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Prologue


When Tom Grunn, the last resident left in Briscoe, Utah, saw, at the far edge of town, an abandoned house being suddenly gussied up, made over with salvaged wood and straightened-out flashing, he could only shrug at first and wish the foolish squatters well. It wasn’t, he reflected, the first time this high, lonely, desert plateau had attracted dreamers, adventurers, off-the-gridders. Remote country tended to—or, at least it used to—suck in idealists, people of few resources but energetic imaginations, most of them doomed to fail. Before this latest batch of wanderers had shown up, the hard, dry scruff had hosted, in reverse order, frackers, bikers, miners, Mormons, sheepherders, soldiers, the Navajo, and the Ute. And long before these, ancient, rock-etching cliff dwellers. The slot canyons and scarred cliffs of the Four Corners had seen them all.


What was notable about these new arrivals, though, apart from the fact that Grunn hadn’t seen them or any of their faces yet, was the timing of their experiment, which wasn’t only foolish, but dangerous. The former fracking zones were still busily causing earthquakes. The wells in this part of the county had been running dry. Still, it wasn’t until Grunn noticed that some of what was being nailed and framed up had actually been stolen, scavenged from recently vacated properties, places abandoned when the land became more valuable for what lay underneath it than for the baked ground on top, that his white-whiskered frown deepened. It was one thing, he thought, to build your folly out of materials you got by your own sweat. It was a whole other thing to tear pieces out of the carcass of a town while it was still squirming, a little ashamed of the way it had sold out.


Stealing was the word he was mulling over as he went to check on the junkyard behind his decaying barn. He’d been saving and selling scrap back there for years, since before his wife had died of liver cancer. “Architectural elements” Doris had always called them, trying to dress them up. Truth was, he just liked to keep things other people got rid of. It made a man feel scrupulous. Moral. Safe. He knew every piece of wainscoting and curled shingle out there in the old corral, preserved by the dry heat or else by the corrugated steel roof he’d thrown up to babysit some of the gentler items. No one had ever messed with any of it, not without his permission. He’d gone off that morning to Cortez, Colorado, driving over the state line for a last run of supplies for the road, but it was clear that while he was away someone had come in and made off with three good joists and some solid timber. Whoever had done it must have thought he was already packed up and gone—when he was only nearly or almost so.


Grunn swore and trudged back to his pickup truck and sped through what had been, even at its brightest hour, the meager outpost of his native town. He crossed the closed railway line, heading toward former cattle range, stopping finally at a weedy plat just shy of a sunken cattle guard. The squatters’ house lay on the other side of this barrier, at the end of a ruin of gravel road, hardly visible for the cheatgrass and Russian thistle tangling over it.


Out of his truck he leapt, and stood and stared.


Fast work the strangers had been doing. One story had risen to two since he’d last looked. Windows had been glazed with old, rippled glass and excrescences tacked around freshened eaves—funny, curlicued scrolls, additions more common, he knew, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries than in the twenty-first. He recognized two of the turned, cracked porch posts. Those had been toothpicked from the heap behind his barn.


Plain thievery. He flexed his hands, his temper outpacing the heat. Old Poston, the rail manager who had once owned this property, he might be long gone, but he, Grunn, was still here, wasn’t he? For a few more hours, anyway. And while he was still here, and even if it wasn’t for much longer, no one had a right to assume his, or his former neighbors’, belongings. He marched forward in his boots, ready to call out the trespassers and with a .45 in his back pocket if he needed it. Some things in the West just weren’t open to discussion. He lifted one foot above the cattle grate.


And there he fell back, thrown off balance.


It was like a wall of ice. Like some unseen barrier, a meat locker’s door, had slammed in his face. He tried again to walk forward, to push through the invisible blockage, the unyielding, unreasonable weight. He heard no sound, but felt a pressure. Again he was shoved back. He stumbled and looked down. His feet were still under him, but his knees wavered.


And his hands were trembling. In 104 degrees of heat.


From the other side of the cattle guard he heard a childish whispering.


He looks so funny now, Miss. Doesn’t he?


Impossible. There had been no children in Briscoe, not for years. And where was that other murmur coming from? A muted, older voice, female, saying:


Hush now. Be careful. Let’s see what the intruder does.


