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


GHOST TRACKERS


MEET THE TEAM:


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


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


Trevor Ward is a writer who specializes in travel guides to haunted places. Since the night at Lowry House fifteen years ago, he’s been trying to convince Amber and Drew to help him write a book about their experience. His connections, wealth of knowledge about paranormal topics, and research skills are important assets to the team.
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GHOST TRACKERS





ONE


Running down a narrow dark corridor, trailing her fingers along the walls to guide her. Heart pounding in her chest, a frightened bird desperate to be free of its cage. Gasping for breath, throat closing up even though she hasn’t had an asthma attack in years, rivulets of sweat pouring down her face and neck, trailing along her spine and trickling between her breasts. She’s been running for what seems like forever . . . Running and running and running . . . How long is this damned hall, anyway?


She’s not even sure why she’s running. To something? Away from something? Is there someone pursuing her? She’d stop and turn around to look if she could, if for no other reason than to break the monotony of this endless flight, but she’s compelled to keep moving forward, and it seems there’s nothing she can do to change that. And so she runs . . .


She doesn’t know how much time has passed before she realizes that the distance between the walls is beginning to shrink. What do they say about the span of your outstretched arms—that it’s as wide as you are tall? She’s a hair over five feet, and for the longest time, she’s run with her arms stretched out to the sides, her fingertips brushing across the walls’ smooth surfaces. But now her elbows are bent and her palms pressed almost flat against the walls, and they aren’t so smooth anymore. They’ve become rough and craggy, like stone, and they’re cold now, ice-cold.


With a stab of fear, she realizes that the walls are closing in on her, and she tells herself it’s ridiculous, that no one builds a house with a tapering corridor. Houses don’t do those kinds of things.


But she knows one house that does, or rather did, and much worse. But that was years ago, and it’s long gone. She can’t be back there now . . . can she?


A voice echoes in the air, hollow and distant, like a midnight wind blowing through a desolate canyon. A male voice, a familiar one, although she doesn’t recognize it.


You’re always there, Amber. You never left.


Without warning, the walls rush inward as if propelled by unseen machinery. Amber draws in a breath to scream, but before she can release it, the pain hits, and everything goes black.


Amber Lozier became aware of a sound hovering on the edge of her perception, but it took her several more seconds to put a name to it: phone. Eyes still closed, she reached toward her nightstand and fumbled around until her fingers closed around her cell. She brought it to her ear, flipped it open, and answered.


“’Lo,” she mumbled.


“Amber? Hi, this is Greg Daniels.”


Her stomach dropped at the sound of his voice, and her heart pounded in her ears. She sat up, flung the sweat-sodden sheet off her, and swung her legs over the side of the bed. A wave of dizziness came over her, and for a second, she considered flopping back onto the mattress, but she managed to ride it out and remain upright.


“Greg?” As soon as she said it, she felt like an idiot. After all, he’d just told her who he was. But she couldn’t bring herself to believe it. She hadn’t seen or heard from Greg Daniels since . . . since . . .


“Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten me.” His tone was teasing, but his voice held a bit of an edge, as if he were daring her to pretend she didn’t know who he was.


Memories danced at the edge of her consciousness, trying to get her attention. She ignored them, and they remained where they were. Formless shadows, like hazy shapes viewed out of the corner of your eye, indistinct and nonthreatening . . . as long as they behaved and kept their distance. She’d had a lot of practice at keeping her memories at bay over the years, and most of the time, she was successful. As long as she was awake. When she was asleep, well, that was a different story.


“Of course I remember you,” she said, well aware of the irony, considering how hard she was fighting not to remember. Her mouth and throat were dry, and the words came out soft and raspy. She’d kill for a drink of water, but a glance at the nightstand told her she’d forgotten to pour herself one. Several prescription medicine bottles sat atop the nightstand, and resting next to them was a black sleep mask she wore when it was too bright, even with the heavy curtain drawn across the room’s single window. The clock-radio display said it was 4:48, and for a moment, she didn’t know if it was morning or evening. Evening, she decided. Greg wouldn’t be calling if it was almost five in the morning.


With her free hand, she brushed sweat-matted blond hair off her forehead, the gesture a futile attempt to cudgel her cotton-wrapped brain into working.


“It’s been a long time,” she said. Banal and predictable, but at least it gave her something to say. She frowned as something occurred to her. “How did you get my number?”


A greasy, burning-food smell filled the air of her small bedroom, the thick odor making her stomach roil with nausea. She lived in a one-bedroom efficiency apartment above the Flaming Wok, a fast-food Chinese restaurant, and her place always stank of fried food and cloying spices. She hated the stink so much that she hadn’t eaten Chinese in the two years she’d lived there, and she doubted she’d ever touch the damned stuff again. The apartment wasn’t much, and the location sucked, but it was all she could afford on her monthly disability checks. The nausea set off a pounding headache, and she considered asking Greg to hold on so she could take a painkiller, but he was in the middle of saying something, and with an effort, she forced herself to focus on his voice once more.


