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			For Peach, my youngest child. 

			Thank you for bringing me joy and laughter every day.

		

	
		
			‘If I knew something to keep us safe, don’t you think I’d be doing it right now? I used to think I knew what would keep us safe, but I don’t anymore. One time they gone see a cross and they gone back off, and next time they just gone laugh and make you feel like a fool. That’s real meanness in a spirit. And I tell you, they laughing now, they laughing real hard.’ Michael McDowell

			The Elementals

		

	
		
			‘Depending on one another’s hearts, ye had still hoped that virtue were not all a dream. Now are ye undeceived. Evil is the nature of mankind.’

			Nathaniel Hawthorne

			‘Young Goodman Brown’

		

	
		
			Part One

			The Last Haunting

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			David Caine motored toward the Alexander House, his Camry jouncing over a lane that was little more than twin wheel ruts. There was gravel here, but only enough to prevent the path from being washed out by a good rain. When he glanced at his phone, he was unsurprised to find the map of the area gone. He’d lost contact with the satellite. David signaled a right turn.

			The next lane was even more primitive, with dense woods on both sides. Ahead, David spied hints of a broad river the color of Indian ink.

			The Rappahannock.

			Nostalgic images clutched at him. He eased back in his seat, willed himself to breathe through the thickness in his throat. His college buddy Chris Gardiner appeared in a few of these images; several more were comprised of nothing more than the water, the trees, the lazy nights rolling past tobacco fields. But one figure, one face, recurred more than any. This was the cause of his burning throat, the source of his throbbing chest and sweaty hairline.

			Anna Spalding.

			The Camry bounced over a pothole. Jolted from his reverie, he discovered an elderly man peering at him through a screen door, the house around it white aluminum siding with red shutters. The Camry swept past, the trees less frequent now, and although David was afforded better views of the river, the man’s craggy face hovered in his memory.

			David shifted in his seat, noted how the forest to the right of the lane formed an unbroken jade wall. As if the woods weren’t forbidding enough, its lower regions were clogged by chain ferns and thorny shrubs, a haven for poison ivy and other insidious plant life. No, David decided, this forest was not intended for exploring. More like a barrier to keep outsiders away.

			To the left the woods thinned rapidly, the Rappahannock visible through the overgrown ryegrass and wildflowers. Then, a couple hundred yards distant, he spotted the white clapboard structure with a russet-colored roof.

			Despite his eagerness, David slowed the Camry to a crawl and inspected the home. He’d studied the Alexander House in countless pictures, yet now he realized he’d never really seen the house at all. People said it all the time about famous landmarks: “You have to be there to believe it.” And even if the platitude made him roll his eyes, he’d found it to be true. The Eiffel Tower, the Empire State Building. Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon.

			In its own way, the Alexander House surpassed all of these.

			Not in size, of course. Two stories tall with a peaked attic above, the house was a hair under three thousand square feet. From the pictures online, he remembered the structure having two dormered facades, one facing the lane, the other pointing south, toward the river.

			David was pulling into the oak-canopied driveway when Chris Gardiner stepped out onto the porch. For a moment David sat there with his foot on the brake, his hand unable to work the gearshift. There was a look on his old friend’s face that made him appear hostile, almost alien. During an interval that could not have lasted more than a few seconds, David was convinced his old friend wished nothing more than for David to die a slow, torturous death.

			Then Chris smiled and David was able to move again.

			Still, he couldn’t help notice how his hand shook as he slid the gearshift into park and twisted off the engine.

			David climbed out and gazed at the oldest haunted house in America.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Sure you want to make this a rental?” David asked as he approached. “This is like owning your own island.”

			Chris looked around as if noticing the property for the first time. “It’s not ready yet. It’s hell getting the caretaker out here. You’d think we weren’t paying him twenty bucks an hour.”

			David ascended the porch steps – eight of them, and steep. He supposed you had to build a house high if it was only a few feet above river level. Chris waited for him, no offer of a handshake yet. No sign of the wife, either.

			David made it to the top and smiled. He was just under six four, a few inches taller than Chris, who up close appeared a bit beaten down by life. Chris jolted, as if remembering his manners, and began to extend his hand, but David muttered, “Come on, man,” and wrapped him in a hug. Chris’s body remained stiff, and when David pulled away and squeezed Chris’s shoulders, he noticed a blush creeping up his friend’s cheeks.

			“Want to come inside?” Chris asked.

			David made a show of looking around. “I thought I’d camp out the first night. You know, get to know the native fauna a little better.”

			Chris stared at him for a moment before his ruddy face broke into a grin. “You’re an idiot.”

			David clapped a hand on Chris’s shoulder, moved him toward the screen door. “I want to meet this wife of yours. I still can’t believe I didn’t get to stand up with you at your wedding.”

			Chris opened the door, a look of panic flitting across his face. “It was a small ceremony, David. I had family members who didn’t get invited.”

			Chris led him through a long hallway that bisected the house. The clapboard continued down the corridor, the wood painted a faded aquamarine. The walls were festooned with fishing poles, crab buckets, tackle boxes, plastic bags containing colorful lures, orange lifejackets, and sheet-metal maritime-themed signs. One read ‘EDUCATION IS IMPORTANT BUT FISHING IS IMPORTANTER.’ Another: ‘WHAT HAPPENS ON THE RIVER STAYS ON THE RIVER.’

			Chris followed his gaze. “I know they’re tacky, but the agent says they help add local flavor…ambience…whatever.”

			“Your wife pick them out?” David asked.

			“I did,” Chris said. “If Katherine had her way, this place would be done up like Halloween.”

			David shot him a look. “Don’t tell me she’s one of those ghost fanatics.”

			Chris went a shade redder, his face reminding David of an oversized rhubarb.

			“Right through here,” Chris muttered, leading David toward the screened-in porch and a breathtaking view of the river. They stepped onto coarse green outdoor carpet, and David saw Chris’s wife.

			She was facing the backyard, gazing out over the water beyond. The house had no doubt been constructed with this view in mind. To the right, where the river bent, the water was only a football-field wide. But straight ahead, where Katherine was looking, the farther shore was only vaguely discernible. There were houses over there, but they were merely white splotches, errant brushstrokes on a rustic nature scene.

			“David Caine,” Chris said, “this is my wife, Katherine Mayr.”

			David nodded. Half the married female professors at Purdue retained their maiden names, although most of those chose hyphenates. That Katherine hadn’t taken Chris’s name meant nothing. Less than nothing. Still, for reasons he couldn’t explain, it surprised him.

