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After surviving their own haunting experiences with the supernatural, these paranormal investigators are ready to beat ghosts at their own game.


GHOST TOWN


MEET THE TEAM:


Amber Lozier is the most sensitive member of the group. For years, she suffered from sleep deprivation, depression, and nightmares until she finally confronted the spirits that terrorized her. Now her vivid, often sinister, dreams verge on the psychic, allowing her to subconsciously work out problems and gain insights that prove valuable to her investigations.


Drew Pearson is a psychologist who has been trying to find logical explanations for seemingly supernatural phenomena since he was a teenager. His intuition helps people deal with frightening and sometimes violent supernatural manifestations, and his expertise helps determine the emotional causes of their trauma.


Trevor Ward is a writer who specializes in travel guides to haunted places. Since the terrifying night they spent together at Lowry House fifteen years ago, he’s been trying to convince Amber and Drew to help him write a book about their experience. His connections, wealth of knowledge about paranormal topics, and research skills are important assets to the team.
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I have dedicated the last twenty-five years of my life trying to find the answers of what lies beyond this realm, this life and this world. I plan on spending the next twenty-five years doing the same.
I dedicate this book to all those who have stood beside me during my life’s journey. The investigators that make up the T.A.P.S. family and other groups around the world. The inventors who have dedicated so much time in making equipment for us. Those who came before us and those who will carry the torch long after we are gone. To all those who have helped me create and expand this thing of ours that started in the basement of my house. Eventually, we will all find our answers, in this world or the next!


—Jason


I dedicate this book to those who have gone before us into the unknown: the people who lived a full life and passed through the veil. Thank you for trying to reach us. It has indeed made my life much more interesting and full. I hope to meet you all some day, and laugh and learn together.


—Grant


To Ramsey Campbell, who, without knowing it, taught me how to write a scary story.


—Tim





ONE



“. . . just feel the energy, you know?”


Tonya Jackson ignored the man’s comment. She finished scanning his books—Spectral Encounters, A Grimoire for the Beginning Warlock, and, most ridiculous of all, Pets from Beyond: True Stories of Animal Ghosts. When she was finished, she slid the trade paperbacks into a plastic bag and then looked up, making sure to keep her expression neutral. The last thing she wanted to do was encourage him.


“That’ll be twenty-nine ninety-five.”


The man went on as if he hadn’t heard her. “I mean, the whole town just oozes psychic energy!” He turned to the girl on his left. “Am I right?”


The girl shrugged. She seemed far more interested in the gum she was chewing than in what her companion was talking about. Tonya didn’t blame her.


The man was in his forties, short, with a prominent belly but stick-thin arms and legs. His unkempt beard was mostly gray, but he still had threads of black in his hair, which he wore in a ponytail bound by a leather thong. He wore a tan coverall with his last name sewn over the left breast—Donner—and the Ghostbusters logo sewn on the back. At least he wasn’t wearing a fake proton pack, Tonya thought. The girl was around her age, Tonya guessed, somewhere in her mid- to late twenties. She was a good head taller than her companion and thin almost to the point of looking malnourished. Her black hair was short and wild, as if she hadn’t combed it in weeks. Despite the fact that it was late October and chilly outside, the girl had on a black minidress that left her shoulders and arms bare, the better to display the tribal tattoos on her back and chest. The sacrifices we make for fashion, Tonya thought.


Instead of reaching for his wallet to pay for his books, the man glanced down at the counter, and his gaze fell on a stack of brochures sitting next to the register. He picked one up and opened it.


“Esotericon? What’s that?”


Tonya fought to hold in a sigh. She loathed chatty customers—especially weird ones. She had a sociology test the next morning, and she needed to be going over her notes. She didn’t have time to waste on this geek. Besides, she was getting a creepy-old-man vibe off him. He was at least fifteen years older than the girl he was with, maybe more. But Jenn had left her in charge of the store that night, and she was always telling Tonya that she needed to work a little harder on her “customer relations.”


She forced a smile as she answered. “It’s a conference on the paranormal that’s held every year in conjunction with the town’s Halloween celebration.”


“You mean Dead Days?” the girl asked, sounding bored.


Tonya couldn’t stop her sigh this time. “That’s right.”


The man leaned forward and lowered his voice almost to a whisper. “Is it true what they say? Is Exeter really the most haunted town in America?”


“It’s just a slogan to bring in tourists. That’ll be twenty-nine ninety-five for the books, sir.”


He didn’t take the hint. “But you live here, right? You must have experienced some pretty strange things.”


I’m experiencing something pretty damned strange right now, she thought. “I didn’t grow up around here. I just take classes at the college. Twenty-nine ninety-five, please.” She said the price more slowly this time, hoping he would finally take the hint. Normally, she preferred it when the store wasn’t busy so she could text on her phone, surf the Net, or—if absolutely necessary—study. But now she wished there were some other customers there, so she would have a convenient excuse to end this annoying conversation. There were plenty of people strolling by on the sidewalk outside, many of them wearing costumes, but except for the two standing in front of her, it seemed no one was interested in coming inside to browse Forgotten Lore’s stock of new and used books.


The man was undeterred by Tonya’s response. He leaned forward a bit more, his eyes narrowing, mouth forming a conspiratorial smile. “Yeah, but you work in a paranormal bookstore. You must hear all kinds of stories . . .”


She hated October in Exeter. Tourism was the town’s primary industry, and Exeter’s reputation as a paranormal hot spot drew visitors year-round. But October brought a whole different level of crazy. People thronged the town, drawn by the twin attractions of the weeklong Halloween celebration called Dead Days and Esotericon, a conference that featured everyone from reputable scientists to what the con organizers generously referred to as “enthusiastic amateurs.”