“—from the alumni organization. They don’t normally give out people’s numbers, but I told them this was a special case. It didn’t hurt that I made a healthy contribution to the alumni fund this year.” A small chuckle.


She usually slept in a pair of panties and an oversize T-shirt, and now that the sweat was beginning to cool on her too-thin body, she felt a chill coming on. She drew the damp sheet around her, but it felt cold and clammy and did nothing to prevent her from shivering.


“What do you want?” Then, realizing how that sounded, she added, “Sorry, that was rude.”


“No worries. You don’t talk to someone for fifteen years, and they suddenly call out of the blue, of course you’re curious about why they decided to get in touch again. Do you know what’s coming up this weekend?”


“No.”


“Our fifteenth reunion.”


The news seemed so random that for an instant, she considered the possibility that, like in a cheesy movie, she only thought she’d woken up and in reality was still dreaming, but she dismissed the notion. The terror quotient was way too low for this to be one of her dreams.


“Really?”


“Doesn’t seem like it’s been that long, does it?”


Her gaze fell on the prescription bottles on her nightstand. “I don’t know. Sometimes it seems like it’s been a hell of a lot longer.”


There was an awkward pause before Greg continued. “Well, like I said, I’ve been in contact with the alumni organization, and not only did I get your number from them, but they told me you haven’t signed up to attend the reunion.”


The pounding in her head grew worse, and she reached up with her free hand to massage the back of her neck, not that it did any good. “Yeah, well, what can I say? High school was hard enough the first time.”


Greg chuckled again. “I hear you.”


Of course you do, she thought. Greg Daniels had been a bona fide geek in high school, the kind of kid everyone else hated and made fun of. He’d been overweight, wore ill-fitting secondhand clothes, and possessed few social skills. But there’d been something else about him, too, a sense of . . . otherness, for lack of a better word. As if no matter what he said or did, no matter how hard he tried, he would never be able to fit in with others, as if he’d been born to be an outsider—something the other kids in school had been only too glad to point out to him. She had felt sorry for him back then, had even befriended him to a certain extent, although now that she tried to remember, she found the details somewhat fuzzy. But that didn’t worry her; given the amount of meds she took, she was used to feeling as if her brain were wrapped in layers of wet burlap most of the time.


“So you’re calling to, what, exactly?” The words came out harsher than she intended, but her head was really starting to hurt now, and her nausea was getting worse.


If Greg had detected the harshness in her words, he gave no sign. “To try to convince you to come to the reunion. Things have changed for me since high school—a lot.” He paused, as if searching for the right words. “I guess you could say that after fifteen years, I finally grew up.” He gave a small laugh that held a trace of bitterness. “I’ve never been to any of the reunions, either, but I’m going to this one. Partly as a ‘screw you’ to all the people who treated me so badly, to be honest. Show them the ugly duckling has morphed into a swan, that kind of thing. But mostly, I’m going because I hope to get some kind of closure on that part of my life, make peace with my past.” Another pause. “I don’t know. It sounds stupid, doesn’t it?”


It took her a few moments to reply.


“No, it doesn’t sound stupid at all.”


“I know we weren’t close or anything, but I considered you a friend. Probably the only real one I had. It would mean a lot to me if you were there to witness the debut of the new Greg.”


She gritted her teeth and forced herself to concentrate past the throbbing in her head and the churning in her gut. What was wrong with her? She hadn’t had a reaction to a nightmare this intense in months. And the nightmare she’d had—the walls closing in on her—wasn’t all that bad. Not like some of the horror shows that went on inside her skull when her eyes were closed. Why was she reacting so strongly? “That’s . . . sweet of you, Greg, but I don’t know if I can make it. My . . . health isn’t all that great these days.”


“I’ll understand if you can’t make it.” Greg sounded sincere enough, but there was an undertone of disappointment in his voice. “But mull it over a little. Who knows? Maybe you’ll change your mind. It sure would be great to see you again . . . not to mention Drew and Trevor.”


“Amber? Are you all right? Amber!”


A memory slipped past her defenses: Drew shouting, his voice muffled.


He was calling to me, she thought. From somewhere in the house. She felt more memories coming then, rising from her subconscious like a vast sea creature leaving the depths of the shadowy ocean where it had lain slumbering in the muddy darkness for far too long. The thought of what those memories might look like once they reached the surface of her mind filled her with a terror she hadn’t known since, since . . .


That night.


She spoke then, her voice seeming to operate of its own accord.


“Drew and Trevor are coming?” The words were almost a whisper.