He inched backward, away. Slowly.


Then faster.


Better . . . better get on over to the county sheriff and report this, he thought. Ghosts were still illegal in these United States of America, even if there weren’t so many left now, and even if other countries, other places, were careless enough to give them a pass. Phantoms, to Grunn’s, to any decent person’s mind, had no business being anywhere. Even out here in the middle of nowhere where there wasn’t much business left to be had.


He would call this in. Definitely. It was his duty. Probably the last thing he would ever do for this town where he had once lived so happily.


If only he hadn’t thought again of his wife. “When I’ve gone,” Doris had whispered from her hospice pillow, her eyes yellowed with jaundice, “I’ll know better than to wander back across the line between life and death. I know it isn’t allowed. I’ll stay put. But just in case you need to hear it, you remember: we were lucky to be alive and live in this beautiful, wild place and never see any real trouble, though surely we could have, the way so many others endured it. We were lucky to be left alone and in peace together, by the living and the dead. Sometimes I wonder how we managed it. For a while, anyway. With all the tragedies some places see.”


To honor her simplicity and kindness, then, and for no other reason—certainly not the childish laughter following him—Tom Grunn hurried back to his truck and decided, Just go. What did it matter now, anyhow? Everything was finished in Briscoe. Whoever had come here, belatedly, foolishly, they’d just fade away, too, in the end, as everything else did under this blazing sun. The desert, it devoured. Even the dead, he thought as he fired his engine, would do no better here than the living had trying to scratch out a home in this place that had seen the unhoming of so many. After his wife’s death, Grunn had gone to her grave and wept to her, inconsolably: There’s nothing for me to do here anymore. No way to fashion a living. Nothing to occupy a man. Hardly even a phone signal, and no neighbors left to bitch about it to. Not in this rising heat, with more and more people escaping, retreating every day to oases of green, as even he, with at last some money in his pocket from the government, forgive me, please forgive me, honey, was about to do.


Let the vultures have what was left. “Who cares?” he said aloud, and gunned it.


Behind him, in his rearview, the squatters’ house seemed to retreat as well, the thorny weeds in front of it growing smaller and smaller, quivering, while all around the desert wind charged at the sage and the blackbrush and the pale desert primroses, which stood their ground, as he had not, white skirts licking against the red earth.




PART ONE


THE HUNTER




1


Philip Pratt felt himself finally beginning to enjoy his work again, especially now that he’d taken up an assignment in a good-sized metropolis.


In this sparkling city by its Great Salt Lake, on a quickly warming June morning, he sat lounging at a sidewalk café on the shady side of a busy street not too far from the civic center. He’d spent several good, productive days ferreting out a ghostly remnant in the Utah Governor’s Mansion. Revivifying, it was, getting some intensely focused work done. No longer chasing after a chimera, the one that got away.


The haunt in the Governor’s Mansion had been a vagrant male, forty-nine years old, recently killed after falling asleep inside a construction dumpster tipped into a sanitation vehicle—like many cities with a rising population, this one was full of overflowing bins of detritus, building sites fringed with cranes, churning cement trucks. The haunting had begun soon after the man’s death. The governor’s wife had reported to her security detail seeing an unauthorized guest on the staircases leading to the upper stories of the house. She had recognized the poor man, as many had, from the news—he’d been a well-known Olympic skier before becoming an addict and then drug counselor. The First Lady, a good politician, had persuaded her husband to publicize both the haunting and the removal as a way to express deep sympathy for two pressing issues at once while at the same time giving it as her opinion—correctly, to Pratt’s mind—that the afterlife of the spirit was even more painful than his lived life had been, and so it would be inhumane to prolong it.


Pratt, called in as he always was thanks to his reputation for thorough work, was able to reassure the governor, the city, and the prying press that the cleaning would be meticulous and humane. What he didn’t share was that such cases—souls who might have been on a path to death but who did not, at that moment, intend to die—were often pitiable, their confusion in the afterlife so much like their confusion in life—where am I, how did this happen, why did this happen, how did I get here?—that hunting them became a quick, melancholy exercise, like chasing after a leaking balloon.