			Her grip was warm enough to conjure thoughts of fever. She beamed at him, showing white, sharklike teeth. Her chestnut hair was arranged in a series of cloudlike whorls that framed her attractive face, reminding him very much of the nighttime soap opera stars of the eighties, women like Linda Evans and Joan Collins and that blond lady from Falcon Crest. Susan Something. He couldn’t remember, perhaps because he’d hated the show, only pretended to like it because his mother let him stay up past his bedtime to watch it with her. Anything to avoid going to bed. Anything to avoid being alone with the night.

			She eyed him up and down. “You never told me your friend was so tall, honey.” Her expression changed, grew hungry. She didn’t let go of his hand. “You feel something, don’t you?”

			David’s smile became strained. “I’m not sure—”

			“The energy,” she said, pale blue eyes boring into him. Jesus, he thought. She could find work as a mesmerist with those eyes. She nodded as if they’d just agreed on something. “I felt it the first time I stepped inside. Chris experienced tremors even before we reached the property. Didn’t you, honey?”

			Chris opened his mouth but said nothing, and David was forcibly reminded of the younger man Chris had been back at William & Mary. Never good at thinking on his feet, every remark directed his way a curveball he couldn’t hit.

			David contrived to break Katherine’s grip, but she clung to him a moment longer, scoured his face in a way that reminded him of a scientist examining specimens. “You will do it, won’t you?”

			David raised his eyebrows, glanced at Chris, who was studying the floor.

			Katherine shut her eyes, her brow beetling. “Oh, please tell me you let Mr. Caine know our wishes when you spoke to him.”

			“I….” Chris began.

			“Your husband asked me to stay here a month,” David said. “I’ll prove the place is free of ghosts, so the property can begin making you money.”

			Katherine’s smile was gone, in its place an expression not of scorn, but of pity. She interlaced her fingers before the woven gold belt cinched around her black dress. Her pale blue eyes burned into him.

			“Mr. Caine,” she said, stepping nearer until they were close enough to smell each other’s breath. “You know the story of John Weir.”

			He struggled to quell the surge of annoyance her tone elicited. She’d spoken the name like Weir had been a carnival sideshow freak rather than the most respected debunker of the twentieth century.

			“You know I’m aware of him, Mrs. Mayr. You’ve read my books, after all.”

			She smiled delightedly. He could see her tongue. “Some of them, yes. You’re quite skillful, Mr. Caine.”

			He glanced at Chris, but his friend was occupying himself by dusting a white metal table with an oxblood-colored rag.

			“Since you’ve read my work, Mrs. Mayr—”

			“Katherine, please.”

			“You know I agree with Mr. Weir’s philosophies.”

			“I’m aware of your pessimistic worldview.”

			David scratched the back of his neck. “Well, you know, Mrs.— Katherine…some would argue it’s more pessimistic to believe there are ghouls and demons around every corner yearning to prey on us. I’d say Weir’s view is the rosier one.”

			“Then why did he die here?”

			David stared at her. He wanted to believe his irritation was a product of the interminable drive, but deep down he knew it was hearing John Weir so contemptuously disparaged.

			Chris surprised him by speaking up. “There’s no evidence Weir died in the house, darling.”

			Katherine’s answering laughter was light and easy, but because of that it jangled David’s nerves all the more. “You’re right, dear! No evidence at all. Only his every cherished possession found in the house, his last known whereabouts verified by half the neighboring town.”

			David longed to wipe the gloating smile from her face, but he held back. Remember Chris, he told himself. He’s the one who has to go home with this woman. He crossed his arms. “Maybe you should spell out your expectations.”

			Katherine leaned toward him, eyes wide. “‘Spell out my expectations’? You really don’t like me, do you, Mr. Caine?”

			“Hey, I never said—”

			“Doesn’t anyone challenge you at that college of yours?”

			“Purdue is a respected university, darling,” Chris said.

			Katherine spread her hands. “I’m not indicting your credentials, David. May I call you David? I’m merely questioning your imagination.”

			“Well, hell,” David said, with as much of a smile as he could muster, “why didn’t you just say so? And here I thought I was being insulted.”

			Katherine made a tutting sound. “There I go again, too loose with my tongue.” She sighed, gathered herself. “You’re the most respected writer in your field.”

			“There aren’t that many writers in my field, Mrs. Mayr.”

			She made a pained face. “Please, Katherine.” She bit a thumbnail, looked at him in a way that trimmed ten years off her age. “Can I call you David?”

			“It’s your house.”

			She exhaled. “Good. We’re back to being friends.”

			David glanced at Chris, but his friend was staring at the floor.

			“What my husband told you over the phone was true,” Katherine went on.

			“I think we interpret that word differently.”

			“And I know you’re shrewd enough to surmise the real reason why we invited you.”

			“You want me to write a book about this place.”

			Her smile flared.

			“Evidently,” David continued, “you also want me to drum up a lucrative ghost-hunting trade as well.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry I gave you that impression. I don’t presume to know the truth about the Alexander House. The fact of the matter is that no one knows the truth.”

			“Certain conclusions can be drawn,” David said.

			Her eyes gleamed. “But proving them is another matter entirely.”

			David glanced at Chris. No help there.

			Katherine moved over to Chris, massaged his shoulder. “My husband and I view it as a kind of a wager.”

			“You view everything that way,” Chris muttered.

			Her pale blue eyes riveted on David. “I’m not asking you to label this site haunted. All I’m hoping for is a disinterested observer.”

			“Who’ll write a book about it.”

			She spread her arms. “Who wouldn’t want that? You’re known the world over as the authority on all things supernatural.”

			“I can’t promise a book, Katherine. I wouldn’t get my hopes up.”

			She raised a forefinger. “Remember, David. No pessimism.”

			He glanced at Chris, saw the hint of a smile on his friend’s face. Unexpectedly, they both chuckled at the same time. Bemused, Katherine looked from one man to the other.

			“I’ll do my best to be imaginative,” David said.

			“That’s all I ask,” she answered. She eyed him for several seconds, nodded. “You might find it easier than you think.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Chris and Katherine having departed, David reentered the house, exhaled, and waited for the magic of the Alexander House to wash over him. Standing in the sunless foyer, David scented the slow-moving water, the vegetation around the property, the still-potent aroma of the hand-hewn oak beams overhead, and the walls themselves, from which radiated a whiff of mildew. So much history here, so much to study.