“I hope so,” Greg said. His voice was calm, soothing, reassuring, and she grabbed hold of it with the grateful desperation of a drowning woman reaching for a rescuer’s outstretched hand. “But that’s up to you, Amber. You’ll need to convince them. Do you think you can do that for me?”


Blackness nibbled at the edges of her vision as her mind began to shut itself down to protect her from the rush of oncoming memories.


“Yes,” she breathed, before giving herself over to darkness and silence.





TWO


Late afternoon at the end of August. Unseasonably cool.


Greg Daniels crossed the street from where he’d parked his Lexus and strode across an open field. He was dressed in a black polo shirt, jeans, and running shoes, so the breeze blowing across the field should have caused him to shiver. At the very least, it should have raised gooseflesh on his arms and the back of his neck, but he didn’t notice the wind. It had been fifteen years since he’d been there, and during that time, he’d walked in places far colder.


A lot had changed in the last decade and a half. There was no sign of the house that had once stood there, and the land itself had been reshaped—trees cut down, hilly ground bulldozed and flattened, grass reseeded. It was as if the Ash Creek City Council had done its best to erase every trace of the past, but he knew that was a fool’s game, for the past was always part of the present—never gone, merely sleeping, waiting for the right time to come alive again.


A prime example of this was the nearly-completed structure on the property. One story, gray brick, black roof, with high, wide windows and large glass doors. Landscaped with trimmed hedges close to the building and young trees brought in to replace the old ones that had been cut down. A freshly paved parking lot was in front, with painted spaces—white lines, not yellow—and plenty of them, too, seemingly enough for every man, woman, and child in town to have one. The overall effect was modern, friendly, warm, and inviting. But the link to yesterday was plain for all to see, spelled out in shiny new chrome letters above the main entrance: “Lowry Recreation Center.”


Greg closed his eyes and stretched out his senses, searching for hints of the power this place had once held. He felt faint echoes but nothing more. To be expected, really, considering what had taken place there fifteen years ago.


Snatches of memory raced through his mind quicksilver-fast: distorted shadows moving with a life of their own, the sound of shoes pounding hard on a wooden floor as someone fled, the shouting of fear-laced voices, and above it all, the terrified screams of a young girl—


The sound of youthful laughter tore him from his memories. He opened his eyes and turned to see a trio of preadolescents—two boys and a girl—riding their bikes down the suburban street toward the rec center. It was still technically a construction site, he supposed, since the center wasn’t due to open for another month, as the wooden sign erected near the street proclaimed in large red letters followed by an enthusiastic exclamation point, but as near as he could tell, all of the major structural and exterior cosmetic work had been completed, and only the interior needed to be finished. So there were no “Danger: Construction Zone, Keep Out” signs for the kids to ignore as they hopped their bikes over the curb and pedaled across the field toward the building. Too bad. Ignoring warning signs might have given them a bit of a transgressive thrill; Greg knew it would have for him at that age. Life was all about enjoying the little pleasures, even the dark ones.


He smiled. Especially the dark ones.


He expected the children to ignore him. When he’d been their age, he’d rarely noticed adults. They’d been like distant trees or faraway clouds in the sky, something you were dimly aware of off toward the horizon but not on your radar. So he was surprised when the three young bikers rode straight up to him, stopped, and fixed him with bored gazes.


The girl was the tallest of the three and presumably the oldest. She had short, curly black hair and pale skin and wore shorts and a T-shirt displaying the image of some animé character he wasn’t familiar with. The girl looked him up and down and pursed her lips, as if she found him more of a disappointment than usual for an adult.


“What are you doing here?” she demanded.


He kept his tone pleasant and allowed his lips to form a suggestion of a smile. “I could ask you the same question, since the rec center’s not open yet.”


“We live on this street,” one of the boys said, an edge of whininess in his voice. He was a full head shorter than the girl, stocky, with greasy brown hair and a doughy face that in a couple of years would be covered with pimples. He wore an oversize T-shirt and baggy jeans in an unsuccessful attempt to hide the contours of his body. The boy reminded Greg of himself at that age. He was thin now and looked reasonably attractive, even if he’d never grace the cover of GQ, but he still felt a wave of sympathy for the dough-faced boy, mixed with a strong taint of self-loathing. He might no longer resemble this kid outwardly, but on the inside . . .


You’ve changed, he told himself. You’re nothing like this kid, not anymore. And mostly, he believed it.


“What are you three?” he asked, still smiling. “The neighborhood watch?”


“Sort of,” the second boy said. “Since we live here, we can’t be trespassers. Not like you.” He was thin, with short brown hair and glasses that lent him a bookish aspect, reinforced by the calm, matter-of-fact way he spoke. His plain red T-shirt and khaki shorts did nothing to dispel his geeky image, especially considering that he wore white socks that rode too high on his calves.


