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      Clouds obscured the moon in the October sky, casting Sullivan Gray deeper in shadow.

      His childhood home stood before him, several of its windows lit like welcoming beacons in the dark.

      But his homecoming would have to wait. Lowell Braddock was inside. Because of his uncle, Sully had been living like a dead man for two years He hadn’t intended to return until he’d taken Lowell out of the picture. Instead, ghosts had gotten in the way, and over the past month and a half, he’d found shelter with another current occupant of the house. His brother Dez Braddock, who had given him his life back.

      As a means to repay him, Sully had agreed to talk to their mom.

      Now here he was, crouched in the dark with his dog Pax. The spirits of his foster father and brother hovered nearby as he waited for the man who’d killed them—who’d tried to kill Sully—to leave the house.

      He didn't check the time, but it seemed like forever before the sound of an engine reached his ears. Moments later, the glow of headlights illuminated the night as a car drove away from the house, toward the grid.

      It had to be Lowell but Sully waited anyway. Fear had made him a wait-and-see guy, had turned him into somebody who watched and listened for signs, dangers and opportunities.

      Dez knew it, and he sent the sign Sully was waiting for. The text message came through with a ping: He’s gone. Give me a minute to tell Mom about you. I’ll let you know when you can come in.

      He rubbed his neck. One more person learning his secret. He’d delayed reunion with the woman who’d raised him by convincing himself he’d wanted to minimize the number of people who knew of his existence. To keep them—and himself—safe. But really, it was about trust and anger. Mara Braddock had been one of two people—the other being Lowell—who had signed the paper committing Sully to Lockwood Psychiatric Institution.

      While Sully had forgiven his mother, he wasn't sure he could ever forget.

      He expected a long wait. What he got was about two minutes.

      His phone dinged again. She wants to see you. Now.

      Sully heaved a breath. He hadn't thought through what to say. He figured much of what was about to be said would come from her. He'd never been much of a conversation-starter, and she knew it.

      As he drew nearer, a figure moved in front of the kitchen window overlooking the backyard. Dez and Mara were in there, and Mara’s eyes were fixed on the world outside. From within the lit room, she'd never be able to see into the darkness, but she was trying anyway. The expression on her face—wide eyes, lips pressed tightly together, lines showing between her brows—was read best as torturous anticipation with a side of shock.

      Sully knew he wouldn't be going anywhere else tonight. No way she’d let either of them out of her sight until she was convinced what she was about to see was true.

      Sully took one last glance behind him, hoping for an encouraging nod from his dad. But he, along with Aiden, were gone.

      The back door was unlocked, and Sully passed through into the mudroom and, from there, into the kitchen. Her eyes fixed upon him, but she didn't move or speak for an uncomfortably long time.

      “Take your hood off, bro,” Dez said, voice near a whisper, as if afraid he’d shatter the woman standing between the brothers if he spoke any louder.

      Sully had forgotten about the hood. It had become such a standard piece of his wardrobe, he felt naked and exposed without it.

      He obeyed his brother, pulling the hood down and tucking strands of long hair behind his ears.

      Only then did he get the reaction he’d expected: a gasp. Then the tears started, huge racking sobs that had Sully crossing the room and pulling his adopted mom into an embrace.

      He ducked his head so it rested against hers. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      She tried to speak, but her words couldn’t be distinguished within the choke of emotion. What she couldn't say aloud, her body said for her. Her arms were like a vice around Sully’s middle, hands drawing him in hard enough to leave bruises.

      Any anger Sully had felt coming in here evaporated like water in a desert.

      It came as no great surprise, upon looking up, to find Dez crying too. The guy was a water faucet, turning on and off at a moment’s notice. Sully offered him a smile, one he found returned. This was okay. It really was.

      Better than okay. It felt right.

      At last, Mara pulled away, far enough to meet Sully’s eyes and study his face and body. Her mouth opened, but her lower lip quivered, and she held up a finger, before moving off to grab the tissue box atop the fridge. Two solid nose-blows later, she managed her first coherent word.

      “Why?”

      A one-word question with a long, complicated answer Sully was unable to provide in full. As with Dez, generalities would have to be enough.

      “I was scared. After Lockwood, I needed to get away. And I had to make sure no one could ever make me go back there or hurt the people I love to get to me. The only real escape was making the world believe I was dead.”

      She opened her mouth as if to answer, but closed it almost immediately. Sully watched the thoughts play out across her face, thought he could sense the moment she came up with the answer on her own.

      “I guess I can understand why you didn't trust me. I can't blame you. If I were in your shoes, I’d feel exactly the same. You need to understand, leaving you there almost killed me. Visiting you, seeing what was happening to you, it shattered my soul. I've never gotten over it, Sully. And I’ve never tried to. As far as I'm concerned, I deserve that for what I helped put you through. So it makes total sense for you to feel you had to hide from me. The people you were supposed to be able to trust the most betrayed you in the worst way.”

      “You didn’t know. You were trying to help me. I understand.”

      “But we didn’t. We allowed you to be in a place where you were hurt, where you were traumatized. I know what those men did to you. Dez told me after you… left us. I’ve never said this, but I seriously questioned whether I could live, knowing what I’d done. For a time back then, the only thing keeping me from following through was knowing what I would be putting my other son through. Dez has seen far too much loss in his life. I couldn’t be one more loss for him. I couldn’t turn him into the last living member of the family he grew up with. Anyway, I considered it penance, having to live with this on my conscience.”

      “I forgave you,” Sully said. “You, Dez, Eva, Ara, you guys were the only reason I stayed sane. You kept me alive in there. You need to know that.”

      Mara tossed out the tissue she’d been clutching, then returned to Sully and drew him back into her arms. “You’ve always been far too forgiving, kid.”

      He hugged her back. “Not about everything.”
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        * * *

      

      The three of them stayed up talking long into the night, until Dez nodded off on the sofa.

      As expected, Mara insisted they stay over—a request Sully was happy to oblige. He slept in his old bedroom, Pax snoring softly next to him on the floor.

      Morning came quickly, light streaming through his window, revealing a room Mara hadn’t touched since Sully had last left it. It also revealed Dez, sitting on the end of the bed, tapping away at a game on his phone.

      “How long you been sitting there?” Sully asked.

      Dez looked up and grinned. “Either my ninja skills are improving, or you were really tired. I don’t usually manage to sneak up on you.”

      Sully smiled back. “I was really tired. Sorry. A guy your size is never going to be ninja material.”

      Dez returned his gaze to his phone, suggesting whatever conversation was coming was going to be about something other than the weather.

      “Thank you,” he said. “For doing this, I mean. It means a lot to Mom. And to me. I know it wasn’t easy for you.”

      “I needed it too.” Sully scanned the bedspread as he formed thought into words. “I thought I was angry at her. But seeing her, seeing what she’d gone through because of all this, it wiped all of that out.”

      Sully looked up to find Dez’s eyes on him and a question on his lips. “What about Lowell?”

      Sully dragged himself to sitting, propping his back against the headboard, maintaining focus on his brother’s face. “What about him?”

      “Think you might be able to forgive him eventually?”

      “That’s different.”

      “Why? I mean, he’s not immediate family or anything, but he was a big part of us growing up. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve never stopped being pissed at him over the whole Lockwood thing. But I’m tired of being angry, Sull. Aren’t you?”

      “It’s not just anger.”

      “Fear? He’s not going to send you back. I won’t let him. Hell, you won’t let him.”

      “Newsflash: You didn’t let him the last time. He still did it. Like I told Mom last night, no one—not even anyone else in our family—can know I’m still alive. No one. You can’t tell him, Dez.”

      “I know. I wasn’t going to. If anyone’s going to tell him, it will be you, okay? But, Jesus, man, you’re going to have to deal with this eventually. You know you can’t live like this forever.”

      That was a fact. But what he didn’t know—couldn’t know—was Sully had every intention of ensuring this didn’t continue forever.

      Lowell would face justice for his crimes. He would to find a way to make it happen.
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      “Have I got a job for you.” Lachlan Fields’s voice filling the earpiece made for an internal groan for Dez.

      Seven words. Seven too many for Dez when it came to listening to his boss. The man sounded cheerful; as the characteristic wasn’t often found on Lachlan’s emotional spectrum, he would likely follow the words with a heavy dose of sarcasm or really bad news.

      Dez held the phone in his hand, but didn’t say anything. He’d wait this out. Anything else was unlikely to end well.

      “Braddock?”

      “I’m here. What?”

      “Mite testy, are we?”

      Dez drew in a long breath and released it slowly. It wouldn’t do to blow at Lachlan. First off, the man signed his pay checks and had given him his first job after well over a year of unemployment. Second, it wasn’t a fight Dez was likely to win; nobody who battled wits with Lachlan came out whole again. “I’m fine. What’s going on?”

      “You don’t mind ghosts, right?”

      Dez hated ghosts. He hated the fact they existed. He hated the fact he couldn’t see them, and he’d hate it if he could see them. He hated that Sully had to see them. Most of all, he hated knowing another world overlapped his own, one which he had no control over.

      Yes, Dez minded ghosts very much. And Lachlan knew it.

      “You’re not about to send me on some case with a ghost, are you?”

      “Not specifically, no.”

      Dez bit back the response he really wanted to give. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You know Hollow Road?”

      “You mean the haunted one north of the city that used to go to Loons Hollow?”

      “Still does. There’s just not much left of Loons Hollow to get to.”

      “I know that. What are you getting at?”

      “Nothing. Christ, Braddock. Kind of bitchy today, huh?”

      “Why are you in such a good mood?”

      “I went to see my doctor, and he said my concussion’s healed enough that I can return to some light work. That means you, your brother and I get to work a job together.”

      The words “get to” made it sound like an opportunity rather than an impending nightmare. No doubt Lachlan was screwing with him.

      Even so, Dez had plenty to be grateful for where his boss was concerned. But for Lachlan’s information pointing him in the right direction, Dez might never have saved Sully from the Dules.

      “Glad to hear you’re on the mend,” Dez said.

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Just tell me about the job.”

      Lachlan’s laugh contained its usual sarcastic glee. “Missing persons file. Bank employee disappeared almost thirty years ago. A massive search was done, but only his car was ever found—parked on the road leading to Loons Hollow. You’re too young to remember, but the case made the news for a good long while. Lonnie Debenham was his name. He left his wife and kids at home one day, got in his car and drove right off the radar. Never found him. Plenty of chatter about the case came from both in and out of the Kimotan Rapids Police Department back then. Some people thought he might have been kidnapped as a means to get his rich father to pay a hefty ransom. Some believed he ran off with another woman. Some suggested he killed himself. And some said—you’re gonna love this part—he became one of Florence’s victims.”

      “Florence? You mean Faceless Flo?”

      “The very same.”

      Dez snorted, his best attempt at pretending Lachlan hadn’t just succeeded in creeping him out. “Come on. That legend is just a bunch of crap.”

      “Hey, you’re the one with a brother who sees the dead. I think we should take him out there, see if he can find Lonnie. If we can’t, maybe we find her instead.”

      “Look, before you go too far down the path of trying to scare the bejeezus out of me, could we talk about the actual missing person case? You mentioned some other possibilities there.”

      “I did,” Lachlan said. “But no one ever came forward demanding ransom.”

      “Maybe they ended up killing him before they could make the demand.”

      “In my experience, kidnappers don’t concern themselves with the state of their victim when they’re making ransom demands. I’ve heard of cases where families have paid up and only later discovered their loved one had been killed pretty much right off the hop. Kidnapping is not honest men’s work, and it’s dangerous work besides.”

      “Okay, fine. So if police ruled that out, I’m thinking the ‘other woman’ theory might be the way to go.”

      “It might be. That’s still up in the air. Family swears up and down it’s not a possibility though. They say he was devoted to his wife and kids.”

      “So is the family suggesting he was done in by a ghost?”

      “No, they don’t believe all that either,” Lachlan said. “All they really know for sure is Lonnie didn’t come home, and they want to know why. I was called by his wife Carlene. She wants to meet with me, and as I’m not supposed to drive yet….”

      “Right. That’s why you’re calling me. I’m your wheels.”

      “You’re my associate. Come and pick me up, and we’ll go meet with her. Hey, worst thing that happens is you learn a thing or two from a pro.”

      Actually, the worst thing that could happen was Lachlan humiliating him in front of their new client, and then sending him off on a ghost hunt. But Dez knew some things were best kept to himself.

      “Okay, I’ll be right there.”
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        * * *

      

      Carlene Debenham lived in a large house in the North Bank district, close enough to Lachlan’s that a cab ride would've been relatively cheap.

      There was more to Lachlan’s bid to have Dez on board than a free ride in a not-so-fancy car. Dez suspected it was his brother.

      “You didn’t bring the psychic,” Lachlan observed upon climbing into the passenger seat of Dez’s SUV.

      “I left him at Mom’s. I didn’t think he should be out meeting the general public. You know, since he’s supposed to be dead and all.”

      Lachlan tapped the side of his head, a motion that was supposed to show he was in the know. The movement and its accompanying expression contained a measure of humour. Dez didn’t think it suited Lachlan any more than the grin that wafted across his face as they approached their new client’s address.

      “I’ll do the talking,” Lachlan said as Dez pulled up to a three-storey Victorian mansion in one of the city’s oldest and most sought-after neighbourhoods.

      “You always do,” Dez muttered as his boss climbed out of the car.

      If Lachlan heard, he gave no indication. Dez followed the older man to the home’s front porch.

      Carlene had clearly been waiting, the door opening almost immediately upon Lachlan’s knock.

      “Thank you for coming so quickly,” she said. “Come in.”

      She was likely close to fifty-five or sixty, but her features, combined with impeccable makeup, made her look nearer to her mid-forties. Her hair was pale enough that the greys showing through could have been taken for highlights, and she'd retained the kind of figure that many twenty-year-old girls strived for.

      The house, too, was immaculate, decorated in a style that accentuated its history and architecture. This was a woman who took pride in appearance. Dez could only imagine how she would've been impacted by the perception her husband had left her.

      She led them into a sunroom overlooking the back garden, and Dez gingerly lowered himself into one of the wicker chairs. Thankfully, it held, and he allowed himself to settle back against it despite some dangerous creaking.

      Carlene had already laid out a teapot and several cups. Dez wasn't much of a tea drinker, but he knew Lachlan was as soon as his boss commented on the scent emanating from the pot.

      “Rooibos,” he said. “Among my favourites.”

      Lachlan hadn't bothered with an introduction, so Dez extended a hand as the woman’s eyes drifted over to him.

      “Dez Braddock,” he said. “I work with Lachlan.”

      “It's a pleasure,” Carlene said. Her lips turned up at one corner, and one eyebrow lifted slightly. A pleasure indeed.

