenomenon during the warmer
         months. People don’t want to hang around to watch the sunset when they’re freezing their hind ends off,” he added with a chuckle.
         “Even back in the day, tourists were big business. Not like the area’s had a lot of settlement up there. Mostly lumbering
         in the early days, fishing, a bit of mining for a while, but not much, and the whole area’s pretty much shut down from the
         end of October through April, when the resorts start opening up. A few hardy types live up there the entire time, but it’s
         mostly just summer places and the big lodges in the national park property.”
      

      
      “Any idea if Steven Leung lived there full-time after he retired?” I asked.

      
      He thought about it for a moment. “I’m not sure. It’s hard to get by on a retirement salary if you have to pay rent in town
         and a mortgage at the lake, so I’d guess he did, but I don’t know.”
      

      
      “Did you know him while he was working here?”
      

      
      “Only to nod to. He started out in the surveyor’s office and transferred here when he started slowing down a bit. But he still
         did a lot of the physical work on assessments and I didn’t work directly for the assessor then, so I didn’t see a lot of him.
         Seemed like a nice fella, but kind of quiet, as I remember.”
      

      
      “Unrelated topic: Do you have any title records for a Darin Shea?”

      
      He looked but could find nothing to show Darin Shea had any ownership or interest in any land in Clallam County. Not that
         I’d expected any—roving handymen aren’t the sort to invest in real estate.
      

      
      The clerk couldn’t supply much more information on Leung, either, and his paperwork was backing up while he was chatting with
         me. I reluctantly let him go back to it. I had a bad feeling about what I would hear next, but still I went down the hall
         to discover what I could about Leung’s retirement checks.
      

      
      The treasurer’s office was responsible for the retirement payments, and though the woman managing disbursements wouldn’t give
         me specifics, she was willing to confirm that the payments still went out every month, direct-deposited to Leung’s credit
         union account—another case of no human hands touching a check. …
      

      
      I wondered what happened when people died and how long it took for the county to demand the overpayments back from the family
         of the deceased. Her answer was complicated and not very reassuring. It seemed all too easy for a dead man to keep receiving
         his pay until some other authority—usually the IRS—got nosy. It occurred to me that if Steven Leung had been dead for the
         past five years, even a small retirement payment would add up to a big chunk of money. If he’d been killed, would that—and
         the taxes—have been worth the cost of murder?
      

      
      I kept on poking, though I turned my focus mostly on Darin Shea. I tried the licensing bureau, the office of business taxes,
         the DMV … but I couldn’t find anything more on Leung that I didn’t have already; nor could I find any paperwork for Shea, not even a suspended driver’s license. Neither man had any criminal record or fingerprints
         on file that the county resources could turn up. That didn’t surprise me for Leung, but I had to hope I could find a crack
         in Shea’s blank wall before Nan went to trial with him. I had to admit, though, that I was less interested in Shea than in
         Leung’s disappearance.
      

      
      Once I was done with the county offices, I went searching for a place to have lunch and compile my notes before I drove up
         into the mountains that loomed over Port Angeles. As I headed back to my truck, I mentally damned the systems that both invaded
         our privacy and made it possible for a man missing or dead for five years to continue to collect his stipend and pay taxes.
         Money is a remarkable motivator and unpaid taxes would have gotten someone looking for Leung a lot earlier than this, but
         with no human actually cashing or cutting a check, the organizations most likely to kick up a fuss and cause trouble hadn’t
         even noticed. And someone may have profited by that.
      

      
      I had coffee and a bite to eat at a tiny place called the Veela Café, while Chaos hung her head over the top of my bag and
         did her best to look cute and wheedle crumbs. The manager blinked at the ferret and then made a point of not seeing her as
         she handed over my plate.
      

      
      “You might want to sit in the corner by the computer desks,” she said, “so nobody gets freaked-out by your … toy.”

      
      “Thank you. That sounds fine,” I replied, taking the plate and sitting where she suggested, far from the window and slightly
         screened from the other patrons. I supposed she was concerned for her food-handling license, or possibly the reaction of other
         customers—some people mistake ferrets for rats and that wouldn’t do her business any good. If it hadn’t been so cold, I could
         have eaten outside, but today I would have frozen, so I was grateful for the woman’s restraint and generosity. Once we were
         in our corner, I fed Chaos part of the meat from the sandwich. I’d have to give her some more food and water when we were somewhere more appropriate, but for now it was adequate to convince the furry kneesock that she wasn’t hungry
         enough to eat my purse.
      

      
      The Veela Café was just off the major intersection of the original downtown. The buildings were old brick and masonry from
         the days when Port Angeles was a thriving customs port exporting lumber and minerals from the hills. The customhouse had long
         since moved, the lumber was protected forest, and the minerals were mostly gone, so the businesses that now occupied the old
         buildings ranged from the traditional to the bizarre. My little coffeehouse was sandwiched between a fancy seafood restaurant
         and a shop that catered to fans of the Twilight books and films. Across the street was the venerable Lincoln Theater—now
         showing second-run films and community production plays—cheek by jowl with a Chinese restaurant of the red-paint-and-gilt-trim
         school. The eclectic collection made me smile a little even though the businesses were outnumbered by For Lease signs. County
         seat or not, Port Angeles, like a lot of towns on the Peninsula, was struggling under the unstable economy. It was a little
         depressing. By the time I’d finished eating, I was more than ready to head into the hills and look for the house. The ghost
         images in the corners of my eyes were growing dimmer and that worried me. While phantoms do fade over time or simply go away,
         they rarely do so at such a discernible rate of decay; they either linger and dwindle or they go completely in one fell moment.
      