“You know what kind of stories I hear? Pathetic spook fantasies from morons like you who actually believe in all this shit.” She waved her hand in a gesture meant to take in the entire bookstore.


The man looked shocked, but his companion laughed. “What a rude bitch,” she said, almost approvingly, and then she took the man’s arm and steered him away from the counter. “C’mon, Donner. Let’s go see what other weirdness we can find.”


The man gave Tonya a dirty look over his shoulder as they departed, his books left abandoned on the counter.


When they were gone, Tonya let out another sigh. She had tried, she really had, but she had never been one to suffer fools lightly, and working there, fools were pretty much the only customers she got. The store’s sections said it all: Ghosts, UFOs, Magik (with a “k,” of course), Alternative Spirituality, Psychic Phenomena, Cryptozoology . . . At least Jenn didn’t actually believe in any of this paranormal crap. To her, it was an interesting hobby, something amusing to think about and engage her imagination, but that was all. Tonya didn’t understand Jenn’s point of view—all of this stuff seemed like a monumental waste of time to her—but if Jenn wanted to have a little fun while she made money off the deluded idiots who came in there, more power to her, as far as Tonya was concerned. Still, she looked forward to finishing her course work at Tri-County Community College so she could head off to Purdue, where she planned to major in high-school science education, leaving Exeter—and the loonies it attracted—behind for good.


Tonya pulled her cell phone from the back pocket of her jeans to check the time. Nine forty-two. Normally, Jenn closed the store at seven on weeknights, but she kept the store open until ten during Dead Days. Tonya knew she should be a good girl and keep the place open until closing time, especially since she had blown that last sale. But a few of her friends were getting together to watch movies. Just like Tonya, her friends hated Dead Days, so every year, they held an “Anti-Dead” party, where they watched anything but horror movies. Last year, they had watched comedies, but this year, they planned to watch what Tonya called weepers, dramas that left you in tears by the end. The party had started at nine, and she didn’t want to miss any more of it than she had to. But she should be a good worker bee—


Her phone let out a few notes of her current favorite pop song to announce the arrival of a text message. It was from her roommate, Isobel: “Get ur butt ovr here, grl! Weve alrdy gon thru a boxa tissues!!!”


A second later, another text came in, this one from Julia: “And a pint of Cherry Garcia!”


Tonya’s fingers flew across the keyboard. “BRT!” she texted. Be right there!


She slid the phone back into her pocket and hurried to the front door. She locked it and flipped the Open sign to Closed. She felt a little guilty for locking up early, but she told herself that there was only fifteen minutes or so left until closing time, and the chances that anyone was going to come in and make a purchase were slim to none. Rationalization firmly in place, she reshelved the books Mr. Ghostbuster had abandoned, cashed out the register, and made a quick pass through the shop, straightening and tidying just enough so that it would pass muster with Jenn.


Forgotten Lore was located in an old two-story house on the southern end of Sycamore Street, the town’s main business strip. Most of the buildings there housed funky little shops that sold art, crafts, or antiques, all of them at least tangentially related to the occult. The buildings were older than dirt, and Forgotten Lore’s was, at least according to Jenn, the oldest of the lot. It stank of moldering wood and—thanks to all the books—decaying paper, and Tonya had to load up on allergy medicine before every shift. Even then, her eyes watered, and the back of her throat itched whenever she was there. Jenn didn’t overdo the décor, something Tonya was exceedingly grateful for. Too many of the Sycamore Shops, as they were known locally, indulged in what Tonya thought of as horror drag. Color schemes of black and red, crystal balls resting on ornate metal stands, candles shaped like brooding skulls, and fake ravens with plastic feet wired to their perches. And the shopkeepers were just as bad, dressing like morticians or cut-rate carnival fortune-tellers. Jenn always dressed like a normal person, usually wearing a blouse and nice jeans, although she did have a regrettable tendency to wear large, gaudy earrings. Jenn let Tonya dress however she wished, as long her clothing wasn’t inappropriate for work—which meant leaving her Skeptics Society T-shirt at home. This night she wore jeans and a bright tie-dyed T-shirt to counter all the black the tourists wore. The shirt was a couple of sizes too large for her. She liked her clothes roomy in general, but not because she wanted to cloak her body. She had a nice shape and a more than generous bosom, but she didn’t like wearing form-fitting clothing, especially at work. The last thing she wanted to do was attract any of the nutjobs who shopped there.


Tonya glanced at a small display table by the front door. A number of books were stacked there, with cheesy titles such as Taverns of Terror and Insidious Inns, a few sitting propped up the better to show their covers. A small sign enclosed in a clear plastic holder announced that the books’ author, Trevor Ward, would be signing at Esotericon the next day. From what Tonya understood, this Trevor guy was a former boyfriend of Jenn’s. So maybe she was more into the paranormal than she let on. Or maybe she just had a soft spot for ex-lovers.


Not that Jenn’s feelings for Trevor had kept her from setting up a larger display for another writer attending Esotericon. Arthur Carrington, who was also signing the next day, was so famous that even Tonya knew who he was. His books had lurid titles such as The Horror of Mount Pleasant, Darkness Within and Without, and Shattered Innocence: The Haunting of Sarah McKenzie. Tonya had never read any of his stuff, but a lot of the kids she had known back in high school had devoured his books. From what Jenn had told her, Carrington was in town not only for the conference but also to film a documentary about Exeter. That would be good publicity for the town, Tonya supposed, but it would probably draw even more weirdos.


Tonya had to admit this was a decent job, though, weirdos and all. Jenn was a nice woman and a fair boss, and working there sure beat the hell out of sweating through stressful shifts as a fast-food wage slave, as too many of her friends did. And to be honest, most of the time, working at the store wasn’t too bad. Things just got weird during Dead Days, that’s all. But she knew the antidote to that: watching sad movies and enjoying Ben & Jerry’s ice cream—assuming the other girls hadn’t eaten it all before she got there.