      Dez shifted in his chair, regretting it immediately as it protested beneath him.

      Blessedly, Lachlan had more on his mind than humiliating his new employee. “You told me you wanted us to look into your husband's disappearance?”

      Carlene’s attention returned to Lachlan. “Are you familiar with the details at all?”

      “Sure am,” he said. “I had a small hand in it back then. Would've played a bigger role, but it was bundled off to Major Crimes pretty quick. Didn't stop me from doing a little digging on my own, but nothing ever came of it. One thing is for sure: the police ruled out kidnapping as a likely cause. What do you think happened to him?”

      “If I knew, I wouldn't have called you.”

      “But you must have some suspicions. All these years, you must've thought about it an awful lot.”

      “I try not to. But you're right. Something like that, you don't just stop thinking about. It never got me anywhere but anxious.”

      “Some people said he took off to be with another woman. Did you think that?”

      “I don't see how. It may sound trite, but we really were happy. He loved me, he loved the kids, we had a great relationship with his family. He even liked his job.”

      “How was your sex life?”

      Dez’s head snapped to the side so fast, his neck cracked. “Jesus, Lachlan.”

      “It’s a valid question. A lot of men start looking for something on the side if they feel they're lacking it at home.”

      “Yeah, but you don’t just—”

      “It’s all right,” Carlene said. “I don't mind the question. Our love life was very healthy. He certainly had no complaints in that department.”

      Once again, her gaze fell on Dez. He fought the urge to squirm.

      “And you?” Lachlan asked her. “You never went looking for something else at any point?”

      “I’m a one-man kind of girl. When I married him, it was forever. I never cheated, and I’m certain he didn’t either.”

      “What do you think happened then?”

      “I have one theory, but it’s nothing more than that—and it’s not one I’ve ever voiced to anyone outside the family. You're the one I’m hoping will find the real answers.”

      “Humour me. What’s your theory?”

      “I'm concerned he went off somewhere to kill himself. I told you he was happy in his life, and he was—at least until the end. Before Lonnie disappeared, he changed. It started after he came home one night, absolutely despondent. He went straight into the bathroom and vomited, and then stayed in the shower for more than an hour. I'm sure I could hear him crying, but by the time he came out, he was his usual self, like nothing had ever happened. I asked him about it anyway, and he said it was nothing I had to worry about, that he’d had a bad day at work. He said it was all better now that he was home.

      “Only it wasn’t. He changed after that, became quieter, more withdrawn. We used to laugh together about the stupidest things. A week went by before I realized I hadn't heard him laugh once. Things improved a little after that, but not by much. He disappeared not long after. They found his car on that road in the middle of nowhere. I’m worried it might be he bought a gun somewhere and went out into the woods where no one would find him.”

      “How much time passed between that first night and his disappearance?” Lachlan asked.

      “I couldn’t tell you exactly, but I think it was probably about two months. He was doing better by then at putting on a good front for the kids, but I could see through him. It worried me. The police at the time suggested suicide as a possibility, but I didn’t want to believe it. I couldn't think of him doing that to the kids or to me. But then the police started talking about the possibility he was having an affair, and that seemed so wrong. I guess I don't know what to think. Hopefully you can find out the truth.”

      “Thirty years is a long time. It gets pretty hard to find clues when that much time has passed. If no one found a body or any other evidence back then, it’s going to be an uphill battle now.”

      “I asked around and was told you're the best. I thought if anybody could find out, it would be you.”

      Lachlan’s chair complained as he sat up straighter and puffed out his chest a little. Dez resisted an eye roll.

      “I’ll do what I can,” Lachlan said. “But one question first. Why now? Why after thirty years did you decide you needed these answers?”

      “It’s never sat right with me, not knowing,” she said. “But it’s not just for me. It's Lonnie’s dad. He’s dying. He was diagnosed with cancer last month, and he's got, at best, two more months. He wants to know, but he didn't like the idea of going to a private investigator. He said it's a pride thing, but I think it's also the money. He and his wife had a beautiful property in The Forks. They sunk a lot of money into it. After the flood four years ago, they discovered their insurance policy didn't cover natural disasters. They lost a lot and have been getting by on his retirement pension and a few other investments. Thomas and Rose live a comfortable enough life, but that's only because they're careful. I don't think they have the money for a private investigator.”

      “You do, though. Did you ever get any insurance from Lonnie’s policy?”

      “The house was bought and paid for by his parents as a wedding gift for us, and everything else I pay for through my own job at the bank. I’m a financial advisor. As for Lonnie’s policy, because he was never found, we've never had confirmation of death. I talked to his parents once about putting in some paperwork to have him officially declared dead. That way we could get the insurance, and that would've helped them out some. They weren't beneficiaries, but I would've given them some money. Only they didn't want to. I accepted long ago that Lonnie was gone. His parents never could. They always hoped he'd walk through the door one day.”

      “If they’re in that kind of denial, why would they want to know now?”

      “Because Thomas is scared to die. He's always been scared of dying. I think the possibility of Lonnie being there to greet him might make things a little easier for him. That's what I hope anyway. As for Rose, if we can prove Lonnie is dead, the insurance money would help her live more comfortably after her husband's gone. He was the president and CEO of the bank where Lonnie worked, but his benefits run out upon his death. The cancer treatments aren’t helping, either. Rose was a housewife. All she'll be left with is what's in the bank account, and I'm not sure it's all that much anymore.”

      “Of course, you stand to benefit too. Quite a bit, I should think.”

      “That’s not what this is about.”

      “I’m going to have to ask questions, and some of them are going to be pretty uncomfortable. Are you prepared for that?”

      “If it means finally being able to lay my husband to rest, then yes, I am.”

      “And if we find him alive?”

      “I can’t imagine you will, but I want the truth. Whatever it is.”

      “And you’re aware of my rates?”

      “I am, and I’m prepared to pay them.”

      “All right.” Lachlan extended a hand. “Then we have a deal.”

      Carlene reached out, wrapping Lachlan’s fingers in a grip that made his eyebrows raise.

      “We have a deal.”
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        * * *

      

      Back in the SUV, Dez prepared for ribbing over Carlene’s flirtations, but Lachlan was all-business.

      “I’m going to talk to an old friend over at the KRPD, see if I can get my hands on the Debenham file. I made my own version of it back in the day, but it’s not official and doesn’t contain everything. Mine is in my storage container, and I’d like to head over there, have a look at it.”

      “So I’m playing chauffeur duty again, is what you’re telling me?”

      Once he’d finished buckling up, Dez found himself faced with Lachlan’s powerful glare.

      “Holy hell, kid, I don’t pay you to drive a car around all day, do I? Drop me off at home and go get your brother. I want the two of you to head out to Loons Hollow.”

      “What are we supposed to be searching for out there, exactly?”

      “I think suicide is a distinct possibility, but so is the affair. I know what the wife said, but no woman ever wants to believe her spouse was getting his rocks off with another woman. A couple things about Loons Hollow: No one much goes up there anymore. It’s too far removed from the city for the majority of our criminal types to set up shop. Mostly two kinds of people use it—ghost hunters and people wanting somewhere interesting to hook up.”

      “Someone with Lonnie’s money would have been more likely to use a hotel, no?” He glanced into the rearview mirror at the receding house.

      “Sure, but don’t forget, he was in his early twenties when he went missing. Could be he was interested in something a little more adventurous than the Hyatt.” Lachlan silenced the sudden beeping of the notification system by finally putting on his seatbelt. “And there’s another thing. One of the tips that came in suggested Lonnie had been seen up that way. It was the kind of tip police didn’t typically look into back then. Probably still don’t.”

      “What kind of tip is that?”

      “It was from someone claiming to be psychic,” Lachlan said. “Someone who thought they’d seen Lonnie’s ghost near Loons Hollow. Whole thing seemed so ludicrous, no one really bothered to do much checking, but I followed up in my own time.”

      “And?”

      “Didn’t find anything.”

      “But now you think we will?”

      “I think if there’s something to it, maybe your brother will have a good chance at spotting it. Like I said, I’ll check my file and see if there’s anything more on the official police file, once I get my hands on it.” He stared out his window. “Maybe there are some better leads to follow than this whole ghost-in-the-woods thing. But, at the moment, one lead’s as good as another. Just wanting to cover our bases.”

      At a light, Dez studied Lachlan a long moment, so long his boss turned to him with raised eyebrows. “Something on your mind, junior?”

      “Sorry. I was thinking. Those ghosts Sully saw attached to you when he first met you—the guy in the suit and the woman with the baby—I thought you’d be gung-ho to go solve those since you’re back on the job.”

      “Oh, that’s next on my list,” Lachlan said. “But this is a paying job, and those come first. Anyway, this one’s always stuck in my craw too. If I can get to the bottom of it, I’ll be pretty damn pleased. Finding Lonnie Debenham would be the Kimotan Rapids version of solving the Amelia Earhart mystery. And I’m all set for takeoff on that.”

      Lachlan paused, and it took a few seconds for Dez to clue into his boss’s pun.

      “That’s… kind of a shitty joke,” Dez said.

      Lachlan chuckled as if Dez had been the one trying to be witty. “You’re a real stick in the mud, you know that? Now, listen, if your brother sees Lonnie out there, you call me right away, you hear me?”

      “I hear you.”

      “Good. Oh, and Braddock. If you happen to see Faceless Flo out there, don’t let your brother stick around to talk, huh? They say anyone who comes face to face with her—so to speak—disappears forever.”

      Dez shuddered, his mouth inadvertently forming a grimace. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
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      It was surreal being back here.

      So much about the house had remained the same. The furniture and decor were exactly as Sully remembered. No rooms had been repurposed. Flynn Braddock’s office was just as he’d left it on the day he died.

      It was as if no time had passed, as if nothing had changed.

      But everything had. Everything that mattered.

      This family—the one that had taken Sully in when he was a frightened and isolated seven-year-old foster kid—had been ripped apart by tragedy. Half of the original family unit—the one that existed before Sully—was dead, the victims of murder. The others were left to pick up the pieces.

      There was pain in this house, but there was also happiness. Sully had had his first taste of it here, his first glimpse of safety, of understanding and acceptance. Everywhere he looked, a memory waited, each one containing a sense of love and peace he was convinced he would never have found but for his having lived here. Sully loved this house, and he loved even more the people who’d made it a home.

      As he walked through each of the rooms, the resulting memories were tinged with sadness and anger. The murders of his father and Aiden were senseless.

      Sully slammed his palm against the doorframe of his father’s office as he left it, grateful his mother Mara wasn’t home to see it. There were explanations he couldn’t give. Not yet anyway.

      More than two years had passed since Lowell killed his brother Flynn and had almost killed Sully. During that time, he had likely grown comfortable. A detail Sully could use to his benefit. He’d spent too long in hiding. He was tired of it. Why should he have to remain invisible while Lowell walked around as if he’d done nothing wrong?

      Lowell was a rich man, and his wealth had afforded him some measure of protection. Sully had always felt helpless in the face of it, imprisoned by the knowledge no one would believe an unemployed ex-bartender over the respected head of one of the country’s leading pharmaceutical companies.

      But life had thrown him a bone last month. Justice Prescott Montague had tried to worm his way out of criminal charges by offering police a chance at bringing down a circle of powerful men who were apparently involved in something less than respectable. One of those men, he’d told police, was Lowell Braddock.

      With Montague in custody, Sully could do little. No way could he just walk into the remand centre and demand an interview with the man.

      But maybe there was another option.

      Sully retrieved his phone from the kitchen, where he’d plugged it in next to the stove. He selected Sergeant Forbes Raynor’s cellphone number. The man let it ring four times before answering, presumably moving to a “safe” location. Sully gritted his teeth. The Major Crime detective really got under his skin, but he had benefits.

      “Why are you calling me?”

      “Hello to you too,” Sully said. “I wanted to ask you about what the judge said. He mentioned something about Lowell. I need to talk to him.”

      “There are two very good reasons why you can’t talk to him. One, he’s the suspect in a murder investigation, and he’s also on the hook for trying to kill your brother. And two, as I remember it, you’re supposed to be dead. The dead don’t talk to other people. Well, except you, apparently.”

      “You had no problem with me confronting Montague at his place last month.”

      “I didn’t tell you to confront him,” Forbes corrected. “I asked you to keep an eye on him. You took it and ran with it—and you almost landed in your grave because of it. Now you want to have a conversation with the man?”

      “He has something on Lowell, and I need to know what it is. You need to find out, too, don’t you? Or have you asked around?”

      “Sure, I’ve asked around. By all accounts, Lowell Braddock is the epitome of style and class, and he’s generous with his chequebook. You don’t make a lot of enemies when you’re willing to scribble out a cheque at a moment’s notice. Anyway, for all I know, that talk of Montague’s was just a way to try to get himself off the hook.”

      “It’s more than that, and you know it. Look, I’m not going to get myself killed, all right? I just want to talk to him, see if I can get anything out of him.”

      Forbes blew out a heavy breath. “I guess there isn’t any way I can stop you. You already know where he lives.”

      “He’s not in custody?”

      “He was released pretty quick afterward. Don’t you watch the news? It was all over it for a solid week. The media crams into the courtroom like sardines every time his case comes up. You’ll be lucky if there aren’t three news vans parked outside his house right now.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Sully said. “Is his phone number the same?”

      “Nope, he changed it way back. Someone got hold of his old number and shared it with a couple of reporters. Took him about three minutes to get himself a new one and, no, I’m not giving it to you. His lawyer has already been asking questions, wondering if one of us gave it up. You’re on your own. Now, I’m busy, so if there’s nothing else…?”

      He wasn’t really asking for permission to hang up; his tone suggested it took a great deal of self-control not to tell Sully to get stuffed.

      Forbes disconnected the call, leaving Sully to puzzle out a next move. If he was going to approach the judge, it would have to be under the cover of darkness, so as not to be seen by either Montague or any witnesses. How he was going to get into the house was only the first problem; many more mounted behind it.

      He was distracted by his phone ringing in his hand. The tone was the one he’d set for Dez.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey, Sull. I need your help with something. I’m on my way to get you.”

      “I take it Lachlan’s case comes with a ghost problem?”

      “No idea. But if you see our missing guy, that will answer one of our questions. We’ll know Lonnie Debenham didn’t kill himself.”
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        * * *

      

      It took all of three seconds upon sliding into Dez’s passenger seat for Sully to gauge his brother’s mood. He was a bundle of nerves, and the explanation he provided answered Sully’s unasked question.

      “Lachlan said there’s a decent possibility Debenham died around Loons Hollow.”

      Sully felt his eyebrows crawling up his forehead. “Loons Hollow? It’s like life keeps throwing you into these cases.”