Funny, the little jokes that fate played from time to time. These three kids were younger than Amber, Drew, and Trevor had been fifteen years ago, and they didn’t look exactly like them, but as his father had been fond of saying, it was close enough for government work. It was all too fitting that these three young doppelgängers should be the ones to welcome him home.


The girl spoke again, brow still furrowed in suspicion. “What are you doing here?”


Greg was old enough to be her father, but that didn’t seem to matter to her. As far as she was concerned, he was an interloper who needed to be dealt with. He wondered if she’d be so brave if she didn’t have her two friends along to back her up. Maybe, he decided.


“I grew up in Ash Creek. I’m back visiting and thought I’d check out the new rec center,” he said. “Looks great, doesn’t it?”


“It’s all right, I guess,” the chubby boy said. “But you won’t catch me going inside when it’s done.”


Greg tilted his head to the side. “Really? Why not?” As if he didn’t know.


“A long time ago, there used to be a house here,” the boy with glasses said.


“A haunted house,” the chubby boy added in a hushed voice.


“It burned down before any of us were born,” the girl said. “But our parents still talk about the Lowry House.”


“They say the land is cursed,” Chubby said.


“Not that we believe any of that stuff,” Glasses was quick to add.


“We used to, when I was a kid,” Greg said. He kept his tone calm, but inside he felt something cold and dark begin to stir. “Everyone knew the Lowry House was haunted. Kids used to dare each other to go inside.”


“Did you?” Chubby asked. “Ever go inside, I mean.”


Greg nodded. “Yes, along with three friends of mine.”


Despite his earlier profession of skepticism, Glasses sounded eager as he asked, “Did anything happen, anything weird?”


“Many things happened,” Greg said. “It was a very eventful night.”


Once again, a girl’s long-ago screams filled his ears.


“Don’t listen to him,” the young girl—the girl of today—snapped. “He’s trying to scare us. This place isn’t haunted, and it never was.”


Greg turned to face the girl and gave her a smile that caused her to go pale.


“You’re wrong. The Lowry House was haunted until that last night, the night it burned down.”


Heat washing over him like molten fire, the smell of his own skin burning . . .


He thrust the sensations aside and pinned the girl with his gaze, causing a bit more of the blood to drain out of her face.


“The dark force that inhabited the house left then, and it’s been gone for the last fifteen years.” He leaned a few inches closer. “But do you want to know a secret?”


All three of the kids were pale now, their gazes fixed on him like those of tiny mammals frozen in the presence of a large predator.


“It’s back.”


He reached out with his mind, brushed past the children’s meager psychic defenses as if they didn’t exist, and gave them a glimpse of what dwelled inside him. In response, the wind picked up strength, the sky darkened, and shadows gathered close around the four of them, eager and hungry.


The kids opened their mouths to scream, but nothing came out. Too terrified to produce sound, they stood there, eyes bulging, mouths gawping like fish on dry land. Greg allowed this to continue for another few seconds, reveling in their terrified astonishment, before once more closing his mind off from theirs.


The children found their voices then and shrieked as if they’d been cut to the bone. They whirled their bikes around and began pedaling away from the rec center, still screaming. Greg grinned as he watched them disappear down the street.


Once the kids were gone, the sky cleared, and the shadows that had gathered around him dispersed, but they didn’t go too far. They always remained close by, like faithful pets waiting for his next summons.


He headed back to his Lexus. The kids would tell the first trustworthy adult they found about what had happened, and it wouldn’t be long before someone—the police, most likely—showed up at the rec center to ask him some pointed questions. He’d prefer not to be there when that happened. Not that he couldn’t do the same thing to any adult that he’d done to the children, but as amusing as it had been, he had more important matters to attend to.


He got into his Lexus, put the key into the ignition, and turned the engine over. As he pulled away from the curb, he smiled.


It was good to be home.





THREE


“. . . and this hallway is where the maid has been known to appear.”


Trevor raised his digital camera, framed the hall in the viewfinder, and took two pictures. He didn’t want to take the time to review either shot right now. With any luck, at least one would turn out to be suitably spooky, and if not, well, that’s why God invented Photoshop. He would never fake a photo, but he could always darken it a bit and enhance the shadows for effect. After all, this wasn’t a scientific expedition, and it wasn’t as if he were collecting evidence. Still, the thought of doctoring the photo, even if only a little, made him feel guilty.


He turned to the woman serving as his tour guide that afternoon. She was in her mid-seventies, still very healthy, energetic, and—fortunately—quite talkative. As a writer, Trevor appreciated this last quality. The more information she gave him, the more pages he could fill in the latest book he was working on, a volume going by the working title of Insidious Inns, the follow-up to his previous book, Taverns of Terror.


“Have you ever seen her yourself?” he asked.