			Why did folks have need of the supernatural?

			Because, he reminded himself, they had trouble facing what was in front of them. He turned, thinking, It’s all about escape, hence the overreliance on technology. Distraction is an oasis. The real world is a thicket of other people, of conflicts, of emotions.

			The kitchen was just big enough for an eat-in table. The light filtering in from the single window was shaded by the giant trees, so that the room, at this dusky hour, lay steeped in bluish shadow. David considered switching on a light but decided it wasn’t necessary, not yet. Though the notion of a house having a personality was antithetical to his beliefs, he did like to think of a house as possessing character. A home’s character, he’d decided long ago, was best discernible in natural light, not a harsh electrical glow.

			The kitchen was dingy, outdated. He moved on to the dining room.

			David couldn’t suppress a grin.

			Though the kitchen had been updated several times, the dining room reminded him just how old the Alexander House was. The knotty pine table, although assuredly not original to the house, was in keeping with the broad brick fireplace, the exposed rafters the color of milk chocolate. There were hand-carved ducks on every surface. Mallards, buffleheads. A couple that looked like breeding experiments between Canada geese and pelicans. David drifted over, plucked one of these larger carvings off the mantel, and caught sight of himself in a speckled rectangle of mirror. Though he was only forty-four, he looked a decade older in the jaundiced light. There were hints of crow’s feet bracketing his eyes, deeper furrows in his forehead.

			Disquieted, he turned away from the mirror, made his way through the rear of the dining room and back to the foyer. He paused at the base of the stairs, toyed momentarily with exploring the rooms up there.

			No, he decided. First floor first.

			David opened a six-panel mahogany door onto a room that was darker than a grizzly bear’s asshole. Good God. The wood grain was so sooty it was impossible to discern the type, but whatever it was, it encased the entire…what? Sitting room? Den? There was a chair-and-a-half in here and a couch. Both of them rich leather. There were windows on the northern and eastern walls, but the thick plantation shutters obstructed all but the feeblest suggestions of light. In the corner he found a door. He went in and discovered a bathroom. He’d begun to worry there wouldn’t be a bath on the first floor. But here were a toilet, a sink, and a shower stall as narrow as a coffin standing on end. David moved back to the den and through a doorway.

			And could finally breathe again.

			The master bedroom was light and airy, with tallow-colored walls, muslin curtains, the king-sized bed overlaid with a blue-and-ivory quilt. The room was maybe sixteen by twenty-two, large enough for a sitting area, but the excess space was left empty, making the room seem larger than it was.

			David moved through the master suite, noting French doors to the east. He crossed to the southern door and was pleased to note it opened onto the screened-in porch.

			David reached out, grasped the old brass knob.

			Why are you avoiding the upstairs?

			David froze. Now where in the holy hell had that come from? He wasn’t avoiding anything. Funny how being alone could twist one’s thoughts, send them careening down shadowy tunnels.

			He checked his iPhone: 7:42 and he was ravenous. Skipping supper had been foolhardy. When he got like this – what had Anna used to call it? Hangry? – his judgment got addled. Everyone, he supposed, needed food, but David more than the average man. Fed, he was as patient as anyone he knew. Hungry, he exhibited all the sweetness of a rabid wolverine.

			Maybe, he thought as he returned to the foyer, Chris and Katherine had stocked the fridge with a few items. They knew he was traveling a long way.

			He opened the old Frigidaire.

			A half-empty ketchup bottle and a butter container brimming with baking soda.

			Well, shit. He supposed he’d have to go into town.

			Why are you avoiding the upstairs?

			He flung shut the refrigerator door. Goddammit, he wasn’t avoiding anything. He was merely trying to avoid his body digesting itself.

			Dimly, he heard Anna’s teasing voice: You’re hangry, David. Get some food.

			It brought a smile. He imagined her with her baseball cap on backward, her flappy flannel shirt open enough at the chest he could see hints of her bra when she moved. Hard to tell what color her shorts were; the flannel shirt drooped so low she looked naked from the waist down. Her neon-pink flip-flops.

			She doggedly defended her outfits, declared herself a fashionista, but what David always knew was that anyone else would have looked ridiculous in Anna’s getups. Yet on her, somehow, they worked.

			Anna, he decided, would have loved this place. An ardent fan of horror novels and creepy movies, she’d believed in all the things he did not. Where he was contemptuous, she was hopeful. Where he was skeptical, she was trusting. God, what a wondrous person she’d been.

			There was a tightness in his chest.

			“What happened to you?” he asked aloud.

			To escape the answering silence, he strode into the foyer. To the right lay the long climb to the upstairs. To the left, the front door and the Camry and, if he didn’t die of malnutrition on the winding road to town, food. It didn’t matter where. He’d eat McDonald’s. Gas station burritos. When a man was this hungry, it was about survival. Hell, he’d strip some bark off a tree and suck the juices if he had to.

			He was halfway to the Camry when the question tickled again, an unmistakable note of mockery in it now: Why are you avoiding the upstairs?

			David turned and faced the house.

			Seven dormers jutted forth, three each on the first two stories, one from the attic. With the shadows settling around him and night creeping inexorably nearer, here, in this place of antiquity, it wasn’t at all difficult to imagine a writer like Hawthorne being inspired, penning a novel like House of the Seven Gables, or a story like ‘Young Goodman Brown,’ which David had taught this spring semester.

			What would Hawthorne, David wondered, make of the Alexander House and its body of Baroque legendry? Would he credit any of it? Or was he really, as David suspected, an atheist who veiled his disbelief in allegory and—

			“Meet any ghosts?” a voice called.

			David gasped, spun. A man nearly David’s height ambled down the lane, a longish silver instrument in one hand. The man appeared to be somewhere between sixty and seventy, athletic-looking, a white growth of beard framing a mouth that grinned with mischief. He wore an ill-fitting white apron with a bloody smear across the belly.

			Taking in David’s scrutiny, the man said, “Guess bachelors get sloppy, huh?” He extended a hand. “Name’s Ralph Hooper.”

			David shook. “A name like that, you ought to be a baseball player.”

			“I was,” Ralph said. “Played a decent right field.”

			David studied the breadth of the man’s shoulders. “Bet you could hit a little too.”

			“I could at that,” Ralph allowed. “Always had too much swing-and-miss in my game, but when I got ahold of one….”

			“Bet it sailed,” David said, his eyes returning to the Alexander House.