      Dez reached back to scratch Pax’s ears. “Ones with ghosts attached, you mean? Correction, dear brother. Ninety per cent of the time, it’s you who keeps throwing me into these cases. This time, I can blame Lachlan instead.”

      “Hollow Road has that story connected with it.”

      “Faceless Flo?” Dez said as he turned his SUV around in the yard and started back down the road. “You don’t have to remind me. I went out there once, in high school with some friends. I told you about it, I think.”

      “I remember. You didn’t want to look like a wuss.”

      “Big mistake. I damn near crapped my pants. Those losers knew I was terrified of ghosts, so Kurt Iggleston waited out there, dressed up in a white dress and a wig, and jumped out at me.”

      “You punched him in the face, didn’t you?”

      Dez grimaced. “Busted his nose. Didn’t mean to. But the jerk kinda had it coming. You ever go out there?”

      “Never. I had enough ghosts to deal with. And given this one has a reputation for making bad things happen to guys, I figured it was best to avoid it. Anyway, I had enough scary stuff to deal with. I wasn’t about to go looking for more.”

      “Fair point. Why are we going out there again?”

      “I don’t know. You haven’t really told me.”

      Sully listened as Dez filled him in on what Lonnie Debenham’s wife had said and what Lachlan told him about the investigation at the time.

      “And there’s something else,” Dez said. “Some so-called psychic came forward back then, saying they’d seen Lonnie’s ghost around Loons Hollow. Police thought the whole thing was crackers, so they didn’t bother to check into it. But Lachlan did. He didn’t come up with anything. Of course, he doesn’t have your particular skill set.”

      “So that’s why I’m coming along—as your token psychic,” Sully quipped.

      “Sure, that. And the fact I could use some backup if Faceless Flo comes at me.”

      Dez had spoken through a smirk, but Sully could see the uncertainty in the expression, the anxiety it attempted to conceal.

      They fell quiet, and Sully put it down to Dez’s fear of ghosts that he hadn’t yet asked whether Sully had found Aiden last night. Part of the reason for returning to the acreage, after all, had been to seek answers from the ghost of Dez’s little brother, drowned at age five in the river that ran behind the property.

      Sully had found Aiden. He’d also found Flynn. But he hadn’t received any answers from them. He didn’t need to. Sully already knew exactly what had happened to them.

      The problem wasn’t one of finding more information to provide Dez; it was how best to keep that information from him. Sully didn’t think his mercurial brother was equipped to handle some truths. He would never be able to live with it if Dez confronted Lowell and met the same end as his father.

      One strange benefit to Dez’s being forced to go off in search of a ghost was his resulting anxiety. Dez would have a hard time seeing through that long enough to go back to thoughts of Aiden.

      By the time they reached the turnoff to Hollow Road, Sully knew the topic of Aiden had been officially placed on Dez’s back burner.

      “It doesn’t look like much yet, does it?” Dez said.

      True enough, the road was nothing more than a gravel path, not even a sign to mark it. Northwest of the city, it started off bordered by fields, the expanse of farmland revealing nothing about this road’s dark reputation.

      But, in the distance, a long wall of trees awaited them. Five minutes would take them from sunlight into shadow.

      Dez slipped back into silence, and Sully could almost hear his mental gears turning.

      “It could be Flo is nothing more than a stupid ghost story,” Sully said. “I mean, has anyone reliable actually seen her?”

      “There were those disappearances, though.”

      “It’s the middle of the woods, Dez. People get lost in the woods all the time, especially around here. There are no marked paths like at Winteredge. It would be pretty easy for someone to wander off and never come out again. Could be an animal got them, or they died of exposure to the cold. For a lot of people, it’s more fun to blame a ghost.”

      “Not for me,” Dez said.

      There was no denying that truth.

      And there was no denying the one that revealed itself to Sully less than two minutes after they passed the tree line.

      A flash of white caught his eye first, snapped his gaze to the right, out his window. For a second he saw it—the figure of a woman standing within the shadow of a tree, a long, pale dress flowing around her.

      A heartbeat. Not long enough to make out any detail. The one thing he thought he could swear to was that she didn’t have a face.

      Sully swivelled in his seat as Dez sped past, going too fast for a gravel road. Sully uttered a curse word, drawing Dez’s attention to him.

      “Jesus Christ, what?” Dez yelped, voice significantly higher than was natural for him.

      “I think I just saw….”

      “No. Don’t you say it.”

      “Sorry, but I did. There was a woman standing under a tree. She was wearing a long, white dress. I didn’t see a face.”

      “You didn’t see one, or she didn’t have one?”

      Sully turned to Dez, trying for a comforting smile and failing miserably. “Uh, the last one. Sorry.”

      “Sully, you’d damn well better not be trying to scare me, or I will pull you out of this vehicle and beat your ass.”

      “I wouldn’t joke about that, Dez. You know that. Maybe we should go back.”

      “No. No, we are not going back. We are here looking for a missing man, not some creepy ass, murderous ghost with no face. You hear me? Jesus Christ, I can’t believe it’s real.”

      “You already seemed to think it was real.”

      “No, I was afraid it was real. Now I know for sure, and let me tell you, that does not sit well with me. We are not going back. You are not going back. You got that?”

      “Hey, Dez? You want to slow down a bit?”

      “I am trying to get us as far away as fast as humanly possible from that woman.”

      “Sure, but if you roll your SUV, you realize we’re going to be like sitting ducks for her, right?”

      The engine’s rev died back a bit as Dez’s foot eased off the gas. “This sucks, man. I’m going to kill Lachlan. How can you sit there all calm after seeing something like that?”

      “I guess I’ve gotten used to it.”

      “The no face thing, though? Or did you mean she was so badly injured that her face was gone?”

      “No, I meant she had no face. There was nothing there. It was like this big black shadow under her hair, like—”

      “Okay, okay, I’m sorry I asked. Stop talking about it, all right? Let’s just get to Loons Hollow. And I swear, man, if you or Pax take off on me, I’m going to leave your asses there and go home by myself.”

      Sully managed a laugh he hoped would help to calm Dez. “I won’t take off on you. Promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Going by the memory of his mother’s stories, Sully recalled the town of Loons Hollow had been established around the same time as Kimotan Rapids. Back in the late eighteen hundreds, it was a booming community, full of businesses, families and enough shared wealth to make it a comfortable place to live and work.

      The coming of the railway had brought great change; unfortunately for Loons Hollow, the change was not a welcome one.

      Given Loons Hollow and Kimotan Rapids were so close together, railroad officials were left to choose between them when it came time to establishing a new station. KR, larger by a hair and boasting a new hotel and the first moving picture theatre in the area, won the bid.

      Over the course of several decades, Loons Hollow died a slow and painful death as its residents sought their fortunes elsewhere. The World Wars further decimated what remained of its population.

      Some residents stayed as late as the nineteen fifties, the stubborn ones whose memories stretched back to a more prosperous time, when the town was the place families moved to rather than away from.

      Eventually, the final resident died, and the community became a ghost town.

      As the forest opened to reveal the townsite, Sully could see for himself what was left of the once-vibrant community. Trees and “No Trespassing” signs had sprouted within the ruins, giving the place the feel of a zombie film. The remaining buildings stood sad, empty and broken, paint long since peeled away, windows shattered, many walls either collapsing or spray painted.

      The town once held as many as five thousand residents. Given what little remained, Sully assumed the forest had swallowed many of the buildings and other structures, leaving just this central piece at the end of Hollow Road.

      “Bloody creepy,” Dez said. “See anyone yet?”

      “Nothing yet,” Sully said. “We’ll probably have to get out and look around. You up for a walk?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      Sully led the way, leaving the vehicle first and opening the door so Pax could join him. Dez gained his side a moment later, snagging Sully’s arm as he started toward the first of the buildings on the main thoroughfare.

      “There’s no chance she followed us here, is there?”

      Knowing exactly who Dez meant, Sully scanned the area as best he could, given the number of trees. “I don’t see her.”

      “But that doesn’t mean she’s not out there somewhere, does it?”

      Sully shrugged, an honest response he knew would do nothing to soothe Dez’s anxiety.

      The two of them, with Pax trotting along at Sully’s side, set off to explore the town.
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      Dez’s eyes dropped to the floor at the sound of a creak from beneath him.

      They’d stepped into the front room of what might have been a main street store. Dez wasn’t sure what worried him more: the chance of finding a ghost or the possibility of falling through the rickety wooden floor. Given his size—six-foot-six and a frame stacked with muscle—if one of them was going down, it was bound to be him.

      “I don’t know about this,” he said.

      Sully’s gaze shifted from Dez to the floor. “Yeah, maybe you should stay by the door.”

      “You’re not leaving me here by myself.”

      Sully laughed. “Nothing’s going to get you, all right? I’ll be able to sense if something’s around.”

      “You sure? What if she moves fast?”

      “Dez.”

      “All right, just make it quick. And watch your step. It wasn’t so long ago we got trapped in a cave. I might actually prefer that to being stuck in a ghost town, especially one by a haunted road.”

      He backed up a couple steps, keeping his back to the doorframe while Sully crept forward with Pax to explore the building. From here, Dez had a good view of the street from the open door and through the large multi-pane window, most of the glass long-since smashed out. A large tree had sprouted in the middle of the street, and smaller ones were well on their way. Grass and weeds had overtaken the pavement outside, so that the street was more green than grey. What remained of the surrounding buildings made it hard to imagine what they must have looked like in their prime.

      He knew this must have once been a bustling street, but for the life of him, he couldn’t picture it.

      Any attempt to try to catch a glimpse into the past was interrupted by evidence of the present.

      More specifically, the sight of a woman emerging from a building down the street on the opposite side.

      “Hey, Sull?” When there was no answer, Dez tried again, louder this time. “Sully?”

      His brother’s head poked past a doorway toward the end of the long shop. “What?”

      “There’s a woman down the street.”

      Sully and Pax approached him. “The woman from earlier?”

      “No, this one’s dressed pretty modern. You see her?”

      Sully peered out the door next to Dez, then immediately put his hood up, concealing his face. “Yeah, I see her…. Hey, Dez, that kind of looks like….”

      The tone in Sully’s voice had Dez ducking to try to get see his brother’s eyes. “What’s wrong? If I was talking to anyone other than you, I’d say you looked like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

      He’d been trying for a joke. Sully wasn’t laughing.

      “Okay,” Dez said. “Who is it? Is it something I should be worried about?”

      “I think it’s Ara.”

      Dez turned toward the woman, catching the back of her as she disappeared inside another building. “Ara? You mean Takara Watanabe?”

      The hood nodded, but no verbal response followed.

      “I take it you’re not planning on talking to her?” Dez asked.

      “I can’t. She never knew about me to start with—about what I can do, I mean. How am I supposed to explain everything else?”

      “Maybe you should have trusted her in the first place.”

      “It wasn’t that,” Sully said. “I did trust her. I just wanted one normal, good thing in my life, someone who didn’t know how weird I am.”

      Dez smacked Sully on the back of the head. “First off, you’re not weird. Second, you do realize she’s a practicing Wiccan, right? Or at least she was back then. It’s not like she’s Miss Apple Pie or anything.”

      For some reason, that’s what drew the laugh from Sully. “Miss Apple Pie?”

      “Hey, I’m hungry. Listen, I’ll go talk to her. Maybe it’s not even her.”

      “It’s her. I’m sure of it.”

      “Okay, okay. Stay put and keep out of sight. I’ll see what she’s doing here. And don’t move, I mean it. If I can’t find you when I’m done talking to her, I’m going to kick your scrawny ass.”

      “I’ll wait until you get back, okay? Chill out.”

      Dez nudged Sully aside—a little harder than was necessary—then made his way across the road to where the woman had disappeared into what looked like a former bank. The inside, once Dez stepped beyond the threshold, revealed itself to be in surprisingly good shape. The brick walls had provided a barrier to the elements, keeping rain and snow from rotting the floors. The wood creaked beneath him as he took a few steps inside, but he wasn’t as worried he’d fall through.

      He could see no sign of the woman, and he wondered whether she’d stepped outside through a back door.

      He took a chance at calling out. “Is anyone here?”

      When he received no response, he tried again. “I saw you come in here. I just want to talk to you.”

      He jumped at movement from his left, and he turned to see a door swinging open. A young woman emerged from behind it.

      Chalk one up for Sully. There was no doubt this was Takara Watanabe.

      Japanese on her father’s side, Ara was as exotically stunning now as she had been when Dez had last seen her two years ago. Her long, dark hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun, a few strands hanging loosely around her petite, pretty features. She might have been wearing a little mascara and some colour on her lips, but Dez would have banked on it she had otherwise kept her face clean of makeup.

      Ara’s expression—wide dark eyes and slightly parted lips—mirrored what Sully’s must have been just a few moments ago.

      “Dez?” she said.

      “Hey, Ara. How are you?”

      Skipping a verbal answer, she closed the distance between them and wrapped her arms around his middle. “It’s so good to see you. I’ve always wondered how you were doing, but I didn’t know if I should call after….”

      The way she trailed off was rich with meaning, and Dez read the sorrow in the way her eyes left his to fall to her boots.

      “Yeah,” Dez said. He didn’t know what else to say.

      She returned her gaze to his face and managed what looked like a feigned smile. “So how are you doing?”

      “It’s been a rough couple of years,” Dez said. It was an honest answer and, he realized regretfully, possibly the only honest answer he’d be able to give. “How about you?”

      “Same. Sully… he’s a hard guy to get over.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, he is.” It seemed like a good time to get off that topic and onto something safer. “So what are you doing here? You couldn’t have missed all those no trespassing signs out there.”

      “You’re here too.”

      Dez flashed a few teeth. “Good point. But I’m a private investigator now, and I’m looking into a missing person case. What’s your excuse?”

      “Actually, as it happens, I’m looking for a missing person too.”

      It wasn’t the answer he’d been expecting. “What missing person?”

      “Emory Davis. He’s my….” She paused mid-thought again, and Dez felt compelled to finish the sentence for her.

      “Your boyfriend? It’s okay, you know. You’re permitted to have a life.” Whether Sully would be as accepting remained to be seen.

      “Yeah. We’ve been seeing each other since shortly after… you know. Anyway, he and I were here overnight, and he left for what I thought was a few minutes. Now I can’t find him.”

      “I didn’t see any cars outside.”

      “We drove it in behind some bushes. We always park there. We know we’re not supposed to be here, but it’s what we do.”

      “What do you mean, it’s what you do?”

      Ara leaned in behind the door and retrieved a backpack. Unzipping it, she reached inside and pulled out a small videocamera. “We have a YouTube channel and a blog. It’s kind of embarrassing to admit this to some people, but we’re paranormal investigators. We actually have a really good following. The two of us and a couple of other people started the Kimotan Rapids Paranormal Society back in university. Since we’re out of school and working, we weren’t sure we’d have the time, but we have so many followers, it makes us want to keep going with it. We post a new video every week. We’ve been to Loons Hollow a bunch of times, but we still get a lot of views whenever we come. There are actually a lot of buildings left, so we can explore different places in each video.”