The woman, Anne Waymire by name, owner and operator of the Rise and Shine Bed and Breakfast in scenic Greensburg, Pennsylvania, gave him a look that said she found the question borderline insulting.


“Of course I have!”


He felt a spark of excitement at the woman’s words. He loved to listen to people’s personal encounters with the paranormal, and they always made great copy. He slipped his camera into the inner pocket of his gray suit jacket and exchanged it for a digital recorder. He’d been recording Mrs. Waymire’s accounts of the Rise and Shine’s paranormal activity for the last hour, so she was used to speaking into the machine for him, not that she’d been all that nervous to start with. He activated the device and gave Mrs. Waymire a nod to let her know it was working.


She was a tall, slender woman, wearing jeans and a blue button-down shirt with a daisy design stitched below the left shoulder. Since Mrs. Waymire stood a couple of inches taller than he, she bent over to bring her mouth closer to the recorder’s microphone. He had assured her at the beginning of his visit that the device’s mike was strong enough to pick up her voice without her bending over to talk into it, but she’d leaned over to speak anyway, and she’d continued to do so all afternoon. He was of medium height for a man, but he could be sensitive about his stature at times (almost as much as he was about his thinning hair), and while he was certain that Mrs. Waymire wasn’t bending over to point out that she was taller than he, it still made him uncomfortable.


“Now, keep in mind that when I say I’ve seen her, I’m speaking more along the lines of psychic impressions than actual visual contact.”


Trevor’s excitement gave way to disappointment as Mrs. Waymire went on.


“I can feel her presence whenever she’s around.”


He nodded with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. In his career as an author of books and articles on the paranormal, he’d been down this road too many times before. Just when he hoped he was going to hear something good, something real, the person he was interviewing began talking about “impressions,” “intuition,” and, worst of all, “feelings.” Still, he had a book to fill, and he didn’t want to hurt the woman, so he tried to keep the disappointment out of his voice as he asked her to continue.


“She feels lost and afraid, like she doesn’t know where she is or what’s happened to her.”


Not bad, he thought. It might make a nice caption to go along with the photo of the hallway. He began to get interested again. “Do you have any sense of what she looked like when she was alive?”


“Petite and pretty. Young. In her early twenties, maybe.”


“Has anyone else ever encountered her?”


Mrs. Waymire hesitated. “Well, not encountered per se, but guests often complain about how chilly it gets up here. That’s a sign of a ghost, isn’t it? Strange cold spots?”


“It’s one of the classic signs, yes. So, what’s the story behind the maid?”


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


“Did she work here when she was alive? Under what circumstances did she die? Was there anything about her death that might keep her spirit bound to this place? Some sort of trauma or maybe unfinished business of some kind?”


She gave him a strange look before answering. “I’m sure I don’t know.”


His disappointment came back full force. “Are you saying you don’t know anything about the maid?”


“I told you before, I feel her. That’s how I know she’s here. But as for being aware of any actual history . . .”


He couldn’t help sighing. He should have known better. “So, you have no real evidence that there even was a maid.”


Mrs. Waymire pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes, displeased with the implications behind his words. “My feelings are my evidence, Mr. Ward.”


“Of course they are. I didn’t mean to offend you.” He switched off the recorder and tucked it back into his suit pocket next to his camera. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Waymire. I think I’ve got all I need.”


Her righteous indignation melted away, leaving in its place confused disappointment. “But . . . but I haven’t shown you the attic yet! It’s the best part!”


He pulled his wallet from the back pocket of his pants, opened it, and removed one of his business cards. White letters on black background, the Os replaced by little white skulls: “Trevor Ward: Author of Paranormal Nonfiction.” Below that, his phone number and e-mail address. He handed the card to Mrs. Waymire and tucked his wallet away.


“I’m sorry, but I have to get going. I have another appointment in Pittsburgh at six.” Which was a lie. He wasn’t scheduled to interview his next B&B owner until eight P.M. But this stop had turned out to be so disappointing that he just wanted to end the interview and get on the road. “You have my card. Why don’t you e-mail me the details about the attic, and I’ll make sure to include them when I do your entry for the book. All right?”


“Well, OK. If you think that will work . . .”


When he saw the look of disappointment on Mrs. Waymire’s face, he couldn’t bring himself to go through with his lie. In his line of work, he met a lot of different people. Some were attention seekers who fabricated paranormal experiences, while others were mentally ill, but most were normal, everyday folks who’d seen something strange and didn’t know what to make of it. And then there were people like Mrs. Waymire, lonely folks who wanted a bit of human companionship.


“Well, I suppose I could stay a little longer,” he said.


The woman grinned. “Wonderful! And when we’re finished with the attic, maybe you’ll have time for a cup of coffee before you leave.”


He smiled. “Sounds good.”