Tonya started toward the rear of the store. Jenn had the place rigged so that all the lights in the building could be controlled by a main switch by the back entrance, something Tonya really appreciated. Although she viewed herself as a strict rationalist, she sometimes got a little creeped out when working alone. And while she would never admit it to anyone, the idea of having to go from room to room turning off all the lights before she could leave did not appeal.


She was walking past the register when she heard a soft thump behind her. The sound made her jump, and she spun around to see what had made it. She scanned the store, heart pumping in her ears, but she saw nothing. She let out a shaky breath and forced a smile. Just your imagination, she told herself.


Then she saw the book lying on the floor.


She had heard the expression about the hairs on the back of your neck standing up, but until that moment, she had never experienced the sensation. But she did then, and accompanying it was an almost overwhelming feeling that she should forget about the book, turn around, and get the hell out of the store as fast as she could. She almost did, too, went so far as to slide her left foot to the side and begin pivoting her body to turn. But she stopped herself. A book had fallen off the shelf, that was all.


She walked over to the book and knelt down to pick it up. But she froze with her hand inches away from the cover. It was one of the books the middle-aged creeper in the Ghostbusters outfit had left behind: Spectral Encounters.


She had been in too much of a hurry when reshelving it, and it had slipped and fallen to the floor, that’s all. No big mystery. Still, it took her a few seconds to work up the courage to touch the book, and when she did, she half expected to find it suffused with an unearthly cold. But it felt normal. She smiled and shook her head. She had been working at Forgotten Lore too long. Maybe the next day, she should give Jenn her two weeks’ notice and start looking around for another job. Something on campus, maybe.


She picked up the book, replaced it on the shelf, and made sure it was firmly in place before turning and walking away. This time, when she walked by the cash register, she heard two thumps. She stopped, adrenaline surging through her chest, and she began to shake.


She turned around and saw that two more books had fallen off the shelves. She didn’t have to walk over to them to know their titles: A Grimoire for the Beginning Warlock and Pets from Beyond. The other two books Mr. Ghostbuster had left.


Tonya gritted her teeth and balled her hands into fists as she attempted to make herself stop trembling. I won’t run, she thought. I won’t!


Music drifted from her cell phone as another text message arrived, the sound startling her and making her let out a little bleat of fear. It was just one of the girls wondering what was taking her so long, she told herself—and probably asking her to stop off on the way and pick up more ice cream. She slipped her phone out of her back pocket and checked the message.


“Yes, you should run. Now.”


There was no sender indicated.


Before she could react, books burst off shelves throughout the store, but instead of falling to the floor, they circled through the air, as if caught in a swirling windstorm. Tonya gaped in shocked disbelief as she found herself at the center of a maelstrom of flying books, their covers open and spread out like wings. This can’t be real, she told herself. She was having some sort of hallucination, maybe a stroke. No, she was too young for that. Maybe it was an elaborate practical joke. Dead Days pranks were common in Exeter this time of year, although she had never heard of one this complex. Maybe the town’s business leaders faked paranormal events in order to boost tourism. But she couldn’t see Jenn going along with something like that, and even if for some reason Jenn had set it up, what good would it do to have it happen so close to closing time? Even if Tonya hadn’t locked up early, there probably wouldn’t be any customers there. Who else but her would see the flying books?


Jenn couldn’t be responsible for this. But who . . . ? Then it came to her. There was a film crew in town, working on some kind of documentary about Exeter. They’d probably set this up, most likely as a “dramatic re-creation” of some supposedly true paranormal event. They’d probably put hidden cameras in the store so they could capture her unrehearsed reaction to their idiotic special-effects show. It was a shitty thing to do, but . . . Then she realized. There were no strings or wires holding the books aloft. Some kind of hologram, maybe? The books looked solid enough, but with the right technology, you could make anything seem real these days. Of course, why someone would spend a ton of money installing holographic projectors in a rinky-dink bookstore—and where they’d conceal the damned things—was beyond her. But that wasn’t important right then. What was important was proving that it wasn’t real.


Slowly, she extended a shaking hand forward into the whirling mass of books.


For a moment, nothing happened, and Tonya congratulated herself on exposing the flying books as fakes. But then a hardback edition of Montague Summer’s The Vampire: His Kith and Kin, slammed into the back of her hand, and she cried out in surprise as much as pain. She cradled her throbbing hand to her chest, and without thinking, she took a step back from the mass of books streaking in front of her. Unfortunately, this put her directly in the path of those books flying behind her, and bright light flashed behind her eyes as a pair of volumes smacked into the sides of her head.


She fell to the wooden floor, but despite the fierce pounding in her head, she managed to pull herself onto her hands and knees. She wanted to stand, wanted to run for the back door, and she tried. But her head hurt too much, she was too dizzy, and instead, she slumped onto her side. Books continued swirling around her, drawing closer with each pass they made. She covered her head with her hands, curled into a ball, and squeezed her eyes shut.


She heard a woman’s voice then. Not Jenn. Someone she didn’t recognize. It spoke a single word.


“Stop.”


Books began pelting her then—paperbacks and hardbacks—each one slamming into her over and over, striking and then darting away, only to dip back down and strike again. They continued smashing into her long after she was dead.





TWO



“No appetite this morning?”


Amber Lozier gave Trevor Ward a questioning frown, and he nodded toward her plate. Trevor and Drew Pearson had both finished their breakfasts, but she had barely touched her scrambled eggs and wheat toast, although she was working on her third cup of coffee.


Drew answered for her. “Bad dreams.” He reached under the table and gave her hand a gentle squeeze.


“Really?” Trevor sounded intrigued. “Regular bad dreams or, you know . . .” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Dreams?”