      “So what happened to this Emory guy? When did he go missing?”

      “We were camping out in the old bar, and he went outside to pee. It was about five thirty in the morning; I’d checked the clock on my phone. I waited for what felt like a long time, but he didn’t come back. At first, I thought maybe he found something interesting, but he usually texts me to let me know. I didn’t hear anything from him so I tried texting him. He didn’t respond, and he didn’t answer his phone when I tried calling him a bunch of times. It keeps giving me that message he’s unavailable or out of the service area. I’ve been looking for him for the past few hours, but I can’t find him anywhere.”

      Without warning, Ara’s face crumpled, and she brought a hand to cover her eyes as the tears started.

      “Whoa, hey,” Dez said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sure everything’s fine. It might be he just stepped in something somewhere. He could have broken his phone, or he might be somewhere he has no reception. Believe me, I’ve been there. Listen, if you want, I can give you a hand looking for him.”

      “Thank you,” Ara said through a smile more genuine than the last.

      With Dez having signed on for an impromptu ground search for his brother’s ex’s new squeeze, that left the problem of what to do about Sully.

      “Hey, Ara. Give me a minute, all right? I actually came here with a buddy of mine, and I want to give him a call, clue him in. Maybe he can keep an eye out for Emory too.”

      Dez removed himself to the front step of the bank and pressed the call button next to Sully’s contact info.

      “Is it her?” Sully asked by way of greeting.

      “Yep. Sorry.”

      “How is she?”

      Dez decided Sully needed a clue as to why they couldn’t have this conversation right now, and used his fake name as a hint. “We can talk about that later, Oliver.”

      “Oh,” Sully said. “I gotcha. So what’s up?”

      “Girl here says her—” He quickly thought through how best to phrase it. “—friend went missing after he went out for a leak around five thirty this morning. They’re paranormal investigators and were filming something for their YouTube channel overnight.”

      “He? A guy friend?”

      “Um, yeah. His name’s Emory Davis. Can you and your dog go have a look around, see what you can see? Only stay close, huh? You know, just in case.”

      “Is this a boy friend or a boyfriend?”

      “Can I refuse to answer?”

      Silence on the other end suggested Sully was either deep in thought or too perturbed to answer. Given the situation, Dez was banking on the latter.

      “Oliver?”

      “I’m on it.”

      Sully hung up without further reply, and Dez returned to Ara.

      “He’ll give us a hand,” he said. “So this Emory guy. You’re sure he’s not playing some sort of joke on you?”

      “He wouldn’t do that. He knows I wouldn’t find it funny.”

      An unwelcome thought occurred to Dez: another young man missing in the same area haunted by Faceless Flo. This had to be more than a coincidence.

      “Should we split up?” Ara asked.

      “I think we should stick together,” Dez said. If that ghost was around here somewhere, Dez didn’t want Ara on her own. Then again, given the ghost’s reputed track record, it was more likely he’d be the one at risk.

      Together, they scoured the main street, picking through the buildings before trudging through the tall grass and shrubs to get to the next road.

      “Any idea how many buildings are actually left in this town?” Dez asked.

      “We documented a few less than eighty. Not all of them are standing, but a lot of them are, at least well enough for us to go inside a little way. That’s why it’s taken me all this time to try to search for him. I have a lot of ground to cover.”

      “Any spots you know of he might’ve fallen into? Maybe a well or an old storm cellar?”

      “That’s kind of the problem. The grass is really tall, and there’s a lot of stuff you can’t see until you’re right on top of it. He might have fallen somewhere, and I wouldn’t be able to see him.”

      Dez checked his watch. “It’s coming close to noon. In all this time, you didn’t think it might be a good idea to call the police?”

      “Like you said, there are all those no trespassing signs. We knew we’d be in trouble. We don’t show our faces on the channel, so no one knows it’s us. If the police found out we’ve been coming here, we’d get shut down and probably lose our day jobs too.”

      “I hate to tell you, but the police have ways of figuring those things out, faces or not. I’m thinking if we don’t turn anything up within the next hour, we’d better call 911, have them start a ground search.”

      “I know. I was coming around to that. I don’t think we’re going to find him, are we?”

      “If he thought he saw something, how likely would he be to go off on his own?”

      “Highly likely. He takes chances sometimes, stupid ones.”

      “Even taking into account the stories about the nearby ghost?”

      “You mean Faceless Flo? Especially her. He would have been beside himself with excitement if he managed to see her.”

      Dez decided this was a good time to get a few answers about Flo, being with an actual ghost hunter. Dez had heard a story or two, but since they’d come more than a decade ago from a bunch of jerks he’d gone to high school with, he wasn’t convinced he had the true story.

      “What do you know about her?” he asked.

      “She’s supposed to haunt the road on the way in. Haven’t you heard the story? I thought everybody had.”

      “I’ve heard something. But I’m not sure how much stock to place in it based on my source. Seems to me you’d have a more accurate version.”

      Ara smiled, and Dez knew he’d said the magic words. “The story goes that Flo was a resident of Loons Hollow back in the nineteen twenties. She was the daughter of an ultra-religious family, and she was expected to follow the doctrine of that religion without question. The problem was she’d fallen in love with a boy who lived on a nearby farm. She was only seventeen at the time, and her family forbade her to see him. But it wasn’t just about the religion. Her family actually wanted her to marry someone else, a farmer who’d inherited a bunch of land from his wealthy father. The boy she loved had little money, and even less prospect of more. She didn’t care. All she wanted was to be with him.

      “They used to meet out in the woods near Loons Hollow. Or they’d go for rides together. She’d tell her family she was going for a walk down the road, and her boyfriend would come out in his father’s old cart and pick her up. Eventually they’d pull over and head into the woods to spend time together.

      “One night when they were supposed to meet, the man her family wanted her to marry showed up at her house, wanting to see her. Her family told him she’d gone for a walk. But they also told him they were concerned she was seeing the other boy, so the man set off to find them.

      “He spotted the cart from the roadway, and walked into the woods to look for them. He found them eventually, walking back toward the road. The man confronted them, and he and the boy fought. It’s said he brought a knife with him and stabbed the boy, killing him. Flo, distraught and terrified, took off toward the road, intending to run back home.

      “Afraid she was going to tell everyone what he’d done, the man rushed back to his truck and sped after her. According to the legend, he hit her with the truck, leaving her badly injured. She wasn’t dead, so he took a shovel from the box of his truck, and hit her in the face repeatedly until she died. Then he dragged her off into the bush and buried her before returning to the boy’s body and doing the same. No one ever found either of them. Some people thought the two of them must have run off together to elope, knowing her family would never bless their marriage. But then the haunting started. People saw her on the road, but when they tried to talk to her, she’d disappear. Others would get close enough to see her properly, and they came back to town with the terrifying story she had no face. The man who people say killed her supposedly left town shortly after, terrified she’d come back for him. That’s how the legend was born.

      “Once in a while, a young man would go missing, and it always got blamed on her. Maybe it was. Maybe it wasn’t. But the questions are still there, and men still go missing from that road.”

      As Ara had talked, her anxiety had appeared to fall away until she sounded like she was telling a ghost story around a campfire. It seemed to Dez she’d momentarily forgotten about Emory, at least until she got to the last line. At that point, she took a shaky breath.

      “You okay?” Dez asked.

      “I was just thinking,” she said. “All the time I’ve been doing this, I think part of me thought it was fun, that it wasn’t real. I always said I believed in ghosts, but I don’t know that I really did. But what if that’s what happened? What if Emory isn’t just hurt or trapped somewhere? What if she’s real, and she got him? What am I supposed to do then? They say they don’t find any of them. What if he’s gone, and it’s my fault?”

      “Why would it be your fault?”

      “I’m the one who got him into ghost hunting. He only started because I talked him into it. I think he thought it would impress me. What if this is my fault?”

      “No offence to him, but if he took off without telling you, that kind of makes it his fault, not yours. Maybe coming here and tempting fate all this time wasn’t a great move, but you weren’t doing anything loads of other people don’t already do. Most people come and go from here without any problem. You wouldn’t have had reason to expect any different.”

      “Even so. I can’t help feeling like he’s my responsibility.”

      Dez smiled, but didn’t bother trying to inject any humour into it. The topic he was about to launch into was far from funny. “It wouldn’t have anything to do with Sully, would it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I suffered a hell of a lot of guilt after what happened to him, thinking up all the ways I could have maybe made things better for him. You spent a lot of time visiting him at Lockwood. I just thought maybe you felt the same, like maybe you’re wondering if you could have done more. Now that you’ve got Emory, you’re doing everything you can to take care of him in all the ways you tell yourself you failed Sully.”

      Ara’s mouth popped open, and the colour drained from her face. Dez had hit the nail on the head.

      “I’ve got news for you,” he said. “First off, you aren’t responsible for Sully, for anything that happened to him. If anything, you’re one of the only reasons he was able to keep going in there. You were there for him, Ara, right beside Mom, Eva and me. And second, you aren’t responsible for Emory. People make their own choices, and sometimes nothing you do will ever make a dent. One way or another, we’ll find Emory. After that, you can kick his ass.”

      He was relieved by the hoot of laughter that erupted from her. She was on the small side, but she packed a powerful laugh when she was surprised by something funny. Dez couldn’t return Sully to her, but if he could give her this much, he’d be happy.

      “You know what?” she said. “I feel like you’ve taken a weight off my shoulders. I never thought about it the way you explained it. I think you’re right. I’m transferring, aren’t I?”

      Dez shrugged. He was no psychologist, but he’d heard his mother use that word. Dez had grown up doing it himself, using Sully to fill the void left by Aiden.

      “I really appreciate you and your friend helping me look for Emory,” Ara said. “But I’m thinking I should probably accept defeat and call 911. We’re covering a lot of the same ground I already did. He probably went off into the woods somewhere.”

      Dez thought through how that would play out. “I’m wondering, do you think you’d be all right here on your own until the authorities come? I’d imagine they’ll send in some conservation officers as well as the police. COs would have better knowledge of the area. Anyway, I’d rather be gone when they get here.”

      “Why?”

      Dez thought fast, the truth about Sully not one he could share. He fell back on something he hoped was a believable alternative. “First off, I’m in the middle of my own investigation, and I’ve got to follow some other leads now that I’ve had a look around here and found no sign of my target. The other thing is, like I was saying, the place is supposed to be off limits. If anyone finds out I was digging around here, I’ll have some questions to answer I’d rather not have to.”

      Ara nodded. “I understand. I’ll be totally fine by myself. It’s not so scary here in daylight. And I won’t say anything about you being here. Thanks for helping me look.”

      Dez passed her one of the cards Lachlan had given him. Naturally, it bore Lachlan’s name, not his own. “That’s my boss, but it’s my number written on the bottom. Give me a call and let me know how you make out. You sure you’ll be okay by yourself until the police come?”

      “Flo never goes after women. Just men. I’ll be fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Sully stood inside the semi-collapsed structure of what was once a hardware store, watching the conversation between his brother and his former girlfriend.

      Although he’d thought about her, she hadn’t been at the forefront of his thoughts as often as she probably should have been; the various personal crises he’d had on his plate the past couple of years had done plenty to get in the way of happier thoughts. But with her in his sight, the tug of attraction hit him all over again.

      She’d been one of the few truly good things life had handed him, bringing with her the chance for him to find companionship, acceptance and the sort of affection—love even, if he dared to use the word—that required no explanations. She’d taken him as he was. Sure, she’d asked questions, and she’d known there were things he refused to share with her. But although he knew it hurt her that he didn’t tell her everything, she’d never given up on him.

      Only she had.

      She’d moved on with her life, had accepted the one thing about Sully he realized he didn’t want her to. She’d accepted his death. And she’d accepted she would have to carve out a new life without him in it.

      Part of him wanted to hate her new boyfriend out of principle. Part of him, to be honest, did hate him, whoever and wherever he was. But hate didn’t come naturally to Sully, and he decided to help find the man, if for no other reason than erasing the worry from Ara’s face. She’d tried so hard to ease Sully’s when he was a prisoner in Lockwood Psychiatric Hospital; he owed her the same now. He owed her so much more than that.

      The fact was she wasn’t betraying Sully by moving on with her life. Betraying a dead man was impossible, after all.

      Dez stepped away from Ara and pulled out his phone to dial. A moment later, Sully’s cellphone rang in his pocket.

      “Hey, where are you at?” Dez asked once Sully answered.

      “Close by. I can see you.”

      “Didn’t find anything?”

      “No. Sorry.”

      Dez’s voice was just above a whisper when it next came. “Were you really looking?”

      “Of course I was looking. I’m not an asshole, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know. Listen, Ara’s going to call 911, get someone out here to start a proper search. You and I need to bail before anyone shows up.”

      “We’re okay leaving her by herself?”

      “You tell me.”

      Sully thought about it. He could feel a lot of spirits here but, so far, they’d only been the kind he couldn’t see. He could sense those who didn’t die by someone else’s hand, but his abilities didn’t stretch to seeing them. They were here, and they were watching; that much he knew. And while they presented to him as nothing more than invisible walls of energy, he could tell they were no threat to the living. Homicide victims—the ones who chose to or were forced to stick around—they often held onto the emotions evoked during their violent deaths. They didn’t just feel rage, agony or terror; they were rage, agony or terror. Those emotions, beyond most others, could cause manifestations which could sometimes put living, breathing humans at risk.

      Faceless Flo could be that kind of spirit. But while Sully had seen her in the woods, he had no sense of her in Loons Hollow.

      Anyway, the stories suggested she targeted men, not women. If those tales held true, Ara would be safe. He hated taking chances with an “if,” but given his circumstances, he didn’t have much choice.

      “I don’t get the feeling there are any real threats around,” he told Dez. “Not yet, anyway.”

      The thought occurred to him, not for the first time, circumstances had made him utterly useless in a wide variety of instances. Where he used to be able to readily speak to people about their ghost problems, or even save them if need be, he was now required to head for the hills the moment anyone other than his immediate circle was present.

      Dez had apparently heard the frustrated sigh.

      “What is it?”

      “We shouldn’t be bailing like this. We haven’t even found what we came for.”

      “No one can see you. That’s just the way it is.”

      “I’m getting sick of the way it is.”

      “We’ll get it sorted out, okay? One thing at a time.”

      The problem was there always seemed to be one more thing, one more barricade placed between Sully and a return to his former version of normal.

      Days like today, those barricades felt like castle walls, and he didn’t have a ladder high enough to scale them.
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      Dez kept a vigilant watch on the road as he, Sully and Pax drove back toward Kimotan Rapids.