			“Capricious girl, ain’t she?” Ralph asked.

			David glanced at him. “Why would you say that?”

			Ralph shrugged. “Homes have personalities, don’t they? Some are sullen, some are cheerful. This one—” he nodded, “—is less predictable. There’ll be days when you feel like she’s your best friend, like she’s smiling at you and wishing she could give you the world. But then she’ll turn brooding. Enigmatic.”

			“Sounds like you’ve got a fetish for old homes.”

			Ralph let out a gust of laughter. “Hell, I probably sound like a nut, don’t I? Too much time alone, I suppose. And looking at the house every day, I guess I have begun to project onto it.”

			David grinned. “You’re the guy I saw staring through the screen door.”

			“We’re neighbors,” Ralph said. “I mean, if you’re planning to stay.” His bushy eyebrows rose infinitesimally.

			“A month,” David allowed.

			Ralph gave a noncommittal nod. “Don’t suppose they stocked you up, did they?”

			“Uh-uh.”

			“You wanna eat?”

			David took in the blood-smeared frock.

			Ralph chuckled. “I promise the burgers aren’t raw. Got ’em from the farmers’ market in town. Grass-fed.”

			David’s mouth watered. “I should probably get groceries.”

			“You probably should,” Ralph said. “Then again, maybe you shouldn’t rest on ceremony and pass up burgers and free beer.”

			“You’ve got beer?”

			“Yup.”

			“What brand?”

			“The cheap ones. Budweiser. MGD. Coors.”

			“Perfect.”

			“Yeah?” Ralph said. “I figured you for a snob.”

			“That’s okay,” David said, falling in beside him. “With that bloody apron, I figured you for a serial killer.”

			Ralph laughed, and they set off in companionable silence down the dusty lane. It wasn’t until night had fallen and a ghostly rind of moon had materialized over the Rappahannock that David remembered he hadn’t yet ventured to the second story of the Alexander House.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			David devoured three thick burgers, not worrying that his lips were glistening with juice and beer, not noticing anything at all save the satisfying fullness in his belly. He and Ralph reclined in cedar rocking chairs, the screened-in porch much smaller than the one in the Alexander House and with a much less panoramic view. With the woods encroaching on both sides and a strip of dock scrolling out before them, David felt nestled in, pleasantly anonymous. Ralph had drunk half a six-pack already, David two cans.

			“The Bud’s nearly gone,” Ralph said, cracking open another. “Let’s start on the Coors.”

			“I better not. Too many and I’ll be foggy all morning.”

			“Work to do, huh?”

			David studied the man’s profile. Largish nose. Slightly protuberant forehead. But instead of dumbing Ralph down, the rough features conveyed a sage virility.

			“I’m settling a bet for an old friend,” David said and found himself explaining the entire situation.

			When he’d finished, Ralph said, “So the wife wants you to write a book, make the house even more famous.”

			“That’s about the size of it.”

			“But your buddy doesn’t?”

			“Chris has never been the imaginative sort.”

			“Neither are you, from the sound of it.”

			David stared at Ralph, whose expression remained as amiable as before. “I guess that depends on your definition of imaginative.”

			“You always come out on the same side.”

			David sat up in his rocking chair. “You’ve read my books?”

			“A couple.”

			“Let me guess – you hated them.”

			“Not at all.” Ralph sipped his Bud. “You’re a mighty fine writer.”

			“Thank you,” David answered, unaccountably touched. Into the silence, he said, “But….”

			Ralph scowled. “Hell, I don’t know. Who am I to judge?”

			“You’re as qualified as anybody else. Now tell me what bothers you.”

			“It’s like you watch a movie from the beginning, and it’s damned good. Engrossing plot, sharply drawn characters. Really sinks its teeth into you. You can’t help but go along for the ride.”

			“And then….” David said, knowing what was coming.

			“It was all a dream,” Ralph said. “Or the police swoop in and save the day. Either way, the audience gets cheated. It’s an anti-climax.”

			“I can’t ignore the truth, Ralph. I’d be the laughing stock of the academic community.”

			“Ah, the academic community,” Ralph said, mock-primly. “They about as tight-assed as they sound?”

			“More so,” David said. “You’ve never seen people take themselves so seriously.”

			“You ever spent time with a bunch of town selectmen?”

			“Never had the pleasure.”

			“Be thankful. They’ve got the temperament of bull sharks.”

			“Huh.” David gazed out on the river. “So you believe in the supernatural.”

			Peripherally, he saw Ralph shift in his rocking chair, the first time he’d sensed any discord in his host. Good, he thought. Let the mask slip so we can see what’s underneath.

			“I need another beer,” Ralph said. “You?”

			David shook his head.

			When Ralph returned with a six-pack of Coors, David said, “You were telling me about your belief in ghosts.”

			Ralph threw back his head and laughed. “You’re a ballbuster, you know that? No wonder you’re still single.”

			“I wouldn’t wish me on anyone.”

			Ralph cracked the tab on a new can. “I never said I believed in things that go bump in the night.”

			“You’re disappointed when I debunk a haunting.”

			“That’s too strong a word.” He shook his head. “Okay, maybe ‘disappointed’ fits, but not in the way you mean.”

			“Meaning?”

			“The disappointment of a reader, not a believer. You wanna know the ride’s been worthwhile. You want there to be a payoff.”

			“So I should make one up?” He was aware of the edge in his voice but made no effort to soften it. Ralph’s criticism was too familiar. Why did people crave dishonesty?

			Ralph was staring into his beer can. At length, he said, “I don’t know what I believe.”

			David kept quiet, waiting.

			“I keep an open mind,” Ralph said.

			Which means mine is closed, David thought. Hell. It was like his critics were sitting here drinking beer with him.

			“You’ve never seen anything that makes you wonder?” Ralph asked.

			David settled in his chair. The cedar armrests felt good under his forearms. “I’ve spent time in nine – now ten – supposedly haunted places. Written books about all of them. At no time did I feel the presence of anything unnatural.”

			“You didn’t answer my question.”

			When David could only frown, Ralph went on. “I didn’t ask if you ever felt something unnatural. I asked if you ever wondered.”

			David glanced out at the pine trees. “I’ve got a receptive nature. Always have. I feel all sorts of things. Emotions, sensory details, memories. If anything, I’ve got an overactive imagination.”

			“What I wonder,” Ralph said, “is why you rely on all that silly ghost-hunting bullshit. Thermal cameras, voice recorders….”