An hour later, Trevor was on Highway 76, en route to Pittsburgh. The sky was clear and the temperature in the mid-seventies, and he drove with the windows down. He’d visited Pittsburgh before, most recently while working on Taverns of Terror. He’d been writing about the strange, weird, and downright bizarre since graduating from Bowling Green University with a bachelor’s degree in journalism, almost ten years now. First for magazines barely one step above tabloids, with names like Unexplained! and Spectral Encounters, and later in books of his own, retellings of regional ghost stories or tour guides of locations with paranormal connections. He’d come across legitimate cases of paranormal activity during his career, but unfortunately, they’d been few and far between. It was often disappointing when he interviewed owners of businesses; they saw the paranormal as another marketing tool, and they weren’t above fabricating ghost sightings to bring in trade. Mrs. Waymire had seemed genuine enough to him when he’d first contacted her by phone, and he hadn’t changed his opinion after meeting and talking with her. She hadn’t tried to con him, and that was refreshing. Besides, she made a damn fine cup of coffee.


His Prius was equipped with satellite radio, and he tuned in a classic jazz channel and cranked up the volume so he could hear the music over the sound of rushing wind. He’d quit smoking six weeks, three days, and . . . around thirteen hours ago, not that he was counting, but he wanted a cigarette then. He’d quit for health reasons—he was carrying about twenty more pounds than his doctor liked, and as high as his cholesterol and triglyceride levels were, if they’d been stocks, he’d be a wealthy man. But why should he bother to try to get healthy? After ten years of writing about the paranormal, it was becoming clear that if he ever wanted to find out what might lie beyond this world, the only way was to kick the proverbial bucket himself. Of course, he wasn’t that desperate to visit the other side, but he really wanted a smoke right then.


Between the wind gusting through the open windows and the loud jazz music, he didn’t hear his cell phone ring, which was too bad, because he’d just downloaded a new ringtone a couple of days ago, “Ghost Riders in the Sky” by Johnny Cash. He loved to hear it play, but he had his phone set to vibrate, so he turned off the radio, removed his cell from his pocket, and answered it.


“Hello?”


Silence at first, stretching on for several seconds, long enough for Trevor to think the call had been dropped. But then he heard a woman’s soft voice. “Hi, Trevor.”


He could barely hear her over the sound of the wind, but he recognized Amber’s voice. “Hold on a sec,” he told her. He put the phone in his lap so he could hold on to the steering wheel while he raised the windows, cutting off the wind noise. When the inside of the Prius was silent, he picked up the phone again.


“Sorry about that. I’m driving on the highway, and I had the windows down. It’s good to hear from you. How are you doing?”


“All right, I guess. Pretty much the same.”


“To what do I owe the honor of this call? Don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind about helping me with a book on the Lowry House.” He regretted the words as soon as he spoke them.


“You know how I feel about that.”


Amber’s voice held a trace of anger, and even though he hadn’t wanted to upset her, he was glad to hear some kind of emotion coming from her. “Yeah,” he mumbled. “Sorry.”


The Lowry House was the reason he’d gotten back in touch with her a year and a half ago. He’d gotten tired of writing articles about ghostly hitchhikers and spectral apparitions who walked up and down stairs in the middle of the night. He’d long understood that his interest in the paranormal stemmed from what had happened during his senior year in high school, when Amber, Drew, and he had entered the Lowry House the night it burned down. That something had happened—something Bad with a capital B—was a given. The problem was that none of them could remember the precise details of what had occurred.


They remembered entering the house, and they remembered fleeing from it as the flames spread, but as for what happened in between, nothing, nada, zilch. Which was why he’d decided to contact Amber. Drew, too, for that matter. The three of them had lost touch after graduation, as if they’d decided by some unspoken agreement to go their separate ways so they wouldn’t have to be reminded of that night. Or maybe because they didn’t want to be reminded of what little they did remember.


Whichever the case, the three of them hadn’t talked for more than a decade, until Trevor—who’d tried on numerous occasions to write about the Lowry House without success—had hit on the notion that if the three of them could pool what they did remember, there might be enough for an article, if not a book. And who knew? Once they started talking, more memories might surface. Enough, maybe, so they’d finally understand what had happened to them that night.


But that was what had terrified Amber so much about the idea of talking to him about the Lowry House, and since Drew hadn’t been interested in helping him, either—“Sorry, but I have a lot on my plate right now, Trevor”—the project was dead in the water. Still, he held out hope that one day, he’d remember enough about that night to write about it. Maybe then he’d be able to put it behind him and move on with his life.


Maybe.


“I got a phone call not too long ago,” Amber said. “From Greg Daniels, if you can believe it.”


For a moment, he didn’t have any idea whom she was talking about, but then it hit him. “You mean our Greg?”


He remembered that Amber had been kindasorta friends with Greg, while he and Drew . . .