      He could count on one hand—one finger, actually—the number of ghosts he’d actually seen in the course of his life, and he continued to struggle with a fear he’d add to his tally.

      When they came to the end of Hollow Road with no indication from Sully he’d seen Flo again, Dez allowed himself to relax.

      But into the quiet another thought pressed, no less upsetting than the one he’d just abandoned.

      “Hey, Sull, I never asked you. Last night, while we were at the acreage, did you see Aiden?”

      Sully had yet to pull down his hood. The question had the hood moving toward him slightly, before the head beneath turned back toward the windshield. “Yeah. I did.”

      “And? Did he tell you anything?”

      A slow head shake, side to side. “He didn’t stick around long. Sorry, Dez. I’ll keep trying. I promise.”

      “Why does he keep disappearing like that? Why wouldn’t he want help? I mean, he came to you when I was stuck in that grave, right? He knows he can go to you.”

      A shrug. “I don’t know. Unless they decide to share stuff with me, all I can do is guess.”

      “Guessing isn’t going to get us anywhere. I can’t stand leaving him out there. It isn’t right that he’s spent seventeen years by that damn river.”

      “He’s not trapped there. We’ve both seen him in other places.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “I know. Believe me, I’m trying. I’ll figure it out.”

      “How? If he won’t communicate with you, how are you going to figure it out exactly?”

      It was impossible to be satisfied with another shrug, but it was all Dez got before his phone rang through the vehicle’s hands-free Bluetooth setup. The number showing on the dashboard screen belonged to Lachlan.

      Hitting the talk button, Dez greeted his boss.

      “Where are you?” Lachlan asked.

      “Just left Loons Hollow.”

      “Mr. Chadwell with you?”

      Sully, Dez had recently learned, had been using the name Oliver Chadwell when in public, leaving Dez to suspect Lachlan wasn’t somewhere private at the moment. Either that, or he was practicing a more subtle form of sarcasm.

      “Yeah, he’s here. He didn’t see any signs of Lonnie. He saw someone else though.”

      “Don’t tell me she’s real?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. Anyway, we didn’t get to look around as much as we wanted. Sully’s ex-girlfriend was there.”

      “Did she see him?”

      “No, but there are a lot more people who are likely to turn up there soon. Ara’s new….” Dez paused and cast Sully a look, uncertain about saying the word out loud.

      His brother finished where he’d left off. “Her new boyfriend is missing. We looked around for him, but there’s no sign of him. Ara was going to call 911. We didn’t think it would be a good idea to be there when search teams show up.”

      “Good plan. What happened to him?”

      “If we knew that, there wouldn’t be much need to have search teams brought in now, would there?” Dez said.

      “Smart ass,” Lachlan said. “I meant, what was he doing when he disappeared?”

      Dez provided his boss with the rundown Ara had given him about their ghost hunting channel and Emory’s inexplicable disappearance after he’d gone outside.

      “No signs of wildlife?” Lachlan asked.

      “I don’t think a grown man got dragged off by coyotes,” Dez said.

      “You’re on a roll today, Braddock. What’s got your panties in a twist?”

      “You know damn well I hate ghosts, and you sent me out here anyway.”

      “Hey, not my fault your family adopted a psychic. If we can’t use his talents, what good is he?”

      Sully snorted, a sign he, at least, found Lachlan amusing.

      “You’d better not be anywhere out in public right now,” Dez warned.

      “Don’t worry, Mother Hen. I’m at my storage locker, going through my files and the one I snagged from the KRPD. Rather than eating up my minutes, why don’t the two of you head over here? We should touch base, figure out a next move.”

      “It’s past lunch. I’m starving.”

      “So pick up a burger on the way over. In fact, bring me one too. Get me a side salad instead of fries, though. And no pop. I’d like a tea instead. Oh, and skip the cheese and ketchup on the burger, and tell them to go heavy on the onions.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Hey, onions are healthy.”

      “I mean, do I look like a waiter at Chez Louis’s? Who the hell orders fast food like that?”

      “Just do it and get your asses over here.”

      Dez disconnected the call, letting out his frustration in a low growl.

      Sully chuckled. “He’s a little on the high maintenance side, but I kind of get a kick out of him.”

      “Funny you should mention the word ‘kick,’ ” Dez said. “That’s exactly the one I was going to use.”
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        * * *

      

      A piece of onion poked out the side of Lachlan’s mouth as he chewed on his burger. The thing to do would be to look away but, like viewing a car crash, Dez couldn’t avoid staring.

      One benefit to feeding Lachlan: he refused to talk with his mouth full. A lover of art, history and classical music, Lachlan prided himself on good breeding. He could be plenty uncouth when he wanted to be—and, as far as Dez was concerned, the opportunity arose far too often—but he was also capable of impeccable manners in the right company.

      Dez had quickly discovered he was not that kind of company.

      A small blessing came when Lachlan discovered the escaping onion. He sucked it back, chewed and swallowed before addressing the visitors to his strangely well-furnished storage locker.

      “It’s been a while, and I moved to other investigations, but I did play a small role in the Lonnie Debenham case,” he said from a padded leather chair. “I was a staff sergeant at the time, working watch command. I was stuck in the office, but I was in charge of the initial search, tasking my officers with making inquiries and the like. I was all right to handle it when it sounded like a simple case of a guy who decided to ditch the family in favour of quality time with either a mistress or Captain Morgan.

      “But when he didn’t turn up after a couple of days, and our searches came up empty, I brought Major Crimes up to speed. They didn’t take over the case right away, so I had a couple of days to make inquiries—enough time for me to start thinking there might be more to this than a depressed businessman on a bender. At that point, I talked to Major Crimes again, and they took on the file. If there was anything suspicious to it, they had more experienced interviewers who might be able to drag something out of someone, plus they had better contacts on the street than my comparatively junior officers. I did my best to keep tabs on what Major Crimes was up to, largely because I was interested. But it was a busy department, even back then, and it soon fell off my radar.”

      “But you kept a file,” Dez observed. “It must have been somewhere on your radar.”

      “I kept files on a lot of cases. You’ve been through my filing cabinets. You know I take a broad interest in local crime.”

      “You didn’t know it was a crime, though, did you?” Sully asked.

      “When someone goes missing without a trace, you don’t leave a lot of stones unturned. At least, I didn’t. There was that one stone other investigators back then didn’t want to touch, though.”

      “The psychic thing,” Dez said.

      “Yeah, the psychic thing. Here’s the part you’re going to find interesting. I couldn’t remember the guy’s name, and it didn’t make it into the actual police file. It’s in mine, though. Psychic’s name was Harry Schuster.”

      Dez’s jaw dropped, and he quickly shut it, hoping Lachlan hadn’t noticed. The man played up drama just to elicit a response, and damned if Dez was going to supply it willingly. Even so….

      “Harry Schuster, as in ‘Harbinger Harry’?”

      “That’s the one. I had a chat with the guy after, when no other cop seemed interested in following up. Guy was short a few bricks, for sure, but he had some details which hadn’t been released publicly yet. The investigative team had some holdback info at the time, because they were operating under the possibility of a kidnapping. We’d put a photo of Lonnie out to the public, but not a clothing description. Harry told me exactly what the guy was wearing when he was last seen. And he said he was covered in dirt and a few leaves, and that he had a significant leg injury. Oh, and he said he believed his body was underground somewhere.”

      “And Harry’s vision was of Lonnie near Loons Hollow.”

      “Bingo. By rights, I should have taken him in for questioning as a potential suspect. Conventional wisdom tells you someone doesn’t come by that sort of info unless they have direct knowledge, either as a witness or a suspect. But I didn’t get that vibe from the guy. I’ve always run on a solid combination of knowledge and instinct, and everything pointed away from that guy being in on something like that. He was more or less begging me to find Lonnie. Said the visions would keep coming otherwise.”

      “I guess the info we had about Harry two years ago was on the money,” Dez said. “He had a reputation even back then for seeing stuff like that.” He turned to Sully. “You know, I never asked. Did you ever see Harry again—in spirit form, I mean?”

      “He never reappeared to me after I ended up in Lockwood, but then I was so heavily medicated, I wasn’t seeing anything unless they wanted me to. Maybe he and Betty are watching over their son, or they’re all together now. You never heard what happened to Thackeray, did you?”

      “No. It’s like he walked right off the earth. I figure he either committed suicide, like I was thinking, or he took a page out of your book and decided to make himself disappear. He didn’t exactly have much going for him here. Whatever happened to the Schusters, it looks like Harry’s crept back into our lives, if in name only. You okay with that?”

      “In the end, he wasn’t all that bad,” Sully said. “He was only trying to protect his family. I can understand that.”

      “He tried to kill you, too, Sull. Let’s not forget that.”

      Lachlan had been uncharacteristically quiet, and he now broke into the conversation.

      “You two done with the trip down memory lane?… Thanks. Anyway, back in my policing days, we looked at every possibility on the Debenham case, including that he might have been kidnapped. His father, you understand, is one of the wealthiest men in the city. Thomas Debenham built his business from the ground up, and he earned every penny he made—plenty of it on the backs of others. Certainly, the family didn’t want to buy our theory about the affair, the possibility Lonnie was on a drinking or drug binge, or had gone off to kill himself. They probably felt it was more respectable for Lonnie to have been kidnapped.”

      “I don’t know, man,” Dez said. “Seems pretty far-fetched they’d rather he was at someone else’s mercy than out there somewhere, maybe alive.”

      “You don’t know the Debenhams,” Lachlan said. “If you did, you’d be whistling a different tune.”

      “They that bad? I mean, Lonnie’s wife seemed okay from what I could tell. What you’re suggesting makes them sound pretty rotten.”

      “Carlene was a lovely woman, if not a little Orange County housewife-y back then. And Rose was a nice enough woman, as I recall. I got the impression she married Thomas well before money came into the picture. Money changes people, Braddock; it twists them. Like an addiction. When you start making it, you’ll do anything to keep it. Thomas was like that, the kind of guy who would have sold his mother into slavery if it meant saving a nickel.

      “Fortunately, it never came to that. The good thing about banks like the one he owns is they’re never broke. It afforded him a lot of luxuries, got him invites to the swankiest social events, put him at the front of the line at every trendy restaurant. He had the best of everything, and that included his family—at least from the outside looking in. It wouldn’t do for him to have a son who wasn’t fitting into his image of the perfect life.”

      “How far do you think he would have gone to maintain that image?” Sully asked.

      Dez peered at his brother. “You aren’t suggesting Thomas would have bumped off his own son?”

      “Stranger things.”

      “That’s pretty strange, and it’s plenty dark. Even if Thomas Debenham is as rotten as Lachlan thinks, I can’t imagine he’d go that far.”

      “Don’t discount it,” Lachlan said. “During my years with Major Crimes, I attended more than my share of fatal family disputes. I’m sure you did too during your years on patrol. Most of the ones I dealt with came about during a night of heavy drinking or drugging. But some of them were pretty damn cold-blooded. One thing we need to keep in mind: When people disappear, when they die, the people close to them tend to forget about the bad things. You don’t often hear people openly disrespecting deceased friends and relatives, do you? It could be Lonnie Debenham had some skeletons in his closet we never uncovered.”

      “If that’s true, we’re going to need to watch our backs,” Sully said. “If someone who loved Lonnie is responsible for his disappearance, they won’t think twice about making us disappear too.”
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      Pax’s head hung out the window as Sully crossed the bridge from the North Bank into the Riverview area where Dez had his apartment.

      Sully had left Dez with Lachlan, the pair planning on going to talk to Thomas and Rose Debenham about their son. Obviously, Sully couldn’t be there. Nor could he be anywhere near Loons Hollow now, not with police and his ex-girlfriend there.

      Left with time on his own, Sully mentally kicked himself for how close he’d come at the storage container to revealing his biggest secret—Lowell Braddock’s biggest secret. He knew firsthand how prepared some people were to hurt those they said they loved. Lowell had, after all, murdered his own brother and five-year-old nephew, and had attempted to kill Sully. The why was what bothered him. Flynn and Sully had both figured things out, so their deaths would shelter his secret. But why Aiden? What danger could a five-year-old boy have posed?

      Sully had plenty of questions, but Lachlan’s storage container was not the place to ask them, not when it meant putting problematic thoughts into Dez’s head. Sully planned to take Lowell down, but he intended to keep his brother well out of the line of fire. That wouldn’t be possible if Dez began to suspect.

      With time on his hands and Dez nowhere nearby to rein him in, the obvious thing would have been to pay a visit to the judge. But it was far too early, and daylight wouldn’t conceal him as he would need it to.

      His mind turned to the ghost on the road. Flo was a local legend, but apparently not a fictional one. Legends could be born of truth; he knew that. But he also knew they could be twisted with time, their truths lost to the passage of years until something new and wholly inaccurate stood in their place.

      If the legend was true, there had to be a record somewhere. Murders and missing people didn’t often go unreported, even back then. It would be a hard slog, but there would probably be something buried within newspaper archives from the time.

      That would mean a trip to the library, a place Pax was unlikely to be welcome.

      Dez’s neighbour Emily Crichton had proved a godsend, she and Pax having taken to each other from the start. She’d become both dog sitter and counsellor for Sully, more than eighty years of patience, wisdom and pluck wrapped up into one small, unassuming form.

      She beamed, as she always did, when Sully appeared at her door. He hadn’t planned on going inside, but he ended up there anyway, sitting at the table while she brewed him a cup of tea.

      “You seem out of sorts,” she said, once the tea was poured and she’d joined him at the table.

      “I’m okay. Just thinking.”

      “If there’s anything you want to talk about, you know you can trust me.”

      His eyes snapped to her face, and he realized he’d given a lot away in one inadvertent move.

      “There’s something you’ve been hiding, something you’ve been keeping to yourself,” she said. “It’s eating you up inside, isn’t it? I’ve lived a lot of years, Sullivan, and I’ve known a lot of people with secrets. I recognize it in you as I recognized it in them. You don’t have to tell me, of course. Just know you can trust me to hold onto anything you want to say.”

      “Even if it concerns Dez? I can’t ask you to keep something from him. I know you care about him too.”

      “I most certainly do. Tell me this for starters. Has he done something wrong, something that could get him in trouble?”

      “No, nothing like that. He hasn’t done anything wrong. And I want to keep it that way.”

      “You’re worried if you tell him, he will do something bad?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I think.”

      “Perhaps you aren’t giving him enough credit. He can be a little intense, but he is a very good man. And he has you, after all, to guide him when he goes a little off course.”

      “I don’t know if I’d be enough. Not for this.”

      Emily leaned forward and smiled, bringing her fingers to rest atop Sully’s. “You know, if you don’t give me some idea what you mean, I can’t really give you any advice. I would like to help if I can. You don’t have your birth mother, after all, someone you might have gone to for advice were she still alive. If I’d been able to protect her at the end, the way I should have….”