The three of them were sitting in the dining room of Eternal Sleep Bed and Breakfast. Like those of so many businesses in Exeter, its name was designed to appeal to tourists drawn by the town’s reputation as a paranormal hot spot. Amber was thankful that its interior didn’t match its name. The house looked perfectly normal inside, which suited her just fine. Not that she would have been bothered by spooky décor, but given the sort of dreams she often had, the last thing she needed was any more fuel for the darker side of her imagination.


“Not everything is a paranormal experience,” she said. “Sometimes a dream is just a dream.” She paused. “Still, it was weird.”


Drew and Trevor gave her a look, and despite herself, she laughed.


“OK, my dreams usually are weird, but this one was stranger than most. It was about books.”


“Books?” Trevor sounded disappointed. “Doesn’t sound all that weird to me.”


“They were flying, their covers spread out like wings. Dozens of them were circling around me.”


Trevor grinned. “I read somewhere that any dream that has flying in it is really about sex.” He looked at Drew. “Is that true?”


“That was Freud’s interpretation, but dreams are far too complex for simple diagnoses like that. Besides, wait until you hear the rest of it.”


Amber continued. “The books started attacking, slamming into me over and over. It was one of the most painful and terrifying things I’ve ever experienced. I wanted to run away, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t. The books knocked me to the floor, and I couldn’t get up. They just kept hitting me over and over until everything went black.”


No one spoke for a moment after Amber finished. Finally, Trevor said, “You’re right. That is weird.”


“There was something else.” She frowned as she tried to remember. “Right before everything went black, I heard a voice. A woman’s voice, I think. I can’t remember what she said, though.”


“The voice might not have said anything,” Drew pointed out. “It was just a dream. And even if the voice did say something intelligible, I doubt it was some cryptic message, full of meaning.”


Trevor scowled. “I thought what we experienced at the Lowry House had cured you of being such a skeptical buzzkill, Drew.”


Drew smiled. “Just because I’m now willing to consider paranormal explanations for strange events doesn’t mean I think every bad dream is prophetic.”


“But to dismiss the possibility out of hand . . .”


Amber reached out and patted Trevor’s arm to calm him.


“Don’t mind Drew. He’s a bit ambivalent about being here this weekend.”


Trevor looked at his friend. “Oh?”


Drew took a sip of coffee before speaking. Amber had been dating him long enough to know he did it to stall for a few seconds so he could gather his thoughts.


“I took yesterday off work so I could drive down here. When my supervisor asked why I wanted Friday off, I told her it was because I was presenting at a conference. She asked what conference.”


“Let me guess,” Trevor said. “She was less than thrilled to hear that you were presenting at an event called Esotericon.”


“Her exact words were, ‘Are you out of your mind?’ ” Drew took another sip of coffee. “She wanted to deny my leave request, but I had too many vacation days saved up. She did, however, tell me that if I persist in associating with ‘pseudo-scientists and charlatans,’ she would have to ‘reevaluate my relationship’ with the hospital.”


Trevor had set up the presentation with the conference organizers several weeks ago, and he had invited Drew and Amber to join him. They were to talk about their experiences with the Lowry House, not least because Trevor wanted to do some prepublicity for the book he had written about what the three of them had gone through there, both as teens and as adults.


“I’m sorry about that,” Trevor said. “If I’d known it would cause you trouble at work, I wouldn’t have asked you to present with me today.”


“Don’t worry about it,” Drew said. “Dr. Flaxman has had it in for me ever since I was hired. She’s the stereotype of the cold, unemotional clinician who views human beings as barely one step above lab rats. We’ve never gotten along, and ever since she was promoted to director of the ward I work on, she’s been looking for an excuse to fire me.”


“Maybe so,” Trevor said, “but that doesn’t mean you have to give in to her.”


“That’s what I told him,” Amber said. She turned to Drew. “See? Trevor agrees with me.”


Trevor held up his hands. “Whoa! Hold up there! I’m thrilled that the two of you are an item, but I don’t want to get sucked into playing relationship referee for you guys. Just think of me as Switzerland: I don’t take sides.”


Amber laughed, and Drew smiled.


“We’ll do our best to respect your neutrality,” Drew said. “But I wasn’t about to let Dr. Flaxman bully me. That sort of behavior shouldn’t be rewarded.” He finished his last sip of coffee and put the cup down on the table.


Amber had never met Connie Flaxman, but from what Drew had told her, the woman was, to put it bluntly, an ice-cold bitch. Drew was warm and caring, and he would do whatever it took to help his patients. Not only was he Flaxman’s polar opposite, but he was a far better psychologist, beloved by both patients and the other staff. No wonder Flaxman had it in for him. At least, that’s how Amber saw it. She knew she wasn’t exactly the most objective person when it came to Drew.


He continued. “Besides, after what we went through back home, I’m more open to . . . expanding my horizons. I figure Esotericon is a good first step in that direction.”


Home was Ash Creek, Ohio, where the three of them had met and become friends in high school. They had discovered that they had a mutual interest in paranormal phenomena, especially the idea that it might be possible to discover proof of the existence of life after death. They had begun conducting amateur investigations of sites around town that were rumored to be haunted. They had experienced some interesting things, but nothing had prepared them for investigating the most haunted place in town: the Lowry House. What had happened there when they were younger had so traumatized them that they had suppressed the memory for fifteen years. They had returned in early September, ostensibly for their fifteenth high-school reunion but really to confront their past and banish the demons—some psychological, some literal—that had been plaguing them. In the end, they had succeeded and regained their memories but at a high price: the death of a fourth member of their teenage group, Greg Daniels.


“I’m surprised you haven’t written any books about Exeter,” Amber said to Trevor.


“I did a few articles on it, back when I was dating Jenn. After we broke up . . . well, I didn’t get back to town much, you know?”