Once he’d arrived, been introduced to the governor, and been let into the mansion, confirming the housekeeping staff as well the family were vacating (though not, usefully, the entire security detail), Pratt had slowly gone over the place—a lavish, almost gaudy nineteenth-century palace, with an opulent, curving double staircase as its centerpiece. The stairway had been the location of the first visitation. He took readings there as well as on the first floor and then went up to the labyrinthine second. After an hour he had concluded, with the intuitive skill he charged substantial fees for, that the poor man had taken shelter on the second story behind a paneled wall. There the ghost’s unguarded energy, which Pratt felt like a fist reaching inside his chest, was strongest in a room being used as a small library.


The paneled end of the room, where the ghost’s charge was strongest, offered no obvious access point, not without destroying some antique maple chair rails. Happily, a security guard knew the name of the city’s heritage officer, Praveena Ayer, a very professional voice on the other end of Pratt’s cell phone who explained to him that during a Christmas fire early on in the millennium, parts of the house had suffered smoke damage, and at that time certain rooms had been renovated and foreshortened to accommodate access space for cables and modern technology.


“I could come to the mansion with the original plans,” she had offered.


“It’s better I come over to you,” he said and thanked her. The fewer intrusions at a site the better, Pratt had learned the hard way, over the years. Collateral damage during hauntings was extremely rare; but it happened, and it had happened to him. Now he took care and only allowed security or law enforcement to accompany him during cleanings. He agreed with Ms. Ayer that they would meet at her office in thirty minutes.


He’d found her in a bright, sunlit space at City Hall, where she’d unscrolled original blueprints from the house on a lighted panel, showing him exactly the place that had been created for fiber-optic and other necessary lines that had been common at the time, and where an access panel was hidden, behind a maple bureau. She was surprised security had forgotten about it. But then everything was wireless now.


Her elegant wrists under her colorful blouse rolled the prints away.


“I should be able to get to that fairly easily, then,” he confirmed.


“Yes,” she said. “It should slot right out.”


“Perfect. I can’t thank you enough for your prompt assistance. Sorry for the trouble.”


“It’s no trouble at all. And I hope everything goes smoothly. I know the governor and his family will appreciate it.” She smiled, the encouraging beam of one living being reassuring another: everything is going fine, we are all on the right track, don’t worry.


Praveena. Such a beautiful name, Pratt had thought, driving back to the mansion.


With the bureau shoved aside and the panel summarily removed, matters went forward appropriately and quickly. He knew the job would be an easy one now. All ghosts sought shelter; most mistook how safe their shelter was. They might appear on staircases but generally fled open fields for darker corners. The remnant of the Olympic skier, his spirit hollowed out by some sadness that had probably excavated him long before his death, was easily spotted once Pratt had squeezed into the access passage. There the ghost leaned, his pale, translucent cheek resting against the breakers of a dusty junction box, as though he’d become exhausted from having to draw on his own, depleting current.


“It’s hard,” Pratt said kindly, approaching him, “what you’re feeling.”


“It is,” the hollow whisper answered. “Help me.”


“That’s what I’ve come for.”


“No one listens to me.”


“I know.”


“Not even here. I thought they might. In this place.”


“I understand.”


“How is anyone supposed to live like this?”


You aren’t, Pratt could have said but didn’t. He made an effort, wherever possible, to avoid cruelty, especially with any soul so obviously ready to be released. It was different with the resistant ones. Sometimes every strategy had to be employed to hold a stubborn ghost still for its sentence. But usually there was no reason to be harsh, unfeeling. The people living in this house had every right to live undisturbed. But the dead were the disturbed, the pitiable. It was Pratt’s task to bring peace to all.


“I have,” he offered it, “something in my hand that will help you.”


Like children, the weak ones. They always wanted to look. And that was their undoing.


Pratt raised his arm. A brief, fearfully bright flash. A quick cry from the dead, soft and loud at once, like the sound of a firework before it gives itself over to light and destruction.


And it was done.