      Sully turned his hand so he could take Emily’s fingers in his. “It wasn’t your fault, what happened to her. Lucky made her own choice, and I’m probably alive because of it—and because of you. You gave her the power and the ability to make that choice. That’s what was important right then. Anyway, she didn’t die at Lockwood. She got out because you and Ben helped her. In the end, she was betrayed by her own family. What happened to her is their fault, not yours. The people who were supposed to love and protect her ended up murdering her. You couldn’t have known that, and you couldn’t have done anything to prevent it. Don’t put that on yourself. You don’t deserve it.”

      Emily’s fingers grasped his. “Your mother would be so proud of the man you grew up to be. You’re a compassionate and wise soul, Sullivan. Not many with your life experience could say the same. That you haven’t given in to anger and bitterness says so much about you.”

      “It says more about my family. I am who I am because of them, because of the Braddocks. That’s why I have to protect them.”

      “From someone else? Or from themselves?”

      Sully looked away. The reply was there on the tip of his tongue, waiting to be spoken aloud—if only he could trust enough to do it. This was the woman who had broken into her own workplace under the cover of darkness to rescue the teenager and her newborn. If he couldn’t trust her after all of that, who could he trust?

      The words were out of his mouth before he completely finished thinking them through.

      “From each other.”

      Emily said nothing, a silence settling over the table as those words hung there between them. And yet there was no shock in the silence, merely the sense she was patiently waiting for him to come to her with the explanation. He could back out now. It would be easy to invent an excuse; he had somewhere he needed to go, after all, a job he needed to do to help Lachlan and Dez with their investigation.

      But the idea of sharing this painful secret, of ridding himself of part of its burden, kept him rooted to the chair.

      Like a dam bursting, the three words he’d already spoken led to more.

      “One of the Braddocks is responsible for the deaths of two of his relatives: our dad and Dez’s little brother, Aiden. He drowned Aiden when he was five, and he killed our dad when he found out about it. Then he tried to kill me, and when he failed, he had me committed to Lockwood.”

      “Who is this man?”

      Sully met Emily’s eyes at the question. Again, he saw no surprise there, only sorrow.

      “I’m scared if I tell you, it could put you in danger.”

      “Only if I act on it. At my age, that’s hardly likely.”

      Sully smiled, but thinking through his answer wiped away all amusement. “My uncle. Lowell Braddock.”

      The words left his mouth, and a weight left his shoulders. Until he’d said it out loud, he hadn’t fully recognized how heavy a load he’d been carrying.

      “I’ve never met him,” Emily said. “But Dez has talked about him.” An apologetic smile crossed her face. “He cares a great deal for him, I think. But there’s anger there too.”

      “I think he’s holding a bit of a grudge over what Lowell did to me, committing me to Lockwood, I mean. Dez doesn’t know anything else. I’m scared if he did, he would act on it. Aiden’s death has plagued him his whole life, and he was nearly destroyed when Dad died. If he knew Lowell was the one behind it, he’d insist on confronting him, and I don’t think I’d be enough to stop him. And I’m terrified a confrontation would end with one of them dead. Lowell already killed Dad; he wouldn’t think twice about doing the same to Dez. But if Dez got the upper hand, he’d probably end up going to prison, maybe for the rest of his life. I know he’s got a right to know what happened to his family, to our family, but I can’t see a way to tell him and keep him safe at the same time.”

      “I think I understand what you mean,” Emily said. “He is, most certainly, extremely protective of the people he cares about. But perhaps you aren’t giving yourself enough credit. It might be you could stop him, should he try to do something regrettable.”

      “That’s the problem,” Sully said. “I can’t make a decision like that—I can’t risk my brother’s life—over a ‘might.’ ”
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        * * *

      

      They talked further, close to half an hour. But while Sully left feeling lighter, he still had no idea what to do.

      He would have to wait for an opportunity, a sign even, pointing him toward the answer. If it never came, if he dealt with Lowell before sharing the truth with his brother, he knew Dez might never forgive him. But of all the three outcomes, this one at least ended with Dez alive and safe. Even if Dez severed all ties between them, at least Sully would know his brother was in a position and a state of mind to make that choice. In the end, that might be all Sully could ask for.

      Grateful for a task to occupy his thoughts, Sully left Pax with Emily and made his way toward the Riverview library.

      Located in a grand stone building, the library had stood at this spot since soon after the city was established in the late eighteen hundreds. It had kept itself going with a combination of city funds and creative programming, as well as a film theatre built into the basement in the nineteen sixties.

      It was frequently a hub of activity in the poorer Riverview neighbourhood, the only place many of the area’s less fortunate could access the Internet. It was rare to be able to find an unused computer, and today was no exception.

      If there was one benefit to living in an area as run down as Riverview had become, it was that Sully didn’t stick out suspiciously as he made his way to the library with his hood up, long hair and beard marking him as something other than a college student here to work on a term paper. He had no choice but to try to conceal his face; he was well aware security cameras had been installed at various locations throughout the building.

      Uncertain what he was looking for, Sully approached one of the librarians working behind the main desk. She appeared to be in her thirties, and he was relieved to find no evidence of anxiety on her part as he stepped up to her.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I’m hoping to research an event I believe happened back in the nineteen twenties. I don’t know when exactly, but I’m thinking it was probably in the paper at some point.”

      “You want the history room,” she said. “I’ll take you down there and show you how to use the microfilm system.”

      She emerged from behind the desk, and led Sully out of the main room and down a hall. A reading room was to the right, and a door marked History Room stood closed and locked to the left. The librarian turned a key in the lock, flicking a light switch once inside.

      The room was lined with shelves containing various local books, the kind containing family histories and reminiscences about communities’ past businesses and events. Another shelf marked “newspaper archives” contained a large number of boxes Sully guessed contained the microfilm mentioned by the librarian.

      “We’ve been working to get all of our newspaper archives scanned and entered onto the computer system, but it’s a hard slog. For many years, we had two daily newspapers in Kimotan Rapids, as well as a weekly Trader. We also stock copies of past papers for nearby communities. You mentioned the nineteen twenties?”

      “I’m not completely sure. It’s just a guess. Doesn’t help much, I imagine.”

      The librarian smiled. “Not much, unfortunately. Maybe we could narrow it down. If you tell me exactly what you’re looking for, I might be able to help.”

      “It’s going to sound weird.”

      “Trust me, I’ve probably heard it all.”

      “I’m trying to track down any stories that might provide some background to the whole Faceless Flo story.”

      The woman chuckled. “If I had a nickel for every time I heard that. It’s a common request. Plenty of people are interested in local ghost stories. I can tell you we haven’t been successful yet in locating anything in our records about a Flo or a Florence who was murdered or went missing in the twenties. I’ve helped students, skeptics and ghost hunters alike search through papers for both Kimotan Rapids and Loons Hollow.”

      “Loons Hollow had its own paper?”

      “For a while. It didn’t last long. With the town dying, it didn’t have the subscribers or the advertisers to sustain itself.”

      “Mind if I have a look anyway?”

      “Suit yourself. Give me a minute to turn the machine on, and I’ll help get you started.”

      Sully had used a microfilm machine once in high school for a history project, so the current lesson acted as a simple refresher. The librarian took her leave, giving Sully some space to himself.

      Finding no sign of a camera in here, Sully lowered his hood and pulled his hair up into a knot, keeping it out of his eyes as he worked. The librarian had pointed out the shelves containing the papers from the decade in question, and Sully headed first for the Loons Hollow editions.

      With no real idea where to start, he selected a roll at random and fed it into the machine.

      Within less than an hour, a headache had started, his brain dizzy from the super-fast scrolling on the screen.

      So far, the librarian was right. Sully had been hoping maybe the others who’d come here looking for evidence of Flo had simply given up, faced with the magnitude of the search. A decade’s worth of daily newspapers for two communities amounted to a mammoth task, after all.

      But while Sully credited himself with more tenacity than many people possessed, even he wasn’t sure he was up to this. He’d only made it up to March of 1921, and he was already itching to get out of there. How he was going to make it through nearly nine more years was beyond him—especially since success was reliant on the legend being correct that someone named Flo or Florence had been killed during that decade. What if she died the decade prior, or later? Short of getting himself a full-time job at the library, there was no way he’d have the time or ability to go through each and every one of the microfilms.

      He replaced the roll anyway, pulling down the next one on the shelf. One more roll, one more failure. Nowhere did he see any mention of a young woman who had gone missing or been killed.

      Pulling the roll from the machine, Sully groaned. More rolls awaited him in the box, and in many others.

      Interlocking his fingers over the crown of his head, he stared at the collection of boxes. Somewhere inside one of them, the answer might be waiting for discovery, a Holy Grail for ghost hunters. And here he was, one of the only people who might be able to do something to help Flo or the men she supposedly targeted, and there was little he could do.

      Desperation had him speaking to an empty room. “I could use the help here, if anyone’s listening.”

      It seemed no one was. If he’d been hoping for divine intervention, he was left sorely disappointed. Letting his breath out in a heavy sigh, Sully decided to sort through at least one more year’s worth of microfilm before calling it a day.

      He chose the next roll and moved back to the machine.

      About to sit, a crash snapped his attention back to the shelves.

      He spun in time to see the contents of a fallen box spill out across the floor, one roll of microfilm coming to rest against his toe.

      “The hell?” he muttered. It was possible he’d dislodged the box while he was exchanging the rolls from the one below it. But maybe it was something else.

      He had the sense of a presence, of someone in front of him, near the shelves, but he could not see the ghosts. Moments like this underlined the limitations of his ability. Because only homicide victims were visible to him, an entire world of spirits was unknown to him.

      Back in high school, Dez had refused to come to this library because of chatter about the Phantom Librarian—reportedly Prue Longquill, a beloved employee who spent more than two decades working here until she passed away from cancer in the nineteen eighties. Since then, rumours swirled of a presence that helped people find their books by knocking them off shelves or making them appear on nearby surfaces.

      Most people laughed at the stories. Sully was pretty sure he’d just met her.

      “Thanks, Ms. Longquill,” he said, peering into the apparently empty space before him.

      Hoping he was right in his assessment, Sully returned the roll he was holding, and placed the spilled microfilms back into their box, sorting them by date—all but the one that had fallen next to his foot. That one he fed into the machine.

      It was indeed the Loons Hollow Sentinel he was looking at, editions from the late part of 1927. He scrolled more slowly this time, eyes scanning each page in search of the clue Prue Longquill might have been trying to impart.

      He found it in an October edition, a story bearing the headline “Search on for local woman.” There wasn’t much to the story, just a couple of paragraphs. But it was enough to get him thinking.

      A search began on Sunday morning for Sarah Marquill, daughter of Joseph and Catherine Marquill of Loons Hollow. Sarah, known to family and friends as Sadie, is said to have left home for a walk on Saturday evening, but didn’t return. An overnight search by family failed to turn up any clues as to her whereabouts. By Sunday morning, the search grew to involve numerous members of the community and encompassed both the road leading to town and the woods surrounding it.

      Police have been notified as has the local forestry service.

      Sully’s heart thudded, a familiar excitement at the discovery of a likely answer. It was no wonder no one had ever uncovered the true story behind Faceless Flo. They’d been looking in the wrong place. One of the facts lost to time was the woman’s actual identity.

      The name of the woman on the road wasn’t Flo. It was Sadie.
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      Thomas and Rose Debenham owned a home on the twenty-second floor of one of the ritziest condo towers in Kimotan Rapids’ downtown core.

      The suites were large, only four per floor, making each a corner unit. From the outside, it looked as though each property boasted floor-to-ceiling windows, and that was the first thing Dez noticed upon being granted admittance by a housekeeper to the Debenham suite.

      It was bright—too bright, come to that. Custom blinds had been fitted to the windows in the large living room, but the shades were up, allowing in much of the midday light.

      “I’ll get Rose for you,” the housekeeper said. Her accent identified her as having come from a Spanish-speaking country, and Dez was left to hope the woman was being properly paid.

      The housekeeper didn’t return; the door through which she’d disappeared opened instead to reveal a woman who looked to be in her late sixties or early seventies. Her hair was well-done, immaculate even, not a curl out of place. She’d put makeup on, but the pull of exhaustion weighed down her features nonetheless.

      Although it was clear she was tired, there was nothing weak in her handshake. Firm fingers gripped Dez’s, giving his forearm one solid shake before releasing him.

      “I’m Rose Debenham,” she said, her voice as strong as her grasp. “You’ll have to forgive my husband. He isn’t up to receiving anyone today. I believe Carlene told you about his health situation. He has bad days and good days. Today isn’t so good.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, ma’am,” Lachlan said as Rose indicated for them to sit, taking a plush chair for herself. “As your daughter-in-law no doubt made you aware, my name is Lachlan Fields, and this is my associate Desmond Braddock. We’re private investigators, and we’ve been asked to look into your son’s disappearance. I know this isn’t an easy time for you, nor is it an easy topic of conversation. But, if we can, we hope we might be able to shed some light on this. Maybe we could even find him, if things go our way.”

      “I understand why Carlene is doing this,” Rose said. “But I made my peace with Lonnie’s disappearance some time ago. I don’t think Carlene ever did. She had to raise their children without their father, and it’s a hard thing to have to explain to little ones. Some people need closure to get on with life. I suppose I’m more worried about what closure will mean. As it stands, I can imagine the utter worst, or I can try to picture the best possible outcome for Lonnie. There have been days I’ve tried to think of him being holed up on a desert island somewhere, content and stress-free. It may be unrealistic, but I’m sure it’s a lot better than reality. I understand most parents need closure. I’m just not sure I’m one of them.”

      “Am I to understand then that you don’t want us to investigate?”

      “What I want is irrelevant. Carlene clearly wants this and, if I’m any judge of the man I married, Thomas wants it too. The closer Thomas gets to the end, the more I think he wants to know someone will be there waiting for him. As much as I wish I could tell you to leave, it’s what Thomas wants that’s important now. He needs this, and it would be wrong of me to deny him. So though it pains me to say it, I will give you whatever help you need.”

      “I appreciate that, ma’am,” Lachlan said. “And I can assure you, we will handle this with all the sensitivity we possibly can. At some point, I would like very much to be able to speak with your husband. If you could endeavour to let me know when he is up to talking, I would be grateful to you.”

      Dez resisted the urge to raise an eyebrow. Rarely had he seen Lachlan so tactful, and sensitivity all too often seemed a feature he sorely lacked. Dez imagined money had something to do with it. If Lachlan could impress the Debenhams—a couple who lay at the heart of KR’s elite—he might be able to find a way to even more lucrative cases down the road.