Trevor tried to sound matter-of-fact, but Amber could detect sadness in his tone. She wanted to say something to comfort him, but she decided it was best to let the matter go without comment. Coming back to Exeter had to be difficult enough for Trevor. No need to stir up old feelings any more than necessary.


Trevor Ward was of medium height and a bit overweight, with thinning brown hair. He usually had a smile on his face, and he exuded boyish charm and enthusiasm—especially when it came to anything related to the paranormal.


In contrast, Drew Pearson was taller, thinner, and more handsome. But then, Amber might be just a bit biased in his favor, considering that they had become lovers a couple of months ago. He had soft brown eyes and light brown hair that always looked a bit tousled, no matter how many times he brushed it. Although outwardly he seemed more reserved than Trevor, he was a deeply caring person, and it was one of the qualities she loved most about him. When he listened to you, he really listened, focusing his entire attention on what you were saying as if it truly mattered. And to him, it did.


The last couple of months had been good for Amber. She and Drew still lived in different cities—she in Zephyr, Ohio, he in Chicago—but they saw each other as often as they could. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that her life had been a mess before they got together. She had suffered sleep disorders, migraines, and depression, and she had been on disability for several years. All of her troubles had stemmed from the trauma she, Drew, and Trevor had suffered the night the Lowry House burned down. The buried memories of that night had affected each of them in different ways. Trevor had gone to college, gotten a degree in journalism, and begun writing nonfiction books and articles on the paranormal. Drew had abandoned his interest in the paranormal and become a psychologist who specialized in working with people who had suffered severe trauma. And Amber . . . well, she had barely been able to keep herself together, enduring a series of low-paying menial jobs, a series of lousy boyfriends, and more than her fair share of health and emotional problems.


But that all changed when the three of them returned to Ash Creek to confront their past. The memories they had regained were sometimes hard to deal with, but knowing was better than not knowing, as far as Amber was concerned. Best of all, she and Drew had finally admitted their feelings for each other and had been dating ever since. Amber was off most of her prescription meds, and while she still had bad dreams from time to time, in general she slept better than she had since she was a teenager. Her skin had more color, and she had put on some weight. Not too much, but she no longer looked anorexic. Her shoulder-length blond hair was now shiny and healthy, and when she saw herself in the mirror these days, she liked the woman looking back at her.


“Am I dressed OK?” Amber asked. “I’ve never presented at a conference before, let alone attended one. I have no idea what people wear.”


She had tried on a couple of different outfits that morning and had finally settled on a comfortable long-sleeved purple blouse, tan pants, and black shoes. She had decided to forgo earrings as too dressy, and she had used a light touch with her makeup. Drew had told her she looked fine before they came down to meet Trevor for breakfast, but she still wasn’t certain.


Drew wore jeans, running shoes, and a navy-blue sweater over a white dress shirt. Even when he was working, he tended to dress on the casual side. He thought it put patients more at ease. Trevor wore a brown suit jacket over a white shirt—no tie, though—with blue slacks and black shoes. Maybe it was just his journalism background, or maybe he wanted to offset his boyishness, but when he worked, he tended to dress in a professional manner.


“It’s been a few years since I attended Esotericon,” Trevor said, “but in my experience, people dress in all kinds of ways. Attendees and presenters both range from casual to professional to . . .” He paused. “Interesting is the word, I guess.”


Amber frowned. “I’m not sure what you mean.”


Drew smiled. “He’s trying not to say that there’s a significant kook contingent at this conference.”


“I am not!” Trevor thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. “Well, maybe I am. But that’s part of what makes Esotericon so much fun.”


“You’re not making me any less nervous.” She glanced at Drew. “And neither are you. Both of you might be used to presenting at conferences, but I didn’t go to college. I’ve never even held a professional-level job, unless you count waitressing as a profession. I’m still not sure what we’re supposed to do.”


“We don’t have to do all that much,” Trevor said. “We’re free to wander around the conference and attend whatever sessions sound interesting. But the only event we’re scheduled for is our presentation. I’ll show some pictures, and then we’ll answer questions. Nothing to it.”


“Maybe for you two,” Amber said. “Drew talks to people all the time in his job, and you interview people for a living. Plus, you enjoy being in the spotlight. But the last time I spoke in front of a crowd was during Mr. Vagedes’s speech class back in high school. And you guys remember how that turned out.”


Both Drew and Trevor fought smiles.


She had managed to get through less than a fifth of her speech—which had been on the merits of good nutrition—when she’d had to flee the classroom. She had barely made it to the restroom before throwing up.


Drew took hold of her hand again, and this time he held it tight. “You’ll be fine. We’ll both be there, and you won’t have to talk any more than you want to.”


“Besides, you know me,” Trevor said. “I’ll probably end up doing most of the talking if you two don’t shut me up.”


Amber smiled. Drew and Trevor had their own methods of trying to reassure her—Drew with emotional support, Trevor with humor—and together they never failed to make her feel better. Sometimes she wished the events the three of them had experienced at the Lowry House—both when they were teenagers and a couple of months ago—hadn’t happened. But one good thing had come out of it: the three of them had bonded more deeply than ever.


“As part of the presentation, I’m going to be giving a preview of my new book. I still haven’t decided on a final title yet. Right now, I’m leaning toward Dark Legacy, but my agent likes Among Shadows. The manuscript is with my editor right now, and I’m waiting for her to weigh in on the title. But the book’s not in production yet, so there’s still time to make any changes you two might want.”


Amber and Drew exchanged a look. They kept their expressions neutral, but Amber wasn’t surprised when Trevor wasn’t fooled. He knew them both too well.


“You didn’t read it, did you? I sent you both copies via e-mail last week.” He sounded more hurt than angry. “And don’t tell me you’ve been too busy to read it yet. I dedicated the damned thing to the two of you . . .” His voice softened. “And to Greg.”