Pratt had pulled down his jacket sleeve, concealing again the metal cuff that was both his weapon and his bond. He brushed the ash and dust from his chest and exited the wall space, calling in the security guard to come seal it behind him. Then he left the mansion by a rear door to avoid the press or any gawkers lurking nearby, anyone unexpected or unnecessary.


And if there were, at moments like this one, a fleeting sensation, a rapid blinking—he sometimes thought he caught a glimpse of a familiar face, someone watching him, closely, reproachfully—he reminded himself this had always been an aftereffect of the intense physical nature of his work and its burst of fire: a lingering halo in the eye.


And if, sometimes, even understanding this, he still out of habit looked over his shoulder, he told himself that at least he had been getting better lately at checking the impulse to go after shadows that had, each time, proven to be nothing more than hallucinations, his memories on guilty parade.


Self-control is the next stage after self-doubt, Pratt considered now, sipping an iced tea at the café near the civic center not so far from where Praveena Ayer worked in her bright office—no dark, cramped passageways for her. He felt both rested and comfortable this day, sitting in the noon sun. More at ease than he had been in a long time. Chasing after some single-minded obsession, as he’d been doing—it had proved to be the wrong path. You might take a wrong turn, but then you corrected, because life was too short to repeat errors.


In any case, Pratt thought as he leaned back in his chair, after a man’s been working long enough in obscure locations chasing after a fugitive spirit nobody other than himself really believes could exist, what that man really needs is charm and culture and living company. Someone you could talk to. Connect with.


He lingered under the café umbrella, peaceful, watching passersby as they tenderly touched their phones to parking meters, carried takeout into the office building across the street, leapt out of the way of a cyclist about to swerve around an open car door. Life was too short, yes, it was, not to pay attention to such small, sweet details. He stretched his healed leg out from under the table. The pain and limp that had once bothered him, the result of the haunting two years ago that he had now decided to put behind him, were a thing of the past. The air going in and out of his lungs was warm, but not searing. His senses were clear after yesterday’s bracing job at the governor’s residence. Sometimes the things a man feared might come to pass did not. There had been, fortunately, no revolution of ghosts and their supporters, as he had once worried. No elusive, ghostly leader had emerged to change the rules of what counted as life. The number of overall disturbances in this state—and around the nation, in fact—had continued to fall. Soon everyone who passed or would pass from this life would accept and know the truth: the era of hauntings, of remnants, was largely over, and there was no point trying to hang on in a world that had enough trouble confronting current dangers. Only so many crises can be managed at once.


It would mean less business, in the end, for a ghost hunter. And maybe even an end to an entire industry one day, after the last ghost was put down. But there would be more peace, perhaps. Pratt looked down at his phone. Maybe there would be more time for other pursuits, and perhaps even time to correct things, change course, in middle age, before a man ended up being some craggy-bearded lonely bastard.


“Sir?” came the waiter again, a young man with a bald, shaved head. Odd how some people were attracted to a skeletal look. “Can I get you anything else?”


“Still waiting for my friend,” Pratt answered, annoyed the young man hadn’t remembered he’d already said so. I am waiting for Praveena Ayer, he wanted to say, a friend of mine of only twenty-four hours, but it’s fascinating how far we’ve already come.


Look what happens, Pratt thought as he nodded the waiter away, when you allowed yourself to keep your eyes open and fall in step with a new place, a fresh face.


At the close of his work at the governor’s residence he had called Ms. Ayer back, and she’d obligingly accepted his invitation to dinner that night. A pleasant evening it had been, too, marked by a refreshing honesty—or in any case enough honesty, he’d guessed and hoped, to hint that more might be possible, eventually.


“Let’s get all our work questions out of the way,” she’d said and smiled after the salad course. “How we came to do what we do.”


He’d smiled back. “So how did you come be an archivist?”


“Escape. I had a difficult childhood. Not the most difficult, I’m aware, but not pleasant.” Her voice was pleasant, though, with a lilt in the middle of her sentences that each time landed in a calm place. “My father was—is—an alcoholic. Unsafe and unpredictable. I hid in the safety of books and history, stories that were already finished. Then I graduated into preservation, records. I like to be around order, tidiness. I always knew I’d do something library related. And you? Did you always know you would be cleaning ghosts?”