Whatever his next thought was, it vanished before it could coalesce in his mind. It was as if he had walked right up to the edge of a memory, and then, poof! It was gone. Weird.


He told himself not to worry about the vanishing memory. It had been fifteen years since he’d thought about Greg Daniels, after all. The memory would return to him in time.


Right. Like your memories of what happened that night in the Lowry House.


“What did Greg want?” he asked. “To take a long-distance stroll down memory lane with you?”


“Not exactly.” Amber filled Trevor in on her conversation with Greg.


“I can see why he’d want to attend the reunion,” he said when she was finished. “I mean, it’s everyone’s fantasy to go to a high-school reunion and rub your former classmates’ collective noses in how happy and successful you’ve become. But—and correct me if I’m wrong—it sounds as if he’s got you thinking about going yourself. Not that that’s a bad thing,” he hastened to add.


“He did get me thinking,” Amber said. Her tone changed, became kind of dreamy and distant. Trevor had never heard her quite like this before, and he wondered if she was on some new kind of medication. “It would be nice to see you again. And Drew.”


“Drew’s going?”


“Not yet,” she said. “But he might, if you talked to him.”


“Don’t take this the wrong way, Amber, but going to a high-school reunion doesn’t”—he searched for the right words—“sound like your kind of thing. When did you become a fan of nostalgia?”


“I told you that I’m not interested in helping you do a book about the Lowry House. But I’ve been thinking that maybe revisiting the past, at least in some small way, might not be a bad thing. I’ve tried medicine and therapy to help me deal with the nightmares, and they haven’t done much good. The only thing I haven’t tried is going home.”


When Amber had turned down his first request to work on a Lowry House book, Trevor had decided to pay her a personal visit. It had taken some convincing to get her to agree to see him, but she did, and they met for a coffee at a Starbucks near where she lived. He’d been shocked by her appearance. She’d been so thin, so frail-looking. But what struck him even harder was the way she acted. She’d been full of energy and life in high school, but that day, she was nervous and withdrawn. He had no idea if doing something as simple as going to the reunion would help return Amber to her previous self, but if there was any chance at all that it would . . .


“All right. I’ll give Drew a call, see what he says.”


“Great!” she said, displaying a hint of enthusiasm for the first time since their conversation began. “Thank you so much, Trevor!”


“No sweat.”


They said their good-byes and disconnected. He selected Drew’s number from his cell’s contacts list but didn’t call right away. He’d been glad to hear some life in Amber’s voice when they discussed going home, but he doubted that Drew would react quite so positively to the idea. Drew had a sweet gig at a psychiatric hospital outside Chicago, and he’d made it quite clear the last time they’d spoken on the phone that he’d put the past behind him and was determined to keep it that way.


Still, he’d promised Amber.


He was about to call Drew’s number when he saw a man standing alongside the highway not too far ahead. At first, he assumed that it was someone whose car had broken down, and he thought about stopping to help. But then he realized that there was no car. The man stood by himself, with no vehicle nearby. He then assumed that the man was a hitchhiker and was less thrilled about the idea of stopping. He’d seen enough suspense movies to know that picking up hitchhikers was never a good move, and while he felt guilty for assuming the worst about a man he’d never met, he didn’t lift his foot off the pedal.


As he got closer, Trevor saw that the man was dressed in a black polo shirt and jeans. Hitchhikers should be scruffier than that, he thought. This guy looked as if he worked in an office with a corporate casual dress code—a financial advisor, maybe, or an insurance salesman, who for some strange reason had decided to take a stroll along the highway and had paused to take a rest.


Trevor’s mind flashed to a common paranormal experience people had been reporting for decades: the phantom hitchhiker. The stories varied in some details—the hitchhiker might be male or female, for example—but the basic manifestation remained the same. A ghostly apparition appeared on the side of the road, usually at night but sometimes during the day, standing deathly still, not moving, not speaking. If a traveler stopped to offer the person a ride, the ghost would get into the vehicle, saying little until they reached a certain destination, which the driver would later learn was the spot where the spirit had died or perhaps was close to the location where its body was buried. In some variations of the story, the driver would pass by the ghostly hitchhiker and find that the spirit had materialized on the passenger seat, as if determined not to be left behind.


Given what Trevor did for a living, it wasn’t uncommon for him to have ghosts on the brain, and as he began to pass the man, he told himself to forget about spectral hitchhikers, and he fixed his gaze straight ahead as he drove by.


Out of the corner of his eye, Trevor saw the man raise a hand as if in greeting, caught a glimpse of a wide grin on his face, teeth a blur of white as his car zoomed past.


He kept on driving, and although he tried to resist glancing at the rearview mirror to check out the man’s reflection, in the end, he had to look. He was not surprised to see the image of the road behind him but no sign of the man in the black shirt.