			David was smiling and nodding. “…infrared lights, grid scopes. I know, it’s all a bunch of stage tricks. I blame Ghostbusters.”

			“Bill Murray’s funny as shit, though.”

			“That he is.”

			Ralph’s eyes narrowed. “But he’s a Cubs fan.”

			“Thank God,” David said. “You like the Yankees, I suppose.”

			“Hell’s bells, man, what kind of a person you think I am? I hate the Evil Empire.”

			“Red Sox fan?”

			“Through and through.”

			“I don’t suppose we get cable out here?”

			Ralph shook his head ruefully. “On a clear night you might get one snowy network without audio.”

			“Damn. And here the Cubs are in first place.”

			Ralph reached out, patted an old radio David hadn’t noticed on the porch ledge. “I listen to the Sox on this thing. If you get bored.”

			“I don’t get bored,” David said, “but I’ll come anyway.”

			A few minutes later they toted their empty cans and soggy paper plates inside. As David was making his way through the murk of the front yard, Ralph called to him.

			“Yeah?” David asked.

			Standing in the half-open doorway, Ralph seemed to debate with himself. “Promise me one thing.”

			David shrugged. “If I can.”

			“If something happens, don’t ignore it.”

			David stared at him, but Ralph’s face was indistinguishable in the gloom. When it became apparent that Ralph was awaiting some sort of answer, David said, “I’ll grill the burgers tomorrow night.”

			“Hellfire, boy. You think I trust you to cook for me?”

			Smiling, David turned away. Ralph said something else, but whatever he muttered, David couldn’t make it out. 

			It wasn’t until he was halfway home that the words began to crystallize.

			He was pretty sure Ralph had been praying for him. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			At just past 11:00 that night, he showered, brushed his teeth, downed two tall glasses of water with a couple Tylenol to combat the ghost of a hangover. He wanted to be sharp in the morning. He’d write until noon, then spend the rest of the day poring through his least favorite book, The Last Haunting: The Curious Disappearance of John Weir. Sensationalized, puerile, and so crammed with fabrications it made David’s head throb, the novel – for that’s what it was; David refused to think of it any other way – had been published in 1932 and had become an instant bestseller. Unfortunately, the book’s audience had only grown since then and it was still shelved in the non-fiction section.

			Yet it was all horseshit. The author, Dr. Isaiah Hartenstein – perhaps the most dubious use of ‘doctor’ David had ever encountered – had been scratching out a paltry living as a lecturer on the subject of the paranormal when The Last Haunting hit. And though Hartenstein’s subsequent works never rivaled the success of his first book, he remained a celebrity until his death decades later.

			Naked, David ambled into the master bedroom and stared at the stack of books he’d lugged in and arranged on the birch dresser. A couple of them were about this house. He liked to learn about a place on the fly, gleaning the site’s history while he resided within its walls.

			With a ripple of disgust, he selected The Last Haunting and studied the cover. On it, unforgivably, was a photograph of John Weir. David gripped the book harder, the stark truth resounding in his brain: Hartenstein, a bona fide charlatan, made his career by destroying the reputation of a legitimately brilliant man.

			David slapped the book onto the dresser, hastily buried it under a trio of superior books. The truth was, David had only read the first forty pages of Hartenstein’s hatchet job, and that had been a decade ago. He supposed he was obligated to read the rest of it now.

			The beads of shower water had all but dried, leaving David a shade too warm. It wasn’t muggy enough to run the air conditioning, but maybe a touch of night breeze would do the trick. He crossed to the southern window and muscled it up a few inches.

			There. A pleasing current whispered over his stomach, provided just the right counterpoint to the musty heat. He went to his travel bag, fished out a pair of loose boxer shorts, slid them on, then selected one of his favorite collections from the dresser: M.R. James’s Ghost Stories of an Antiquary. Book in hand, he cozied into bed and began a re-read of one of his favorites, “Canon Alberic’s Scrap-Book.”

			Why are you avoiding the upstairs?

			“Son of a bitch,” he growled.

			He flung the book aside. Pushing the covers off, he strode around the bed, moved through the impossible blackness of the den, and into the main hallway.

			It was cooler in here. Centrally located as it was, the main hall should have been warmer than the windowed rooms, particularly with the doors locked tight. Yet it was perceptibly chillier here than it had been in the bedroom, with the crisp night air circulating.

			Go upstairs.

			Yes, he thought, grasping the banister. He needed to go upstairs.

			He’d climbed to the third step when another thought sounded in his head: Why do you need to go upstairs? Because you need to prove something to yourself?

			He scowled in the darkness. I don’t need to prove a damned—

			Then why go up? It’s pushing midnight, you have a book to begin in the morning. You need sleep. The only motivation to search the upstairs is to prove to yourself you’re not frightened of it. Aren’t you a little beyond such absurd displays? At your age?

			David hesitated, half turned.

			A creaking sound from above.

			Feathery fingertips brushed his spine.

			That cranky, pragmatic voice spoke up, louder this time. Sure, David. Be terrified. Because it’s totally abnormal for an old house to creak. Jesus, it would be a marvel if you spent ten minutes in here without hearing a creak. But go upstairs, by all means. Investigate the eerie noise and prove to yourself there are no ghouls on the second floor. And while you’re at it, why not fling some salt over your shoulder and chant a few incantations. You fucking child.

			He rolled his eyes at his skittishness. He was receptive – he’d told Ralph the truth about that. What he’d failed to mention – perhaps because he didn’t like to admit it – was that he was also, on rare occasions, a bit jumpy. He descended the risers, passed through the den, and reentered the master bedroom. He was retrieving M.R. James when he heard a sound through the open window.

			David stared out the sliver of screen and realized what it was he was hearing.

			A woman’s voice. Singing.

			You’ve lost your damned mind.

			But he hadn’t. It was faint, it waxed and waned as it drifted on the night breeze. But it was, unmistakably, a woman singing.

			A radio on the screened-in porch? Had Chris or his wife left it on?

			There’s no radio out there and you know it.

			The voice swelled, diminished. He could nearly make out the words. Its tone was sorrowful, elegiac. He realized his skin had broken into gooseflesh.

			Locking in on the voice, David crossed to the window, grasped the wooden frame, and with an effort, forced it a few inches higher. Damn thing needed oil.

			Like whatever’s creaking upstairs?

			“Stop it,” David muttered.