How much am I willing to share? Pratt thought, then said: “I had a knack, when I was a child, for not being afraid of the space under my bed.” That much was true. He’d understood, early on, that fear was giving control over to something outside the self, something that might or might not be present. If you controlled that fear, in you, if you took the pounding in your heart not as an alarm but as a meter, then your bed remained yours alone. Only it turned out that a lonely bed wasn’t always what you wanted. “I wasn’t afraid of looking underneath,” he went on, “and if something was there, of drawing it out. Because it seemed to me then the best way to deal with something unwanted is to really look at it, and then—smash it.”


This much of his life he had told to others, matter-of-factly, in the past. But no more than this.


“It sounds like it was the same with you, Praveena. If something is unbearable, then you find a way not to bear it?”


“Yes. Exactly. So, what was your first ghost then? Did it come out from under your bed?”


At this point, with a client, he usually changed the subject to the haunt currently being dealt with, since his personal history had no bearing on the task at hand—the present was all that mattered. But Praveena Ayer wasn’t a client. And the ghost she had helped him settle was no more now than an emptiness sealed up behind a closed wall.


“It was my grandfather,” he said.


“Your grandfather was your first ghost cleaning?” She seemed astonished and concerned, leaning forward. “A family member?”


Her face made it clear she was already thinking: it must have been terrible.


It hadn’t been, in the end. Pratt went so far as to share with her that the old man had come out from under his bed, yes, but had left him alone, going instead to his baby sister’s crib, where she slept at the other end of the room. He’d been seven years old at the time. His parents, when he told them who had been coming every night, had insisted he was only dreaming about Grandfather, missing him. It was long before any of the current technologies had been invented; the living, then, were still in doubt as to how many ghosts roamed the earth, or even if ghosts were real at all. And in any case, why—his parents had tried to reassure him—why would your grandfather, when he had been such a kind, decent man in life, come back night after night to pull the blanket away from your baby sister? It’s just a bad dream, Philip.


“He would take the blanket, pull it to him, and then drop it on the floor. Every night. After he’d gone, I’d put the blanket back.”


“My God. What happened? What did you do?”


“I decided—or it struck me, as a child—that the dead weren’t so kind and decent after all. My grandfather wasn’t acting lovingly, in my eyes. What he was doing, it seemed selfish to me. So I asked myself, why would he selfishly take a baby blanket? Did he want to be a baby again? Was he trying to cover his old, dead body with it? Maybe he was cold, or maybe he didn’t want to see himself? Before he came the next night, I went to my mother’s vanity table and stole a picture of him, young and strong. When he came out from under my bed again, I was standing by my sister’s crib. Holding the picture up in front of me. Of my grandfather.”


“Why did you do that?”


“I wanted to show him what he was. That he couldn’t have that, he wasn’t that, he wasn’t my grandfather anymore. And that coming to our room and being angry about it wasn’t going to help him.”


“But you were just a boy. How could you know to do that?”


It wasn’t the whole story. But it was enough, for the moment. He didn’t want to startle her. “I assume it’s that . . . I was just old enough to know that shame is a powerful force, and young enough to be cruel about it, too. When he started whimpering, like a shivering, wet animal, I laughed out loud, because I thought it was strange and funny. Then he screamed at me. My parents woke and ran into the room. My mother froze, seeing her father like that. Exposed. Naked and shriveled, the way he’d died in the bathtub. It must have made it even more shameful for him. He cried out and went to pieces right in front of us and never came back. That was the lesson of that night. That a haunting can become unbearable for the haunt. Make a ghost bear the burden he wants you to bear . . . and you’ll find most of them can’t.” For the rest, there was the weapon at his wrist.


“Incredible.” She was shaking her head, still concerned. “But it must have been awful for you, the whole experience.”


“Ah, but the nights were peaceful after that.”


“Yes. And your mother and father must have been grateful.”


“No, as a matter of fact. They, we, never spoke about it. It was too much for my mother.” Later, he understood: people don’t always thank you for imagining how to help them. He rarely saw what was now left of his family, on the other side of the country. His work disturbed them. If he would give even his own family no quarter . . .