      Given his own financial security rested on Lachlan’s, Dez couldn’t begrudge him that.

      “Perhaps we could begin with your taking me through what happened back then,” Lachlan said.

      “Carlene is the best one to ask. Lonnie was living there at the time.”

      Dez decided he should enter the conversation at some point, even if he was risking breaking Lachlan’s interrogative flow. “We’ve spoken with her already. She gave us her version of events. We’d like to hear yours.”

      “All right. But you understand I wasn’t there at the time, when Lonnie left, I mean. Thomas and I only found out about it later, when Carlene called us to say he hadn’t come home.”

      “Actually, I think what we’re more interested in is what might have happened to lead to his disappearance,” Lachlan said. “We understand he wasn’t himself for a while beforehand. Can you shed any light on his emotional state?”

      Rose gave a slight shrug alongside a smile that bordered on apologetic. “Honestly—and I’m ashamed to admit this—Thomas and I didn’t see Lonnie and Carlene all that much during that period. They were very busy with their family. Young kids do that, take a lot of energy and care. And they insisted on doing it alone. We offered to pay for a nanny, or at the very least a housekeeper, but they turned us down. They were always very independently minded.”

      “So you don’t know what was bothering him?” Dez asked. “Carlene said he seemed depressed for two months before he went missing, and she said it seemed to start one day after he got home from work. Was there something going on at the bank that might have caused it?”

      “It’s possible, I suppose. Now I don’t know much about the day-to-day workings there, but Thomas would tell me sometimes how he thought other employees were jealous of Lonnie. He was quite young, and he was advancing quickly with his career. You have to understand: Lonnie was a very bright young man. Thomas built his business from the ground up, relying on nothing but ambition, intelligence and good salesmanship. Lonnie was his father’s son; he possessed the same characteristics. He was excellent at his job, and any promotions he received, he earned himself. Thomas was concerned others might have believed Lonnie received the promotions simply because of who his father was.”

      Lachlan scratched at his temple. “Did anyone act on their jealousy?”

      “Not that I know of. If such a person valued his or her job, they would have done well to leave Lonnie alone. His father didn’t coddle him at work, but at the end of the day, Lonnie was Thomas’s son, and he would have protected him if he felt there was a true threat.”

      “That’s no doubt true,” Lachlan said. “But could it be someone bore a grudge—one significant enough to cause them to act?”

      “The police looked into that, back when they considered it could have been a kidnapping scheme. As far as I know, they didn’t come up with anything that panned out.”

      “Well, I’m looking into it now,” Lachlan said. “I’d like to explore some of the same territory, eliminate certain theories for myself.”

      “What makes you think you’re going to achieve anything different this time around?”

      “Because,” Lachlan said with a broadening grin, “it’s me.”
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      “I can’t believe she bought that ‘it’s me’ crap,” Dez said as the two returned to the SUV a little more than an hour later.

      “Hey, I can’t help being this brilliant.”

      “Or this cocky.”

      “Watch it, Braddock. Don’t forget who signs your paycheques.” The comment had come through a smug smile, and it was clear the man hadn’t taken offence. With someone else, all this ribbing might have ended badly; Lachlan thought too much of himself to be put out by someone’s half-hearted attempts to deflate his ego.

      One thing about Lachlan: he dished it out an awful lot, but he was a big enough man to take it in return. Dez had to admit, it was something he liked about his boss.

      Not that he’d ever say it out loud, of course.

      Just before they reached the SUV, Dez’s phone rang. The “S” on the screen indicated it was Sully.

      “What’s up?”

      “How was your meeting?” Sully asked.

      “Long. For someone who didn’t want to see us, Rose had an awful lot to say. Her husband wasn’t well enough to talk to us, but she spoke to him on our behalf for a while. They put together a list for us, containing the names of several people who Thomas thought might have had a grudge against Lonnie or himself. It’s pretty much the same list the police had thirty years ago, but they gave us one additional name. Some woman named Eleanor Kilpatrick had been up for the same promotion as Lonnie, but it went to him. I guess she wasn’t on police radar at the time because she didn’t make much of a stink about the situation back then—not publicly, anyway. It wasn’t until a few months after Lonnie went missing that Thomas started to hear stories that Eleanor was talking trash about Lonnie. Thomas confronted her, and inevitably fired her.”

      “For talking about his son?”

      “Unprofessionalism, apparently. The bank had a code of conduct, and she was found to have breached it.”

      “But she was fired after Lonnie disappeared. She had a motive, but not until after Lonnie went missing, right?”

      “That’s the question,” Dez said. “Maybe the fact she didn’t get the promotion was motive enough.”

      “Seems like a stretch,” Sully said.

      “I know, and that’s why the Debenhams never bothered to tell investigators about her. No one really figured she’d have it in her to hurt Lonnie.”

      “But you do?”

      “Lachlan wants to look into it. Makes some sense, I guess. We’ve got the file from the investigation. It seemed pretty thorough. Background checks, surveillance, phone records—the Major Crimes unit did a lot of digging back then into anyone who might have been a potential suspect. I don’t think there were many stones left unturned. Maybe Eleanor is the stone we’re looking for. How about you? What were you up to?”

      “I went to the library, and I hit a bit of a jackpot. I think I know who Faceless Flo really is.” He grinned as Dez’s eyebrows lifted.

      “Who?” Dez asked.

      “Her actual name is Sarah, or Sadie Marquill. She disappeared in 1927, and I can’t find any record that she was ever found. Her disappearance was mentioned in the Loons Hollow newspaper at the time, but there was no major follow-up. I’m not sure why. I mean, there was one story that ran about a week after the initial search, but it only said she hadn’t been found, and that the search had been abandoned. I searched historical obituaries, but I couldn’t find one for her.”

      “You realize this is a pretty big deal, right? People have been looking for proof of Faceless Flo for as long as I can remember. You might just have cracked it.”

      “No one really knew what they were looking for. Everyone was operating under the assumption her real name was Flo.”

      “So how’d you manage it, then?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “Oh no. Don’t tell me you met the Phantom Librarian.”

      “ ‘Met’ is a strong word, given I couldn’t see her. But, yeah, Prue Longquill was a huge help.”

      “I can’t take you anywhere.”

      Dez paused the conversation to pass along Sully’s information to Lachlan.

      “Put him on speaker,” Lachlan said at the end of the summary. That done, Lachlan leaned toward the phone to speak. “I might be completely out to lunch on this, but I wouldn’t mind learning more about this Sadie Marquill and her disappearance. I mean, no way the two disappearances are directly connected given the amount of time between them. But if she’s in some way responsible for something happening to Lonnie, I think we have to know what we’re dealing with. Are you still at the library?”

      “Yeah, just about to leave.”

      “See if you can find some information about her family. Maybe there are some descendants we can talk to.”

      “Already on it. The library has a bunch of books with local histories. I found a couple for Loons Hollow, and the Marquill family has a write-up in each. One was from before Sadie went missing, and the other was written about a decade after. The later one doesn’t say much about her. They mention she was one of the kids, but there’s nothing about her disappearance. I’m not sure why.”

      “Not something a family wants to write about, I guess,” Dez said. “One thing, though. According to legend, she went to meet her boyfriend in the woods. That sort of thing would’ve been frowned upon back then. Could be people thought that’s what happened, and she was effectively disowned.”

      “Even if she was dead?”

      “It was a different time,” Lachlan said. “People didn’t think progressively back then. If she brought shame on her family, they would feel justified in writing her out of their history. The fact she was mentioned at all in the later write-up might be the unusual part. Here’s what I want you to do. Get onto the internet and start plugging in the names of any siblings or cousins; see if you can find any obituaries. Those will have a pretty decent list of relatives and descendants, and it will hopefully give us some names of people we can talk to.”

      “Actually, I’ve already done that. I found an obituary for Sadie’s younger sister. She had five kids. I’m going to start checking for addresses and phone numbers, see if any of them live in the area.”

      Dez met Lachlan’s eye, watched as his boss’s eyebrow lifted. “I’m impressed. You’ve got a decent head for investigation under all that hair.”

      “I was raised by a police officer,” Sully said. “It comes with the territory.”

      “Okay, start running those names. I’ll send your brother over to you. Once you’ve got somewhere to start, Desmond can look after the phone calls and door-knocking. I want you nearby, in case our ghostly dame makes an appearance. I’ll hire a driver for today, in case I have luck tracking down Eleanor or any of our other possible suspects. Keep in touch.”

      “Hire a driver?” Dez asked once they’d disconnected with Sully. “Who’s going to pay for that?”

      “I’m taking it out of your wages. You know, since you’re abandoning me and all.”

      “What?”

      Lachlan laughed, the sound erasing some of Dez’s indignation. “Relax, Braddock. I was kidding. Jesus, you need to learn how to take a joke. Look, every private investigator can claim costs. The Debenhams have hired one with a concussion. It follows I’m going to need a driver from time to time. And, hell, if someone in that family can’t afford it, I’d be hard-pressed to find one who can.”
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      When Dez pulled up to the library, Sully was waiting on a park bench, hood pulled up to conceal his features. The phone in his hand made him look less conspicuous, more like a sulky college student than a creepy guy plotting something unpleasant.

      Dez didn’t have long to wait before Sully spotted him, tucking away his phone and approaching the SUV.

      “You didn’t bring anyone with you, did you?” Dez asked as Sully dropped into the passenger seat.

      “I left Pax with Emily.”

      “I meant someone less substantial.”

      Sully chuckled. “Prue Longquill? Don’t worry, she’s attached to the library. I don’t think she gets out much.”

      That would have to be good enough for Dez. “Did you find some names and addresses for us?”

      “A couple. Lots of people aren’t listed in the 411 anymore, what with cellphones and all. And there really aren’t very many Marquill descendants left around here, but I did find one. Or two, actually. Sadie’s father was quite a bit older than his wife. Apparently, he’d been married before, and he had a son from that relationship. The son was already married and had a young daughter when Sadie went missing. The daughter is alive, but she’s almost a hundred years old. Near as I can tell, she lives with her daughter in Kimotan Rapids.”

      “You have an address?”

      Sully pulled out his phone. “I’ve already plugged it into the map app. It’s in the Springvale neighbourhood, so not that far from Riverview.”

      “Maybe we should phone first. I’m not sure two old ladies are going to be all that thrilled to see me turn up on their doorstep, asking questions about their missing relative.”

      “Already done. They’re expecting us.”

      “What do you mean ‘us’?”

      “You and Oliver Chadwell.”

      “Sully….”

      “What? I thought the whole point was for me to be close by in case Sadie’s around somewhere. She seems to be attached to Hollow Road, but lots of ghosts can move between places. If she feels any connection to her family, she might be there.”

      “And you think a pair of grannies won’t mind some scruffy guy in a hood sitting in their living room, drinking their tea?”

      “First off, I trimmed my beard this morning, and if I pull my hair back, I’m not that scruffy. And second, I think I’m okay going in without a hood. I don’t know either of them from a hole in the ground.”

      “Maybe you’re forgetting you made the news when that cave supposedly collapsed on you.”

      “Two years ago. Look, I don’t consider this taking chances. No one’s going to remember my face from some bit on the news and, even if they do, I look different now. I’ll be fine. I think they’ll be more likely to talk to a face than a hood, don’t you?”

      The logic was sound, no point in arguing—in all honesty, he didn’t think two retired ladies posed much of a threat—so Dez focused on setting a course for the Springvale neighbourhood.

      The house belonging to Stella Pinter was a two-storey on a street lined with trees almost as old as the neighbourhood itself. Stella had opted for shrubs instead of a fence, and they’d been left to grow wild, obscuring much of the lower floor from the sidewalk. The house itself was in need of a paint, and judging by the peeling back of a handful of shingles, it could probably do with some roof repairs as well.

      Dez didn’t imagine home maintenance was a simple matter for a pair of senior ladies. He hoped they had a family who could help them out.

      “Place could do with some work,” he said.

      “You offering?”

      “I’m not exactly qualified to replace a roof.” Dez gave the house another once-over, then returned his attention to Sully, deciding to make a final attempt. “Listen, when Lachlan suggested you tag along, I’m not sure he meant for you to come inside.”

      “I don’t really care what he meant. He’s got his job to do, and I’ve got mine. If Sadie’s around, and if she’s behind these guys going missing, I need to figure it out. At some point, that’s going to mean talking to her.”

      “Bloody hell,” Dez said. “Talking to Faceless Flo? I can’t say that sounds like one of your better ideas, Sull.”

      “Maybe not. But the fact remains if she has something to do with these men disappearing, she might be the only one who can lead us to them.”

      “Or maybe she does more than lead us to them,” Dez said. “Maybe she’ll want us to join them.”
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      If the front yard of Stella Pinter’s residence was in need of a cleanup, the home’s interior looked like the before image on one of those renovation shows.

      The furniture clearly hadn’t been replaced since the nineteen eighties, and nothing had been dusted in a good long while. The living room curtains, almost completely drawn, cast the room in shadow but for a streak of light forcing its way through. Dust and cat hair drifted through the lone sunbeam, the daylight barely revealing an elderly woman sitting in an easy chair. Two cats cuddled on her lap, their purrs audible even from across the room as she stroked knobby fingers through their fur.

      The woman who’d shown them into this room—a younger version of the woman in the chair—ushered Sully and Dez toward the sofa before claiming a second recliner for herself.

      “You’re sure you won’t have tea?” Stella asked. “It would just take me a few minutes.”

      Sully carefully lifted a cat from the seat of the couch, then shifted a second to allow a space for Dez to sit.

      “No, thank you, ma’am,” Dez said. “We’re fine.”

      A healthy amount of cat hair coated the cushions, but it seemed impolite to try to sweep it aside. Resigned to being covered in dander, Sully sat, once again removing a particularly persistent feline from the spot next to him, allowing Dez to join him.

      If the situation bothered Dez, he didn’t show it. Sully guessed he’d seen much worse during his years with the Kimotan Rapids Police Department.

      Dez hadn’t said anything about the lack of light, and Sully guessed his brother took it as a blessing in disguise. It was bright enough they could see each other within the sitting room, but not quite enough to make out the precise details of each other’s features. Given his concern Sully might be identified, it was unlikely Dez would complain.

      “I know it’s dark in here,” Stella said, as if reading the turn of Sully’s thoughts. “My mother suffers from migraines, and she has one today.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Dez said. “We could talk in another room, if that would be easier. I don’t want to disturb her.”

      “Oh, no,” Stella said. “No, she specifically asked to join us. When I told her you were coming and what you wished to ask about, she said she wanted to be present.”

      “Can she hear all right?” Dez asked. “I mean, should I speak louder so she can hear what—”

      “I can hear just fine, young man,” said the older woman, her voice stronger than Sully would have expected from someone her age. “I have a lot of trouble with my body these days, and my vision is going, but my mind and my hearing are as sharp as ever.” She leaned forward, unsettling one of the cats so she could extend a hand toward the couch. “Gillian Mondale.”