			He bent at the waist and peered into the night. For a moment he lost the voice, the chill breeze kicking up. When it died, however, he detected the nocturne again. There was something fragile about it, something lost. He screwed up his eyes to see beyond the screened-in porch, beyond the sparse but gigantic hickory and elm trees in the backyard, where the Rappahannock sprawled like a depthless tarn. Far away on the opposite shore he made out glowing pinpricks, the private security lights like earthbound stars. It struck him again just how vast the river was, how cut off he was from those on the opposite bank.

			The voice came to him, insistent now. There was something vaguely Celtic about the song, something lilting and pagan. He imagined pre-Roman hills, a seething pyre. Tear-streaked faces. Flames and a sacrifice.

			Or, he thought wryly, someone was blasting a stereo from a distant dock. He knew sound carried over water with uncanny power.

			The wind barreled in, the great hickory shivering. A bench swing he hadn’t noticed before teetered in the wind as though occupied by an invisible child.

			David swallowed, his shoulders tingling. The voice…it was in the yard. He grasped the window frame, strained to slide it higher, but it was jammed fast, the years of grime and disuse stubbornly refusing to loose their hold. He moved to the corner of the master suite, manipulated the lock and deadbolt on the door, and stepped out onto the fake turf of the porch.

			Here he felt unaccountably exposed. Despite the lack of neighbors – Ralph was two hundred yards away and screened by a dense grove of trees – David sensed eyes upon him, and yes, the voice was still audible, and not at all distant. Heart ticking along like a frantic metronome, he slipped outside, the dewy grass frigid on his toes. The voice resonated more strongly out here among the burled trees and the undulating shadows. He made out a few consonants, but the language was no more discernible than the singer.

			There is no singer. Someone is cranking a stereo across the river, likely a bachelor lothario attempting to penetrate some woman’s defenses.

			But this wasn’t seduction music. This wasn’t Marvin Gaye or sweaty jazz. It was a mournful dirge beyond time, a threnody of myth and loss and cruel fate.

			Conscious of his racing pulse, rankled by his witless physiological reaction despite the fact that there was nothing whatever to be scared of, David trudged through the wet grass, stopped when he’d ventured to within twenty feet of the rocky shore.

			His heart beat harder. The clarity of the voice was striking. It couldn’t be projecting from across the river. The aching loss, the unforced sultriness…it was coming from….

			He swiveled his head to the southwest, toward the tip of the peninsula. His stomach gave a lurch. Had he glimpsed a hint of flesh? A forearm receding into the darkness? Pallid fingertips beckoning him closer?

			His feet refused to obey his commands, his knees locked stupidly. Mouth dry, he stared into the darkness of the river and told himself he didn’t see a glimmer of hip, a milky swash of throat as it caught the moonlight.

			Drawn by some mysterious gravity, David followed the receding object that couldn’t possibly be real, a wraith that dwindled and skimmed over the surface of the water.

			When he reached the river’s edge, he craned forward to see what had been hovering on the shoreline.

			He didn’t see anything. Of course he didn’t. But he did make out the melancholy strain as it danced on the night breeze. To his right lay the river bend, the dense forest packed on the nearer shore. To his left, the Rappahannock opened to oceanic breadth, the far shore a barely recalled memory. But straight ahead, he now discerned a wild, hoary bank, choked with deadfalls and bizarre humps that could only be uprooted trees. Farther in, cupped by the deep-set bay, he made out an island. It was toward the island that the figure—

			There was no figure!

			—had drifted. It was there that the woman lived.

			Listen, David. If you really believe a woman just floated over the water from that island and back, you might want to head into urgent care for a toxicology test. Maybe Ralph laced your burgers with hallucinogenic mushrooms.

			David stared at the distant island. What about the song? he wondered.

			You already solved that mystery. It was a stereo. Someone’s idea of a soothing late-night mix.

			David grunted. Soothing? If the song were so goddamned soothing, why did he feel like he’d just escaped death?

			Bed, the practical voice ordered. Now.

			He backpedaled a few steps, his eyes never leaving the island. The trees there were even larger and older than the ones in his yard. He turned and headed for the screened-in porch. He didn’t hear the voice again. But he did walk a little faster until the door clacked shut behind him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			From the Introduction of The Last Haunting: The Curious Disappearance of John Weir:

			…and it seems that Weir’s own haughtiness proved his downfall. The dismissiveness that had made his reputation among like-minded academics (and, incidentally, had ruined the lives of those whose authentic experiences with the supernatural were labeled hoaxes by the contemptuous Mr. Weir) is the quality that doomed him in his final case. The Alexander House, like many of the supposed ‘hoaxes’ Weir debunked, attracted Weir like a blowfly to carrion. Half a dozen serious-minded researchers had already established the presence of paranormal entities in the isolated peninsular residence; more than two centuries-worth of inhabitants had fled the house in mortal terror.

			This brings to mind one of Weir’s most egregious sins: his recklessness. Weir fancied himself enlightened, a voice of reason in a wilderness of superstition and fear. However, it is precisely this quality – Weir’s willful ignorance of hard evidence – that motivated him to accept the invitation of Geoffrey Mansfield, the Alexander House’s owner from 1916 to 1940, with the intention of pronouncing the house free of psychic manifestation. Had Weir succeeded, how many future residents would have been, at best, emotionally scarred by their experiences in the Alexander House? Or worse, how many future lives would have been claimed because of Weir’s temerity, the way that Weir himself was ultimately claimed by the house?

			With a muttered curse, David shut the book with a thump on the table of the screened-in porch. He poked at the Caesar salad he’d picked up at the grocery store, but though there was nothing demonstrably wrong with the food, he found his appetite was weak.

			The morning’s writing hadn’t gone well. The beer and the late night and – though he was loath to admit it – the incident with the mysterious voice had conspired to fog his brain. He’d only managed eight hundred words before abandoning the project and heading into town. While Lancaster had proved larger than he’d assumed, it was still a twenty-minute drive from the house, and the journey ate into his day.

			Now it was past one and sweltering. What he needed was exercise.

			He went in, changed into red athletic shorts and his well-worn running shoes. He retrieved his adjustable dumbbells from the Camry’s trunk and bore them into the yard. Four sets of military presses, four sets of curls. He jogged inside, a fine sheen of sweat making his forearms gleam in the gloomy kitchen, and poured himself a tall glass of water. He guzzled it, drew himself another, and carried it outside. Eschewing the dumbbells, he selected a low-hanging elm bough that would support his weight and performed three sets of pull-ups.