Praveena Ayer didn’t seem disturbed. She’d studied him with her clear, dark eyes, eyes he was fully beginning to admire. “I think what it is,” she speculated, “is that people don’t want to be confronted with the past—but they also don’t want to do the real work moving the past into its place requires. They don’t like either erasing it or looking at it. They don’t want to be involved. I’m so sorry, Philip. Maybe there’s still time, I hope there is, for your family to come to understand.”


She’d reached out her elegant hand a little way across the table. Her skin, that was what life looked like. All life.


And like a different kind of life, too, all at once.


Was Praveena Ayer, Pratt had wondered then and sat wondering now, a person who had found a way to shed her own ghosts and so wouldn’t call on him later to do some work she would come to hate him for?


And, he thought as he waited in the bright noon sun of the café to see her again, if you were going to ask questions, why not ask some good, invigorating ones? What if Praveena Ayer were the kind of person a ghost hunter could come to trust with his life’s work? And even, at some point, perhaps, decide to grow old with, as he retired from his life’s mission, letting someone else, the next generation, guard the borders, the boundaries, manage, patrol, what should and shouldn’t be crossing over. What kind of life might be possible for two people who knew, in different ways, how to negotiate history?


Perhaps she was tired, too, more tired than she let on, of drawings and maps and arcane details. And dreamed of a future separate from the past. Something more restful?


He held this question in mind, smiling a little at its presumption but still savoring it, and still savoring the memory of her hand, stretched out across the restaurant table, as a breeze skipped down the street and tangled in the cloth napkin lying across his lap. He checked his phone again. She must be running late. From the little he knew of her, he guessed this wasn’t a normal pattern for her. They seemed so much the same—punctual, organized, professional.


Pratt checked the time again. Another ten minutes gone. Some vague anxiety had begun to stir in his throat. He was gifted, or cursed, with a hunter’s sensitivity. The air shifted, a quiver ran through it suddenly, like the passing of a commuter train. When he heard the siren’s wail only a block or two away, he stood and broke into a run. The bald, skeletal waiter shouted after him, Sir, you haven’t paid your—


A private taxi lay crushed under the gray cement truck fallen on top of it. Police and pedestrians, at the corners of the intersection, encircled the accident, watching as paramedics bent down and spoke through the car’s crumpled windows. The driver of the cement mixer was being helped out through his shattered windshield. A second ambulance was arriving.


Flashing the credential at his wrist, Pratt pushed through the people between him and the scene. In his official capacity he was allowed access to any location where there might be a fatality. He rushed toward the crushed car. A paramedic, grim-faced, was pulling away, waving to someone behind Pratt. Pratt dove under the man’s arm and dropped to his knees and peered past a wrinkled curtain of glass.


Inside, the driver, a young man, lay dead with his eyes open. His head rested on Praveena Ayer’s lap. Praveena’s compressed body was folded over his at a broken angle, her head twisted to one side and resting on top of the dead man’s. She was still awake.


“Oh, there you are,” she said, calmly.


Pratt shoved aside the dangling curtain, getting as close as possible. He needed to whisper to her words, a plea, he’d never before spoken in his life.


“Fight. Fight, please,” he said into her dark, darkening eyes. “Don’t go. Rage. Fight. Fight. That’s how they do it. If you do, I won’t hurt you, I promise you. Come. Come. Please.”


“I took an Uber because I was running late . . . I’m so sorry.”


“Please. Come.” He hardly understood what he was saying. He only knew they couldn’t be finished, not yet, not yet, there was so much still to say, to confide, to understand. Why hadn’t he trusted her, already, with more of the truth, of his life? Why had he hesitated, when it was obvious she had been someone of compassion and care? Now it didn’t matter, now all that mattered, what he needed from her, was for her to rage, rage against the dying spark. It was the only way forward for them now, enough rage and passion to undo death, yes, yes, why not, he wanted it, please, he felt it now, rage, need, in his gut, rage and blood welling inside him, in his heart, enough for both of them, it had to be, come on, come on.


She lay crushed, the light dying in her eyes.


“Don’t,” he insisted. “Don’t.”


He saw the spirit inside her fold like a room without walls, giving in.


Going. Gone.


Then he was being pulled back.