Amber knew how much this book meant to Trevor. He’d wanted to write about the Lowry House for years, but it was only after they had regained their memories that he had started working on the book in earnest. Once he had begun, it was as if a dam had burst, and the words poured out of him in a torrent. He’d finished the first draft of the manuscript in less than a month. Both his agent and his editor were excited by the book and thought it could be a huge boost to his career.


“It’s not that we don’t want to read it,” Drew said. “It’s just that it’s too soon. For you, writing about the Lowry House was cathartic. But for us . . .”


“We’re not ready to relive all that,” Amber said. “It’s going to be hard enough talking about it today at the conference. But to read about it in detail . . .”


Trevor didn’t look mollified, but he said, “I guess I can understand that.”


“There’s nothing worse than waiting for feedback on a new book, eh?”


The three of them turned toward the man who had spoken. He stood in the entrance of the dining room, leaning against the wall, arms crossed, and smiling. He looked almost as if he were posing for a picture, or as if he were an actor who had just stepped onto a stage. He was a tall, lean man in his early sixties, with thick white hair that looked professionally styled and a neatly trimmed white goatee. His smile was wide, displaying teeth so white and even that Amber had trouble believing they were real. His eyes were a bright, startling blue, and they projected a good-humored intelligence, along with a hint of shrewd calculation, as if the man were sizing up the three of them. He wore a gray suit and a blue tie with small white blobs on it that Amber at first thought were oblong polka dots but soon realized were cartoonish ghosts.


“Pardon me for eavesdropping, but I couldn’t help overhearing.” His voice was a rich baritone, and again, Amber was put in mind of a stage actor, though a bit of a melodramatic one. “If I wasn’t such a late sleeper, I would’ve been down to breakfast in time to join your conversation from the start. I’ll just go tell our hostess that I’m up and famished, then I’ll be back to commiserate about writerly woes.” He gave them a last smile and a wink before walking off in the direction of the kitchen.


“What an odd man,” Amber said.


“Seems a bit of a narcissist,” Drew put in.


“That’s Arthur Carrington,” Trevor said. “I knew he was going to be attending Esotericon, but I had no idea he was staying here.”


“The name’s familiar,” Amber said. “Didn’t we use to read his books when we were in high school?”


Drew nodded. “He wrote about supposedly true cases of paranormal encounters. If I remember right, they were long on ghostly atmosphere but short on scientific evidence.”


“I remember now,” Amber said. “They were good, spooky fun. You could always count on them to send a chill rippling down your back. He had a show on cable back then, too, didn’t he? I forget what it was called.”


“Beyond Explanation,” Trevor said. “I have the entire series on DVD.”


“Guess you’re a fan, huh?” Amber said.


Trevor scowled. “Not exactly.”


Before Amber could ask what he meant, Carrington returned to the dining room and took a seat at the table. The table had room for six. Amber sat at one end, with Drew on her right and Trevor on her left, and Carrington took the chair at the other end.


“One of the things I most like about bed-and-breakfasts is the conviviality of dining with fellow guests,” Carrington said. “I’ve been lodging here for a week now, and with the exception of the owners, you’re the first people I’ve had the opportunity to chat with.”


A fiftyish woman, short and on the plump side, entered the dining room then, carrying a plate of eggs, sausage links, and toast in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. She set the meal on the table in front of Carrington with a smile.


“Thank you so much, Vivian,” he said. “As usual, it smells delicious.”


The woman beamed as if he had just paid her the highest of compliments. Her gaze lingered on him for a moment before she looked toward Amber, Drew, and Trevor.


“How are you folks doing?” she asked. “Can I get you anything else? More coffee, maybe?”


Amber glanced at her coffee cup. It was only a quarter full, and she considered asking Vivian to top it off, but she had already had too much, and she was nervous enough as it was.


“I think we’re fine,” Drew said. “But thank you.”


Vivian nodded. She gathered Drew’s and Trevor’s empty plates but left Amber’s mostly untouched breakfast. She gave Carrington a parting smile before heading back to the kitchen.


Carrington took a sip of coffee and made a face.


“That woman has no idea how to brew a decent cup of coffee. Still, she means well.” He put his cup down and turned his attention to Amber, Drew, and Trevor. “So . . . introductions, yes? I’ll begin. I’m—”


“Arthur Carrington,” Trevor said. “We’re familiar with your work.”


Carrington frowned at Trevor, as if he didn’t like anyone drawing attention away from him, even for a moment. But his smile returned. “Ah! Well, then, I assume you must be in town for the conference.” He nodded toward Trevor. “From what I overheard earlier, I take it that you’re a writer. Might I have heard of anything you’ve done?”


On the surface, Carrington’s question seemed innocent enough, but Amber detected a snide undercurrent, as if he expected to have never heard of Trevor. Carrington’s attitude irritated her, and she found herself leaping to Trevor’s defense.


“He’s Trevor Ward. His books are really great, and today he’s going to preview his latest one at the conference.”


Trevor gave her a thank-you smile, but Carrington’s reaction took her by surprise.


“Trevor Ward! Of course! We’ve met before, haven’t we? A few years back, right here at Esotericon, if I remember right. You were dating that charming woman who runs the Forgotten Lore bookstore, Jenn . . . Rinaldi, I believe. Are you two still together?”


“Afraid not,” Trevor said.


“Pity. But then, the course of true love has never run smooth, has it? My three ex-wives can testify to that!” He laughed. “Well, Trevor, how about you introduce me to your friends?”


But before Trevor could say anything, they heard the front door bang open, and a woman’s voice called out, “Arthur? Are you up yet?”