			There. He no longer felt like a cadaver. He stretched lightly and started off at a leisurely trot. Moving away from the Alexander House, he discovered a spindly dock protruding into a miniature inlet. The wood was gray and weathered, but it looked trustworthy enough to support him. More excitingly, there were multiple metal buckets tethered to the dock posts.

			He grinned. He hadn’t been crabbing since his early twenties, and he resolved to reacquaint himself with the hobby this afternoon. Hell, if he got lucky and caught something he could invite Ralph for a crab bake. That, he decided as he chugged past the dock, would go beautifully with the case of Budweiser he’d purchased.

			As he moved, his muscles loosening, he discovered another surprise: a pair of yellow kayaks half hidden in the tall grass. Even better. 

			He pelted along the shoreline, the dirt path giving way to grass. Still, the terrain was level enough for him to jog without fear of a twisted ankle. To his left the Rappahannock’s brown waters rolled along companionably. 

			Unbidden, a voice whispered, Anna loved the river.

			David’s smile evaporated.

			The park you used to visit is nearby, the voice continued. You know you’re in the general area.

			Maybe so, David agreed, chugging faster. But that’s ancient history.

			Like Anna’s death?

			“Aw, hell,” David said. He put his hands on top of his sweaty hair, got control of his breathing.

			You can’t pretend it didn’t happen, the voice persisted.

			He got moving again. Maybe, he thought dourly, he could outrun his conscience. But he’d only jogged a few steps when he detected a stirring in the forest ahead, just a few feet from the riverbank.

			It’s the Siren.

			“Shut up,” he growled.

			A small shape stepped onto the strip of grass. “Why’d you tell me to shut up?”

			The boy was maybe seven, with shaggy black hair and dark, resentful eyes.

			David halted. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

			“We’re the only ones here,” the boy countered.

			David opened his mouth to answer but decided against it. The boy had a point.

			“You from town?” the boy asked.

			David nodded toward the woods. “I’m staying at the house over there.”

			The boy’s eyes narrowed. “Bullshit.”

			David blinked at him, suppressed shocked laughter. The boy wore a light blue Captain America tank top, green shorts with a faded Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles insignia on one leg.

			“Why were you in the woods?” David asked.

			“Mom and Dad are fighting again.”

			That’s because people aren’t meant to be married.

			David stared beyond the boy’s shaggy head but couldn’t see a house. “Won’t they be worried about you?”

			“Worried, hell,” the boy said.

			David glanced at him, adjusted the boy’s age up a year. He was too world-weary for seven. Eight, maybe, but small for his age. Malnourished. David felt a tremor of disquiet.

			“Come on,” David said. “I’ll walk you home.”

			The boy’s face spread in a lewd grin. “Mom is sure gonna like you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			The Shelby property was like a vinyl record played at the wrong speed. The flats were too flat, the sharps downright earsplitting. There was nothing overtly wrong with the place, not that David could spot from fifty yards distant, but the closer he and the boy ventured, the more powerfully the wrongness resonated. The boy – Mike Shelby Jr., the kid told him – kept watching David for his reaction. As though the boy understood there was something wrong with this place but needed someone older to articulate it for him.

			David had just about decided to say his goodbye when the kid asked, in that same petulant drawl, “Aren’t you comin’ in?”

			David took in the big river house, which was somehow obscene looming here among the native plants and the water. Two stories, brick, probably worth half a million. It was like a contractor had plopped the house here to strike back at a conservationist with whom he’d been feuding. The lawn was tufted and weed-strewn, making it difficult to tell where the countryside ended and the property began.

			The boy said, “Come on. Mom’ll wanna check you out.”

			David eyed the house warily. “You said they were fighting.”

			The kid stared up at David in challenge. “I thought that’s why you wanted to walk me home. You turning chickenshit?”

			David stared down at the kid.

			“I wanna show you my cars,” Mike Jr. said. 

			“What kind of cars?”

			The kid put his hands on his hips. “You a retard or something?”

			“That’s a lousy word.”

			“Mom uses it.”

			“She shouldn’t.”

			Mike Jr. shrugged. “Tell her yourself.”

			David sighed. He’d be here a month. Even in a place this remote, he was bound to run into Mr. and Mrs. Shelby eventually. Why not get it out of the way?

			They crossed the yard, where numerous faded toys lay like the corpses of soldiers from some long-ago battle, and onto the porch, which was crisscrossed with fluorescent sidewalk chalk. Bright pink suns were scarcely discernible beneath green and blue monsters with guns. Chalk victims with Xs for eyes sprawled at the feet of gun-wielding werewolves. David was reminded of the Itchy & Scratchy cartoons, wondered what the hell kind of parenting the Shelbys were doing.

			David expected to hear raised voices when Mike Jr. opened the door, but instead he heard loud music, not from a stereo – too tinny – but from a television. Beneath that….

			You’ve gotta be kidding me, David thought.

			He followed Mike Jr. through a white tiled foyer littered with mismatched shoes and sandals, and when they came around a corner, the sounds clarified.

			The sounds of people having rough sex.

			The acid of his stomach boiling, David followed Mike Jr. past a staircase. At the rear of the house he made out a wall of windows, the Rappahannock beyond. To the right was an expansive kitchen full of granite and stainless steel. To David’s left spread the family room. It was from here that the music and moaning emanated.

			David found it difficult to process what he was seeing. 

			On a giant projection TV, the kind that was in vogue during the younger Bush presidency, an over-tanned guy with a blue mohawk was butt-fucking a blond woman with pendulous breasts.

			Mike Jr. nodded at a leather sectional couch, where a woman in her late thirties sat staring at the porno. She clutched a glass of some dark liquid. Across the room from her, seemingly oblivious of the sex show, a girl no older than four lay coloring in a My Little Pony book.

			“Who’s our visitor?” a voice called.

			David turned and discovered a nondescript man of perhaps forty. The guy had wire-rimmed spectacles, a balding hairline, and a gnomish belly. His clothes were conservative, his expensive shoes in need of a good polish.

			Above the mohawked man’s grunts, Mike Jr. explained, “This here’s our neighbor.”

			“Ah,” the man said. “It’ll be diverting to have someone next door.”

			On the enormous television, the woman rolled onto her back, told her mohawked lover to fuck her harder.

			David fought off a wave of nausea. The man and the boy continued to study him. The woman on the couch continued to study the porno.

			The man raised a glass. “Drink?”