For an instant, Pratt was confused. He allowed himself to be handled, reined in. Then he felt himself shouting, his hands flailing. He flung the paramedic’s grip off, his own hands shaking with all the rage and fight the dead woman beneath them had failed to muster. Why had Praveena Ayer failed him? Why hadn’t she listened to him? He dimly saw police officers, gaping faces, gawkers. He heard himself telling them to get back, screaming on the outside as well as in, move, move, but there she lay still, folded, bloody, inert, the good, the decent, the friendly gone while evil still stalked the earth, unpunished and unfinished everywhere.


Suddenly, his heart accelerated, the meter of it soaring. He wheeled, hopeful.


No. It was the dead driver’s spirit oozing out from between Praveena Ayer’s head and knees.


His instinct had flared not for a new friend but for the familiar stranger.


Because all ghosts were the same.


Needy.


Selfish.


Wrong.


Habit centered him. He raised his weapon. He could have accepted a dead woman as a ghost a moment ago, yes, settled for some illusion of life if she had chosen it, somehow, only a few seconds ago. He would have. But not now. That was over, it already seemed to be a lifetime ago, a life that would now never be lived, and here was the truth, as always, in front of him: the dead have no choices.


Let them all burn.


Pratt heard the crowd gasp.


He himself felt, a second after . . . empty. Staring down at the spirit’s ashy film floating in a gutter. He was careful not to look anywhere else, to look back, where the look on her face would already be congealing.


You thought, for a moment, he told himself, there might be exceptions to some rules.


That a hunter might not always hunt alone.


That the present, this time, would depart from the past.


It didn’t. The past only severed itself from the present.


Or had to be made to.
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A few days later, Pratt awoke in the apartment he’d leased at the edge of the city with its view of the drying salt lake. He got out of bed. He went into the bathroom. He showered, he sloughed skin. He dressed. He walked, detached, into the living room.


There were cut roses wilting in a vase on a sideboard. Not condolences for his loss. It wasn’t right to say he had suffered one. He hadn’t accompanied her body to the morgue. He’d had no right there either. He’d made his report about the ghost he had finished on site to the police officers on duty. Then he’d come back here, cleaned up, ordered dinner. He’d fallen into a cold sleep.


He was careful not to come across any news or announcement of funeral services. What good would it have done to attend? He had dinner with her only once. They hadn’t really known each other. There had been no chance, no time.


The thing about life was that it demanded life, he told himself, sitting down carefully at the computer. He had avoided work for three days because every morning had felt like a stifling cloth thrown in his face. A man needed to breathe.


Life was precious. Death was natural.


He got up to throw the fading flowers away. The roses had come from the governor’s office, along with a letter of gratitude informing Pratt that he would be receiving a special state commendation.


Ridiculous. There had been nothing special about the assignment he had finished at the mansion, nor about the unexpected job he had done a few blocks away from a sunlit café. He checked his messages now. The work must go on. There had been nothing extraordinary about the past week, except that the only person he’d begun to care for in years had left him without a struggle—apparently finding nothing commendable enough about him to fight for.


Also ridiculous. Such self-pity was strange and new to Pratt, and it needed to be expunged. He found himself, at nine in the morning, wanting a drink, but ignored the impulse. He hadn’t touched a drop since his injuries, never knowing for certain if whiskey had played a role in the way a haunting had gone so badly two years ago.


Yet he hadn’t failed this time. He could honestly say that. It was simply that there would be no knowing now what might have followed. Living was no guarantee of failure or success. It was simply calculations, correct or incorrect. Yes or no? This or that? Here or there?


Taxi or walk?


He stared at the corner where the governor’s roses slumped in the trash can. A man who didn’t keep at something useful would shrivel. And then, like a ghost, he would have no business taking up space in the world.


He went back to his screen, facing fresh griefs, the glow of others’ fears and dreads.


Addressing the backlog, he opened another email.