An African-American woman rushed into the dining room. She was in her late thirties, her red-dyed hair so short it was almost a buzz cut. She wore horn-rimmed glasses—what Amber thought of as hipster glasses—and a small diamond nose stud. She was tall and thin and wore an open jeans jacket over a T-shirt with the words “Ghost Town” on the front.


She fixed Carrington with a disapproving look. “Did you leave your cell turned off again? I’ve been trying to call you for the last fifteen minutes!”


Carrington gave her a thin smile. “This is Erin Gilman, a talented documentarian and, as you can see, a somewhat impatient woman. Erin, this is Trevor Ward, a fellow scribe, and his two friends . . . ?”


Amber and Drew said their names, but Erin didn’t acknowledge them. She kept her attention focused on Carrington.


“Arthur, we need to go. There’s been a—” She glanced at Amber and the others. “Something’s come up that’s altered our shooting schedule, and we need to, uh, get moving so we don’t lose the morning light.”


“There’s no need to play things so close to the vest, my dear. It’s not as if we’re doing an exposé revealing sensitive government secrets, now, is it? We’re making a simple little film about a town that trades on its reputation for paranormal occurrences in order to attract tourists. Surely, whatever has come up can wait until after I’ve finished my breakfast.”


And then, as if he were a child determined to make a point to his mother, he took a forkful of scrambled eggs, put them into his mouth, and began chewing.


Erin glared at Carrington, and from the way things had gone between them so far, Amber had the impression that she did that a lot. “There was a murder here in town last night. A weird one.”


Carrington swallowed his eggs and put his fork down. He wiped his mouth with a napkin, then rose from the table.


“My apologies for rushing off like this, but it’s unprofessional to keep one’s director waiting.” Carrington gave them a parting smile before he turned and started to follow Erin out of the dining room.


A cold emptiness opened in the pit of Amber’s stomach.


“Where?” she asked. And although she didn’t say the word very loudly, something about her tone made both Carrington and Erin pause.


Carrington gave Erin a look, and then, almost grudgingly, she said, “The Forgotten Lore bookstore.”


She and Arthur hurried off, and the front door slammed.


“Jenn,” Trevor said in a stunned voice.


Drew gave Amber a thoughtful look. “Your dream.”


She nodded. Then the three of them leaped up from the table and rushed out of the dining room.


Mitch Sagers was half-dozing in his car when the VW Bug screeched to a halt in front of the Eternal Sleep Bed and Breakfast. He watched the driver hop out and run inside. She was a black chick, not bad-looking, but he didn’t like her fake red hair. He didn’t know why she was in such a hurry, and truth was, he didn’t much care. But he was glad that something had happened to wake him up. He had been sitting across the street in the driver’s seat of his Chevy Impala for more than—he glanced at his watch—twelve hours now, and the woman’s arrival was the first interesting thing that had happened in all that time.


He yawned and stretched, groaning as his muscles protested. His neck was especially stiff that morning, and he whipped his head from right to left to pop the vertebrae. He felt as much as heard the crack, and the stiffness eased. His tongue felt as dry and rough as sandpaper, and his breath was sour from all the coffee he’d had the night before. Empty drive-thru coffee cups, four in all, littered the passenger-side floor, along with several crumpled sacks from fast-food joints. Acid churned in his stomach, and a small burp rose up, bringing with it a burning sensation at the back of his throat.


At first, the idea of doing a stakeout had sounded kind of cool to Mitch, as if he were a character in a cop show or something, keeping an eye on a dangerous suspect. But the reality was anything but glamorous. Not only did his body ache and his stomach hurt, but he felt a headache coming on, and he had to take a piss so bad he thought his bladder might explode. He wished he had thought to bring along several empty liter bottles to pee into, like truckers did when they didn’t want to take the time to pull into a rest stop. But then, he hadn’t really planned out his trip to the freak show that was Exeter, Indiana. It had just kind of happened.


A few moments later, the black chick came back out, accompanied by an old guy in a gray suit. She ran to her car and started it up, but the old man took his time getting into the vehicle, almost as if he were moving slowly on purpose just to piss her off. Once he was inside, the woman put the car in gear and hit the gas, and the VW peeled away from the curb and roared off down the street.


Despite its name, the Eternal Sleep Bed and Breakfast looked normal enough from the outside—if you didn’t count the sign in the yard shaped like a small black coffin, the business’s name painted on it in wavy white letters. Mitch figured the sign was supposed to look half-spooky and half-cute, but he thought it just looked all-stupid. The building was an older one, high and narrow, two stories, painted white, with green shutters, a black roof, and a couple of small spires that made it look a little like a castle. The attic had probably been made into extra rooms. At least, that’s the way he would have done it. Not that he had ever stayed at a bed-and-breakfast before. Nicest place he had ever stayed at was a Motel 6. But then, he didn’t make the kind of money Amber’s new boyfriend did. A goddamned psychologist. It figured she would hook up with a shrink. She needed therapy bad enough—not that she could afford it. Maybe Doctor Love was taking his fee out in trade. Mitch could picture her underneath him, naked, sweaty, and writhing. They would screw like rabid weasels, and just before she came, the doc would glance at the clock on the nightstand, pull out of her, and say, “I’m sorry. Your hour is up.”


Mitch ground his teeth together at the thought of Amber having sex with that guy . . . what had she said his name was? Drew something. It wasn’t so much that he wanted her as that he didn’t want anyone else to have her, although in Mitch’s mind, they amounted to the same thing.


He and Amber had “dated” for a couple of months last year. They had met in line at the BMV when they had gone to renew their driver’s licenses. He hadn’t been all that attracted to her—she had been too pale and skinny, and her hair needed washing—but he’d had nothing better to do, so he had turned on the charm and started chatting with her. He remembered what his daddy had always said: “You never know what you’re going to catch when you cast your line. But if you don’t put your hook in the water, you damn sure won’t catch anything.” She had been reluctant to respond to him at first, but he had taken that as a challenge and persisted. Once they had discovered that they had the same birthday, she had thawed a little, and by the time they were both done and leaving with their new licenses, she had agreed to have dinner with him.