			“I’ve….” David began, realized he’d have to be louder to be heard above the grunting. “I’ve got to be going.”

			The man slapped himself in the forehead. “Where are my manners? I’m Michael Shelby. I see you’ve met my boy.”

			“You’ve got nice arms,” the woman on the couch said.

			David turned, regarded her, and with an inward start remembered he was as shirtless as the guy with the mohawk.

			“Hard abs too,” she said, eyes crawling down David’s torso. Her ivory dress hung loosely on her chest – no bra that David could see – and was hiked up nearly to her crotch, revealing thighs that were strong and opalescent.

			David turned away, said to the husband, “I was on my run. I better….”

			Michael Shelby smiled. “We have different ideas here, Mister….”

			“Caine,” David supplied.

			“Mr. Caine. We’re…ah…more open. Honey feels that’s best.”

			“Honey?”

			“My lovely wife,” Shelby said, gesturing toward the couch with his drink. A gout of clear liquid sloshed onto David’s sneakers. David realized how slurred Shelby’s speech was.

			It’s early afternoon, he thought.

			“You married, Mr. Caine?” Shelby drawled.

			“Never,” David murmured. He glanced at the little girl with her coloring book. She looked peaked. Her dark bangs were trimmed unevenly on her forehead. She had reddish Kool-Aid stains on the corners of her mouth. He wondered if she’d eaten lunch yet. Or breakfast, for that matter.

			“How about that drink?” Shelby asked, a hand on David’s triceps.

			“Like I said…” David began, then faltered when he noticed the trickle of blood wending its way down Shelby’s chin.

			Following David’s gaze, Shelby wiped the blood off with the back of his hand, glanced at it, and grinned at David a trifle sheepishly. “Honey likes to get physical.”

			David glanced at the little boy, who was watching the men raptly. “Mike Jr. said you and your wife were fighting.”

			Shelby smiled. There was blood on his teeth. “Did he now? Well, we’re an expressive family, Mr. Caine. What you see as fighting, we see as healthy communication.”

			On the television, the blond woman was taking the mohawked man’s oversized member into her mouth.

			Jesus Christ, David thought.

			“Can we turn that off?” he asked.

			Shelby nodded an apology, said, “Please pause it, dear.”

			“We’re getting to the good part,” Honey responded.

			David made the mistake of glancing at the television and discovered that a petite young woman had sauntered into the bedroom, was slithering between the blond woman’s legs.

			“You can finish it later,” Shelby answered. He shot a nervous glance at David. “Honey does enjoy her pay-per-view.”

			Grumbling, Honey turned off the television.

			Shelby took David by the arm, made to lead him into the kitchen, but David shook free, said, “I really need to finish my run.”

			“You can use our lane,” Honey said, standing and swaying a little. Though barefooted, she was tall. Well-built too. The dress drooped, revealing a great deal of cleavage.

			David turned back to Shelby. “Your lane connects with—”

			“Governor’s Road,” Shelby said, nodding.

			“How long you on the island?” Mike Jr. asked.

			“Peninsula,” Shelby corrected automatically. He smiled at David. “My son likes to think of this as an island.”

			“Might as well be,” Honey said, “for all the entertaining we do.”

			“I imagine,” Shelby went on as though his wife hadn’t spoken, “Mike Jr. envisions being in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. That’s the sort of game I used to play when I was his age. Did you, Mr. Caine?”

			“I fight terrorists,” Mike Jr. said. “I blow their heads off with my M-16.”

			“Well,” David said, “I really better get moving.”

			“You timid around pretty ladies?” Honey asked. Although she stood several feet away, David scented a puff of warm whiskey.

			He turned and moved away.

			“Mama hits Daddy,” Mike Jr. called.

			David stopped and studied the boy. The declaration had been made with the same casualness he’d used when talking about killing terrorists. He looked at Honey.

			“Does that bother you, Mr. Caine?” Honey asked with a lazy grin.

			Shelby blushed and adjusted his glasses. “I hardly think that’s any of Mr. Caine’s business, Michael.”

			“Name’s Mike,” the boy said.

			“Michael Junior,” Shelby corrected.

			The boy looked like he’d eaten something rotten. “If you say so.”

			For the first time Shelby’s affable demeanor slipped. “Get in your room right goddamned now.”

			Moving with no real urgency, Mike Jr. passed David, then climbed the stairs.

			“See you, Mr. Caine,” the boy mumbled.

			Shelby forced a smile. “Children are a trial, Mr. Caine. You’re blessed you never had any.”

			David considered telling him his fatherhood or lack thereof was none of his business but decided there was no point.

			He’d started toward the foyer when Honey said, “You know why they call it Governor’s Road?”

			“Now why,” Shelby snapped, “of all the topics you might broach with our new neighbor—”

			“He wasn’t really a governor,” Honey said.

			“Darn it, Honey….” Shelby said.

			David glanced behind him, saw Honey approaching with Shelby in tow. She said, “They gave him this territory to limit what he could do.”

			“Who?” David said, interested despite himself.

			“Let’s get your movie back on,” Shelby said, a hand on his wife’s shoulder.

			Honey flung his hand off, rounded on him. “It’s the only interesting thing about this island—”

			“Peninsula.”

			“Peninsula,” Honey mocked. “Jesus, you sound like a little girl.”

			Shelby poked a finger at Honey’s chin. “Don’t you dare—”

			David took a step forward but froze, stunned, as Honey smacked her husband on the cheek, the sound a sickening pop in the two-story foyer.

			Shelby put a hand to his face, but rather than being enraged, his features conveyed a wicked species of lust.

			David’s gaze was drawn to something down the hallway.

			The little girl. She was gazing up at her parents with huge eyes.

			“Go color,” Shelby said.

			The girl did as she was told.

			“Worried about her, Mr. Caine?” Honey asked. “Maybe you should come back tonight and give me a good, hard parenting lesson.” 

			“Sure,” Shelby said, that wicked gleam on David now. “We’d love some instruction.”

			David left the Shelbys staring after him. He was shaking, queasy. It wasn’t until he’d escaped the yard that the midday heat penetrated his icy sweat.

			He dashed toward the woods and didn’t stop sprinting until the Shelbys’ house was a half mile behind him. He slowed, thinking of the little girl with the coloring book.

			She hadn’t spoken a word.

		

OEBPS/image/9781787580084_1600px.jpg
One of the.best writers in modern horror to
come along in-the last decade. Brian Keene