He knew there was probably a mundane explanation for the man’s disappearance, such as his having stepped away from the side of the road, but it was damned eerie, coming so close on the heels of his conversation with Amber. Even weirder was the feeling he had that the man had seemed familiar somehow. Something about the way he’d moved, and that smile of his . . .


Trevor realized then that he was still holding his cell phone. Drew’s number remained on the display screen, but he hesitated to call it. Despite Amber’s decision to return to Ash Creek, maybe she had been right when she’d balked at helping him write about that night at the Lowry House. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to go rooting around in the past.


Then again, he was a reporter. That was what he did, wasn’t it?


He made the call.





FOUR


“How have you been doing with your hands, Rick?”


Drew Pearson kept his gaze focused on his patient’s eyes. The last thing he wanted to do was make Rick feel uncomfortable by training his attention on the man’s hands. It was important to make sure patients felt respected and validated while they delivered news, good or ill, about themselves.


The man sitting across from Drew was in his early sixties, bald on top, white hair on the sides of his head trimmed so close to the scalp that pink skin was visible beneath. The lower half of his face was covered with white stubble, and his eyes were tinged an unhealthy yellow. The residents at Oak Grove Wellness Clinic were encouraged to wear regular clothes so they didn’t feel like stereotypical mental patients, but Rick Johansen had been institutionalized for a good part of his adult life, and he felt more comfortable wearing clothing that resembled hospital gowns: a loose gray T-shirt, blue sweats, and slippers.


He sat in a chair opposite Drew’s, his right leg crossed over his left, foot bouncing nervously. Drew was tempted to make a note of the nervous gesture on the pad resting on his lap, but he didn’t want to look away from him to do so.


Rick held up his hands. Each of his ten fingers was wrapped in adhesive strips, and not just on the tips. The entire length of each finger was covered with strips, making Rick’s hands look as if they belonged to a mummy swathed in flesh-colored bandages.


“I’m doing OK, I guess. I put these on this morning, and while I’ve picked at them a little, I haven’t torn any of them off.”


Drew could tell by the tone of Rick’s voice that he was lying, but even if the man hadn’t spoken, the adhesive strips would have given him away. They were all fresh—none of them dirty, none of them with edges beginning to peel away from the skin. That meant he’d put them all on just before their session. Maybe he had been picking at the strips throughout the day and scratching at the flesh beneath, prompting him to reapply them before the session. Or it could mean that he hadn’t worn any until now and had, as usual, been digging at the skin of his fingers, gouging bloody furrows in them. The only way Drew would know was if blood began to seep through the strips as they talked.


Still, he smiled and nodded. “Looks good.” He’d been working on building trust with Rick, so it was important to take the man at his word—or at least appear to.


Rick smiled, displaying teeth as yellow as his eyes, looking as pleased as a child who had been praised by a beloved adult.


Despite his age, Rick was like a child in many ways. He’d been transferred to Oak Grove several months ago, and this was Drew’s twelfth session with him. When Rick had first been assigned to his caseload, the man barely uttered a half-dozen words during a session. He’d mostly stared down at his hands, which he kept in his lap, scarred and bleeding fingers scrabbling at each other as if his hands were a pair of crabs determined to kill each other. Over the course of their sessions together, Drew had worked with Rick to gain his trust and get the man to relax in his presence. Slowly, he began speaking more, and his self-mutilating decreased. Drew was encouraged, and he had high hopes for today’s session. He thought Rick was on the verge of a breakthrough, and today might well be the day it happened.


To look at Rick now, you’d never suspect he’d killed seven people, but he’d done just that in his twenties. He’d been at a family reunion, sitting at a picnic table in the backyard with various assembled relatives. For no reason that any therapist had ever been able to determine, he had stopped eating his potato salad, stood up, walked to his father’s garden shed, picked up a sledgehammer, and caved in the skulls of seven family members. He’d also wounded three others in the process, one of whom had ended up paralyzed for life. Although he fought with an inhuman ferocity, the surviving men in the family eventually managed to restrain him. During his initial psych evaluation, he had claimed he’d heard a voice telling him to kill his family. In fact, he said he’d been hearing such voices all his life. When asked why he’d decided to listen to the voices after so many years, he’d smiled and said, “Because it made them shut up.”
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For fifteen years, Amber, Drew, and Trevoy have barely
been able to recall—let alone explain—what happened
the terrifying night they|decided to explore the old, aban-
doned Lowry House. According to local legend, the house
was cursed by a dark past and inhabited by'evil. It burst
into flames on the night of their visit, leaving the friends
traumatized and nearly dead with only vague memories of
the frightening events they had witnessed inside. Now, on
the eve of their high school reunion, they have gathered to
reopen their investigation and figure out, once and for all,
what took place that fateful night . . . before the supernat-
ural entity they escaped threatens to overtake them again.
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