      
      Anxious to find an explanation for the vanishing spirits, I cleared up quickly. Then I put my notes and the ferret away, returned
         to the Rover, and pointed it up the road to Lake Crescent.
      

   
      
      FIVE

      
      Highway 101 hadn’t changed since I’d driven up and down it a few days earlier, but I found myself alert for signs of the strange
         and ghostly. Not that they would be easy to spot through the glass and steel of the truck, but I felt unsettled by what I’d
         seen so far and the information I’d gathered. I kept expecting something else weird to happen.
      

      
      Perhaps that was why I noticed the creatures beside the road. I knew that deer, bears, and the rare mountain lion lived in
         the Olympic National Forest. I’d seen plenty of deer on the previous trip and they didn’t have any real fear of people—which
         wasn’t too smart of them, considering that they weren’t immune to bullets or speeding cars. They came right down into the
         ditches on each side of the road to graze the early plants that struggled up where the frost was thinnest next to the heat
         of the tarmac. At first, that was what I thought the things walking around on the other side of the road were—some kind of
         deer.
      

      
      They walked on four legs and they had black horns, but deer aren’t white all over like these things and their faces are long
         and narrow with the horns near the fronts of their skulls. These creatures were hard to keep my eyes on; I felt an unnatural desire to turn my gaze aside, and that alone gave them away as something paranormal.
         I wanted to get a better look, but I admit I was a little scared and wanted to observe them with caution.
      

      
      The road was a single lane in each direction, but the verges were broad enough to pull into if you didn’t fear the ice, so
         I stopped the truck on one of the wide spots and turned in the driver’s seat to look back at the cluster of three large, white-hided,
         crook-horned things on the other side of the road. I couldn’t tell too much about them through the glass, nor could I tell
         whether the area had the same strange, colored patches and lines of energy that I’d seen at the lake before, so I cranked
         down my window and peered at them through the Grey.
      

      
      The ground seemed dappled with colored shadows that moved and re-formed without a visible source, the uncanny puddles of energy
         pooling most thickly near the white creatures. At first, the beasts ignored the Rover, continuing to walk a ragged circle
         around something in their midst. Their shape and movement had given me the impression that they had four legs, but when one
         of them reared up to bat at whatever they were surrounding, I realized they were two-legged creatures with a bent, brachiating
         posture. Their unusually long forelimbs ended in hands that sported black claws that dripped colors in the Grey. The one that
         rose up stopped walking and kept its weight on three of its limbs while it swiped with the fourth and made a shrieking noise
         like a heron caught in a wood chipper.
      

      
      The thing they circled lurched aside, and another of the white creatures screamed at it and poked it back into the middle
         of their circle with its own raised forelimb. Their motion reminded me of school yard bullies shoving a smaller child around
         during recess. I opened my car door and stepped out onto the icy ground to get a better view, letting myself slide a little
         deeper into the Grey in hopes of figuring out what these things were.
      

      
      One of my feet brushed a strand of wayward energy as I put it down. The third white creature suddenly jerked its head up in my direction, snorting as if it could smell me. The other two
         ignored it for a moment while they kept on tormenting their prey, shoving it back and forth while the third stared toward
         me.
      

      
      Even at the width of the highway I could see that its eyes were tiny black coals under a heavy brow ridge, the kinked black
         horns growing out from its forehead like a cat’s whiskers. It had the jaw of a bulldog and a complement of sharp, hooked fangs.
         It squealed and rose onto its haunches to slap at its nearest fellow, thin strands of red light flaying outward from its claw
         tips.
      

      
      Suddenly, all three white things were staring at me and sitting stone still. Their quarry, forgotten, slumped to the ground
         in a mist of miserable green and scuttled away into the trees. It looked like a person dressed in black, but it moved like
         a spider along the strands of the energy web, and the sight made me shudder. On the seat behind me, Chaos exploded out of
         my bag and bounded toward the open door, scrabbling up my back and onto my shoulder. She made a harsh hissing noise into my
         ear and I jerked my head aside, breaking eye contact with the monsters across the street.
      

      
      They let out a collective bark of excitement and leapt forward. A whining sound, like a generator winding up, vibrated through
         the Grey. Chaos barked back and tried to jump to meet them. I cursed and snatched her out of the air, diving back into the
         truck as the three … things halved the distance between us in two bounds. I slammed the door shut behind me. I shoved the
         ferret into my sweater and mashed down on the door lock—I wasn’t sure how much like hands those big white paws were, but
         I didn’t want to find out.
      

      
      I’d just snapped the seat belt closed around me and the wiggling ferret and was twisting the key in the ignition when all
         three hit the outside of the Rover, rocking it hard. The engine caught and I yanked it into gear. The wheels thudded down
         again onto the dirt, throwing the truck forward and onto the road. Ice from the roadside spattered onto the surface. I tromped on the accelerator and felt the truck shudder before it dug into the road and leapt forward, racing
         up the hill toward Lake Crescent with the white things chasing after us.
      

      
      I passed a sign for a general store with an arrow pointing to the right before I even registered the clearing it stood in.
         I didn’t turn or stop. I figured it was safer to try to outrun the creatures than possibly drag them into the path of innocents.
         A few yards later, I glanced in the mirror and saw no sign of the white things. I dropped my speed a little to make a curve,
         half expecting them to bound out of the trees, but they didn’t reappear. I didn’t take the turn to Lake Sutherland but drove
         past, heading for the stretch of road next to Lake Crescent where the cliffs press in on one side and the lake on the other;
         the monsters would have to come out of cover there if they were still pursuing me.
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