He had decided that she was pretty enough, in a sickly sort of way, but what he liked most about her was the sense of vulnerability she projected. In some men, that would have triggered a protective instinct. But for Mitch, it triggered an instinct of a far different kind. It told him that Amber was prey.


“Never show weakness,” his daddy always said, and he had backed up his words with action. If Mitch had acted weak in even the slightest way, Daddy punished him, usually by delivering a good pounding with his fists. But sometimes Daddy’s punishments had been more . . . creative. Mitch didn’t mind, at least not anymore. Those punishments had made him the man he was today. Made him strong.


What they’d had couldn’t be called a relationship. Mitch would show up at her place whenever he didn’t have anything better to do. He figured he had a good thing going, but then, one day, she said something to piss him off—he couldn’t remember what—and he had hit her. Not hard, just enough to let her know he meant it. He thought maybe she would cry or maybe even apologize. A lot of women said “I’m sorry” after you gave them a good smack.


But Amber hadn’t said anything. The next night, Mitch had pounded on her door until his fist ached, but she hadn’t answered. He knew she was home—she only went out when she had to. So he had continued pounding on the door for a solid five minutes before finally giving up. He had called and texted her numerous times after that but still with no reply. He had decided to try showing up on her doorstep again, but this time, there had been an envelope with his name written on it taped to the door. The message inside was simple, clear, and direct: “Mitch, I don’t want to see you anymore. Don’t come back. Don’t call me. If you try to contact me in any way again, I’ll call the police.”


She hadn’t signed it. Mitch had taken that as a personal affront. He’d kicked in the door and rushed inside Amber’s apartment, but to his surprise, she wasn’t there. She didn’t have a lot of stuff, but he knocked over what little furniture she did have, broke her bathroom mirror, and threw a few framed pictures to the floor. It made him feel a little better, but not much.


He had considered staying there and waiting for her to come home. Then he would show her what he thought about her goddamned unsigned letter. And he might have, too. But he remembered something else his daddy used to say: “A man’s got to control his temper if he doesn’t want his temper to control him.”


He had told himself that Amber wasn’t worth getting upset about. Getting too worked up over anything was a sign of weakness, and Mitch was determined to stay strong. So he had swallowed his anger, left Amber’s apartment, and done his best to put her out of his mind.


But then, a couple of weeks ago, he had gone to Target to pick up a new pair of work boots, and he saw Amber working in the women’s department. He almost hadn’t recognized her. She had been wearing a red shirt, a name tag, and tan pants, just like the other workers, but more than that, she looked different. Healthier. She had put on some weight, and she wasn’t as pale as he remembered. But more than that, she exuded a calm confidence unlike the Amber he had known.


He almost hadn’t gone over to talk to her, but he figured, what the hell? Might as well cast his line.


At first, Amber had been startled to see him, but she had quickly recovered and chatted with him for several minutes. She hadn’t treated him like a friend, exactly, but she hadn’t acted as if he was a monster, either. She told him she was working at Target part-time—she had started only a few weeks before—and that she was dating a great guy, a psychologist named Drew Pearson. Mitch hadn’t known what to say. He mumbled that he was still working for the same landscaping company and that he was there to buy new boots. Amber told him where the work boots were located in the store, and he thanked her. She gave him a parting smile and returned her attention to straightening a row of blouses hanging on a display.


Not knowing what else to do, he had headed off in search of boots. But halfway there, he had turned around and left the store, making sure to avoid the section where Amber was working.


Seeing Amber had disturbed him on a deep level, but it took him a couple of days to figure out why. He eventually realized that it was because she hadn’t been afraid of him. What was worse, she had seemed strong. Much stronger than she had been before. Maybe even stronger than he was. He should have asserted his dominance in the store, should have put her in her place. But he hadn’t. He had just listened to her talk and had done nothing. He had been weak. If Daddy had still been alive, he would have beaten Mitch bloody for being that weak, and in front of a woman he used to screw, for godsakes!


Mitch had wanted to rush over to Amber’s apartment, kick down the door again, and show her just how goddamned strong he could be. But he had told himself to control his temper. He needed to play this cool. Revenge as a cold dish and all that. So he had started watching Amber, parking at Target and outside the building where she lived. He hadn’t been sure what he was waiting for, but he figured he would know it when he saw it. And then, the day before, it had happened. Amber had left her building and headed to her car, carrying a couple of suitcases. And when she had driven away, Mitch had followed her.


Three hours later, he had passed a sign welcoming him to Exeter, Indiana, the Most Haunted Town in America. Not long after that, he had parked across the street from the Eternal Sleep Bed and Breakfast, and—with the exception of a few quick runs to pick up coffee and fast food—that’s where he had been ever since.


He focused his gaze on the B&B’s front door and wished Amber would hurry the hell up and do something.


A moment later, his wish was granted, when Amber and two men came out and hurried toward a Prius parked in front of the B&B. Mitch had never seen either of the men before, but he had no trouble identifying the tall, good-looking one as Amber’s new boyfriend. He opened the front passenger door for her, and once she was in the car, he closed it and got into the backseat. The other man hopped behind the wheel and started the Prius, and they took off in the same direction the black woman and the old man had gone. Mitch started his Impala, pulled away from the curb, did a quick turnaround in the B&B’s driveway, and followed them. He planned to continue keeping a close eye on Amber and waiting for an opportunity to get her alone. He had spent the whole night thinking up ways to teach her that Mitch Sagers wasn’t someone you ignored, and he couldn’t wait to try them out.
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