Dear Mr. Pratt,


Thanks in advance for your help. My name is Sherry Hogan, and I write to you as the sheriff of Masters County here in the southern part of Utah. We hear you have done great work for the Governor and are hoping that while you’re among us you might consider coming down and looking at a problem we seem to be dealing with here. It’s a bit difficult to explain without you actually being on the ground, but basically, we think we have a group haunting on some private property. We’re a small, out of the way place and so maybe not up to your usual standard, but we do have a good budget for security issues and of course you come highly recommended. If you would be interested in coming to take a look it would be much appreciated, and we would do our best to make you comfortable. We’re more or less a straight drive south, then east to Canyon Country (we don’t have an airport). Attached is the location; my contact info; and a contract from the county, should we agree to work together. It is my concern and understanding that group hauntings aren’t only rare but also unstable—which is of course why we are anxious for your input and expertise as soon as possible. Thank you for your consideration and hoping to connect with you soon.


Sherry Hogan


Masters County Sheriff’s Office





Pratt immediately began a response—I will be pleased to consider your invitation. He had waited three days to start again. Three full days. No presence had come to stand softly at his shoulder. No drumbeat had come to his heart when he raised his hand to it—the signal that told him whether a spirit was nearby.


He was alone.


So.
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Philip Pratt took a taxi to the nearest car dealership and splurged on a new four-wheel drive for the trip south. The SUV was expensive, luxurious, indulgent. Life is precious, he said to himself again. Take pleasure wherever you can. He entered the destination into the navigation system and drove out of the city.


The landscape slowly changed. The city was left behind. The flat salt valley, at first flanked by jagged mountains, gave way to lower, bluer, then loftier gray peaks. The sky above seemed to float like a bright panel standing on its edge. Only a few towns interrupted his journey. He reached the peak of a range, a place suitably called Summit, and there stopped at a gas station flanked by the square foundations of vanished buildings. A cashier stood behind a counter filled with hunting knives; above the man spanned a wall lined with the taxidermied heads of wild animals, their eyes looking down at Pratt polished and glassy and vacant.


“Elk?” Pratt asked.


“Yup,” the man said.


“Enjoy the hunt?”


“Not much else to do up here, so yeah.”


“How is it? Working alone on top of a mountain?”


“You get used to it, I guess.” The man’s face was lined and bland.


“You do,” Pratt said. “Yes.”


“My feeling is, if you can’t get used to something, you better quit it.”


“Exactly. My feeling, too. Ever have any trouble with ghosts up here?”


“Not really. Nothing here for ’em except snacks and gasoline.” Now a bland grin. “Not the kind of fuel they need, right?”


“Right,” Pratt said, counting his change. “And,” he added for a bit more conversation with a living person, “the dead don’t like open, exposed spaces. Like mountaintops.” He gestured out the windows. “They want a nest, something to shelter in. Pretend they’re still living. Pretend they have a home.” Always good to educate the public.


He looked out past the empty dome of his car.


The man said, “Used to be homes around here. All gone now.”


“Just as well for you, if you don’t want hauntings.”


The cashier finally warmed up, laughing. “Guess you never worked a gas station in the middle of nowhere. If you did, you might like some company that doesn’t just pass through, hardly even sees you.”


“I see you,” Pratt said quickly, helpfully.


“But in five minutes you won’t, will you? Whoosh. I’m gone. Me, I’m the ghost.”


“Don’t say that.”


“Why not?”


“Because living is—real. Honorable. It has integrity. Heft and worth.”


“But it can be boring, too.”


“Not as boring, trust me, as the alternative.”


“If you say so. Well. Have a safe trip wherever you’re headed.”


“Down to the canyonlands.”


“Nice down there, if you get a place that still has water.”


The mountains, fascinatingly, appeared to erode and sink, giving way to calcined mesas banded in white and orange. Pratt drove on and on, down into the flattening landscape, past more humble flashes of civilization, until, as the hours passed, these became fewer and fewer and his guidance system instructed him to cut away from the current road and cross an unmarked, sage-crusted range. Among the hummocks of badlands, hot-looking—though he was comfortably cool in his air conditioning—and sometimes blinding patterns of yellow-gray vegetation humped by. Among these nothing seemed to move, though he did spot small mounds of what looked like prairie dog villages spread out across a wide plain, and once he thought he caught a glimpse of a hoofed animal, a pronghorn, maybe, some miniature relative of the stuffed heads he had seen two hours before.
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