      Sully waited until Dez had met her handshake before reaching over to provide his own. “Dez Braddock and Oliver Chadwell,” Dez said. “Nice to meet you. And I’m grateful you’ve agreed to speak with us, especially since you’re not feeling well today.”

      “My pleasure,” she said. “We don’t get a lot of visitors here anymore.”

      “Your daughter told you what we’re here to ask about?” Dez leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

      “My Aunt Sadie,” the older woman said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve spoken about her.”

      “I think you did the write-up for the Loons Hollow history book,” Sully said. “The part about your family, I mean.”

      Gillian’s eyes crinkled as she smiled. “I did. The later one, anyway. My mother did the first.”

      “I noticed something,” Sully said. “Sadie’s barely mentioned in the second write-up. Nothing was said about what happened to her.”

      “Well, no one actually knew what happened to her. There wasn’t much to say.”

      “Her disappearance made the news back then. No one ever found her?”

      “No. Her parents went to their graves not knowing. I’ve always wondered myself.”

      “Do you remember her?”

      “I was quite young when she disappeared, just seven years old. But that’s old enough to have gained some fond memories. I remember her being a lot of fun. She laughed a lot. She had a very boisterous laugh, one people joked you could hear all over town. I admired her, and she put up with me tagging along behind her like a puppy. We lived a few doors away, and I spent as much time as I could with her. She was a beautiful, stylish young woman, and I wanted very much to grow up to look like her. The way she styled her hair, it took my breath away. She wanted to be a hairstylist. She never got the chance.”

      “If you were close to her, why didn’t you say more about her in the write-up?” Sully asked.

      “Well, for one thing, her parents were still alive. After Sadie disappeared, we stopped talking about her. It was too hard for them. I think it was easier for them to pretend she didn’t exist. The alternative was far too hard. But I don’t think they ever stopped looking. A parent doesn’t, do they?”

      “How about you?” Dez asked. “Did you ever try to find her?”

      “We all did, I suppose. I was too young at the time to take part in the search in any real way, but I watched for her too. Some people said she’d run off with a boy, and part of me wanted to believe that was true. So, yes, I suppose I always did look for her. You do that when you lose someone suddenly.”

      “Yeah,” Dez said. “I know.”

      “Oliver didn’t say exactly why the two of you want to know about Sadie,” Stella said. “Is this for a history project, or is it something else?”

      “It’s a bit hard to explain,” Sully said. “I’m afraid you’re going to think I’m being disrespectful, although I’m really not.”

      “I’ve lived a good life, but it hasn’t always been an easy one,” Gillian said. “In almost a hundred years, there’s precious little I haven’t heard. You aren’t likely to offend me easily.”

      Sully nodded, then drew in a breath as he searched for the right words. But if right words existed, he couldn’t find them, so he opted to just dive right in.

      “Have the two of you heard the legend of Faceless Flo?”

      “I certainly have,” Stella said. “It was a story even when my kids were in school. I never placed much stock in these things, but it was certainly intriguing.”

      “Did you ever hear anything about where the story started?”

      “I can’t say I have. I never even knew of anyone named Flo or Florence from Loons Hollow, certainly nobody who was murdered in the woods. My mother’s aunt was the only person I know who ever disappeared there.”

      “That’s kind of why we’re here, I guess,” Sully said. “I don’t mean any offence, so I hope you don’t take it that way, but Flo exists. I’ve seen her. And I think she’s been misidentified. I think she’s actually Sadie.”

      A smile plucked at the corners of Stella’s mouth, one he read as patient yet condescending. “There’s no such thing as ghosts. Perhaps you saw someone in the woods and mistook her for something else.”

      He offered a smile of his own. “I know how it sounds. But I’ve been seeing these things my whole life, and I’ve met a lot of people who don’t believe me. It doesn’t make these things less real. I have seen her, and I’m hoping I can help her. That’s why I’m here. I was hoping she’d be here, or to at least learn more about her.”

      “Why would she be here?” Gillian asked.

      Sully returned his attention to the older woman. No sign of incredulity or offence showed in her expression or tone, only curiosity.

      “Sometimes, even though a spirit’s strongest connection might be to a place or an object, they are also attracted to certain people. Sometimes that person is me because of the things I can see. Sometimes they want to be around family. I wanted to see if that was the case with her.”

      “And is it?”

      “I don’t see her, and I don’t feel her.”

      “Does that mean she doesn’t feel a connection to me?”

      An edge of hurt laced Gillian’s voice, and Sully sought to erase it. “Not necessarily. I think sometimes they just get trapped, and they can’t see anything beyond themselves and their situation. If she is stuck on that road, or in those woods, that might explain why she’s angry.”

      “Angry? How do you mean?”

      “Mother,” Stella said. “I don’t think this is a good idea.” She turned back to Sully. “You seem like a nice young man, so I’m going to ask you politely to please leave. You’re going to upset her if you carry on like this. I won’t have you leaving here and spreading rumours about Sadie being this ghost you’re talking about. She deserves more respect than that.”

      “I have no intention of spreading rumours,” Sully said. “And I’m because I do respect her. I’ve helped a lot of lost spirits find peace, and I want to give that to her. Most of the time, helping them helps their families too.”

      “I don’t believe in this sort of thing,” Stella said.

      Gillian leaned forward, tapping Stella gently on the wrist. “But I do. I would like to hear him out.”

      “Mother, I don’t think you should involve yourself in a conversation that will leave you upset.”

      “I’ll make my own decisions, thank you.” Gillian’s gaze returned to Sully. “What were you going to say about her being angry?”

      Sully risked a glance at Stella. Finding no support there, he focused on Gillian. “The thing is, I can see ghosts, but only ones who have died by homicide. The woman I saw on the road didn’t die by accident. Someone hurt her, and I think she’s trapped by whatever happened to her.”

      “Could it be we need to find her body so she can cross over?”

      “Maybe. But I’m worried it’s more than that. The stories about that road involve men who’ve disappeared. It’s thought the ghost had something to do with it, that she lured them, maybe even killed them or led them to their deaths.”

      “Then it can’t be Sadie,” Gillian said. “I knew my aunt, and she was nothing like that.”

      “Not in life. But sometimes what happens to a person when they die, after they die, changes them. I don’t know everything. I probably don’t know much at all, come right down to it. But I have some theories, and one thing I’ve come to believe about some ghosts is that the emotions they experienced when they were killed were so intense, they’ve never been able to move past them. I think sometimes they get stuck in that mindset, in those emotions, almost like they’re constantly reliving the death experience. Some of them have shown me what it’s like, how it felt for them to die. I can understand how for some of them, moving on seems impossible. And I can understand how an experience like that must twist them. Some are just afraid all the time. Others are angry and want revenge. The problem is, peace doesn’t come through revenge. And if that’s what she’s doing, she’ll never find it. Whoever killed her is probably already dead. It would be really unfair if that person managed to cross over while she’s stuck here, constantly reliving what happened to her and trying to find a way to escape.”

      Gillian was quiet a long while, fingers running through her cat’s fur as she studied Sully. Unspoken thoughts played out across her face, and Sully could do nothing but wait to see whether she would share them.

      Finally, she broke her silence. “Come closer to me, young man. It’s dark, and my sight isn’t what it used to be. I’d like to see your eyes.”

      Sully resisted the urge to exchange a look with Dez, instead obeying the woman and approaching her. Reaching her chair, he knelt before her. Blue eyes, a hint of lingering youth belied by the folds of sagging skin surrounding them, peered into his face. He watched as snow-white brows lifted, revealing more of the sparkling irises.

      “Your eyes are the same,” she said.

      “The same as what?”

      The woman lifted a hand, resting her fingertips against Sully’s cheek. He wasn’t sure whether it was the touch or the words that immediately followed that sent a jolt through him.

      “The first Oliver Chadwell.”
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      Sully’s breath caught in his throat.

      “What do you mean? Who—”

      “I was a young girl when he came to Loons Hollow,” Gillian said. “Lovely Scottish accent, and grey eyes the same shape and colour as yours. He was an older man, likely in his seventies. Said he’d heard about my family’s troubles and wanted to help us find Sadie. Close to a decade had passed since she’d disappeared, and her parents had already moved on—quite literally. They’d left town by then, so there was less concern this Oliver Chadwell would be offending anybody by having a look around.

      “My parents, in fact, took him in for the week he stayed. Even then, I was fascinated by ghost stories, and Mr. Chadwell had plenty to keep me entertained. He was a lovely man, very kind eyes. But there was something about him, something I couldn’t put my finger on at the time. I realize now he was guarding something. A secret perhaps. I’ve wondered about him ever since, especially given what happened after.”

      Sully leaned closer. “What happened?”

      “He disappeared. Just left one day on one of his walks and never came back. He always took his things with him—all of it fit into one bag, so it wasn’t much trouble. But he talked about looking forward to supper that night, so we’d expected him back. When he didn’t return, we didn’t know what to think. Looking back on it, I guess you might say he was the first.”

      “The first what?”

      “The first man whose disappearance was attributed to the ghost.”

      “The ghost?” Sully said. “Is that what people thought at the time?”

      “No, at least not that I ever heard. There was talk of a ghost, but nothing to suggest she was a true danger to others. And as for Mr. Chadwell’s disappearance, no one really bothered themselves much about his comings and goings to begin with. As far as most of the community was concerned, he was just a down-on-his-luck traveller searching for work. It was the nineteen thirties, and many people had fallen on hard times. No one batted an eye at a stranger passing through town, hoping for shelter, food and a job. And no one thought anything of it when people like that wandered off again. I suppose that’s what many people think happened to Mr. Chadwell. But I wasn’t so sure. Now you’ve got me wondering if it had something to do with Sadie, after all.”

      “Did he say why he came in the first place? I mean, did he have some sort of skill that made him think he could find Sadie?”

      “The same skill you seem to have. He said he could see the dead.”

      Dez cursed softly behind him. “Jesus Christ.”

      “He was very upfront with us, refreshingly so. He said he believed Sadie was dead and that she’d become trapped on this side. He said he could help her cross over to what he called Summerland. As I understand it, that was a Victorian term for the other side. He said he’d been doing it for a while. My mother was also a firm believer in these things, and although my father was a skeptic, he put up with Mr. Chadwell for my mother’s sake. Anyway, if it could solve the mystery of his sister’s disappearance, who was he to say no? So Mr. Chadwell stayed for a few days. When he failed to return, we looked for him. But it was just like my aunt. No sign of him anywhere, no evidence he’d come to harm, no clues to be found. He just vanished.”

      “Did anyone besides you think the whole situation was weird?” Dez asked. “I mean, this guy turning up on a ghost hunt and then disappearing?”

      “His purpose for being there wasn’t broadly known. I’d very much doubt anyone outside of my family knew the truth about his reasons for coming. My father ordered us never to speak of it, said it was family business. The community would have assumed my father had simply given Mr. Chadwell some work for a few days.”

      Sully’s mind turned back to Gillian’s earlier comment about the ghost. “You said there was some talk about a ghost, but no one really considered her dangerous. What did people say about it back then?”

      “First of all, keep in mind I’ve never seen her myself. But some people would come into town speaking of a young woman on the road. It’s one of the reasons my parents left. Each time someone reported a sighting, they’d rush out and search. Of course, they could never find anything. It only happened a handful of times but, as you can imagine, even once was too much. There was no mention of her doing any harm, though. Not like you’re telling me now, about these missing men. She’d simply be seen, nothing more. At least until Mr. Chadwell.”

      “Hang on,” Dez said. “If people attributed the sightings to Sadie back then, how’d she end up being called Flo?”

      “After Mr. Chadwell left that last day, no one ever reported another sighting,” Gillian said. “At least, not until my grandkids were in school. By then, I’m thinking no one could remember the real story, so they came up with their own.”

      “And I didn’t bother to correct them,” Stella said. “As I said, my great aunt deserves more respect than that. The last thing I want is a bunch of kids and ghost hunters crawling around out there, yelling her name and poking fun at what happened to her. People forget, these supposed ghosts they’re searching for were real people who met with real tragedy. And they have families who remember. I won’t have that happen to Sadie, and I certainly won’t have it happen to my mom.”

      “I understand,” Sully said. “And I promise you, I have no plans to pass along anything we talked about here. Dez and I have helped spirits before, and we always do it respectfully. We have no intention of doing any different this time.”

      “How do you propose to help?” Stella asked. “It seems a rather impossible thing.”

      “Not as impossible as you’d think. At least, not always. Ghosts are just people who get stuck here for some reason. If I can figure out what that reason is, and help solve whatever problem they’re facing, I can usually get them to cross over. In my case, given I only see those who died by homicide, it usually means finding justice for them.”

      “But surely whoever killed my aunt is long dead by now,” Gillian said. “How will you help her if there’s no one out there to be brought to justice? I mean, have you ever had to help a spirit who’s existed as long as she has?”

      “No,” Sully said. “But it doesn’t mean it can’t be done. I’m not sure yet how I’m going to go about it, but I’ll figure it out.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea? If Sadie is as angry as you say, and as big a threat as people suggest, how do you know she won’t try to do the same thing to you as she’s supposedly done to other men?”

      The answer was obvious, and it was one Dez wouldn’t like. It needed to be said nonetheless.

      “Honestly?” Sully said. “I don’t know she won’t. What I do know is I see the things I do for a reason. Once they notice me, once they know I can help them, they usually find me. If I can help her, if I can get her to leave before she goes after anyone else, then I don’t only protect others, I might be protecting myself.”

      Gillian reached forward and caught Sully’s fingers in her own. “I don’t know exactly what to make of what you’ve told me, but I appreciate your wanting to help my aunt. If you can, I would be grateful to you. But please don’t put yourself at risk. If something happened to Mr. Chadwell because he set out to help Sadie, I would feel terrible. The last thing I want is to see it happen again. After all, she had a life to live, but it’s over now. Yours isn’t, and you have a right to live it.”

      “I guess that’s the problem,” Sully said. “This is the only life I’ve ever known.”
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      Without question, the conversation had unsettled Dez. The most surprising thing was that he didn’t launch immediately into a critique of Sully’s intentions the moment the two of them got back into the SUV.

      Sully waited, sensing the churning of his brother’s thoughts as Dez white-knuckled the steering wheel, fingers clenched tightly enough to put the steering column’s strength to the test.

      Dez’s voice, when it came, was the tight growl Sully had anticipated.

      “I don’t like this. We went there looking for answers, but all I’ve got are more questions. It’s bad enough this ghost might be responsible for the disappearances of several men; now we find out one of them was a psychic like you, someone who went there trying to help her. If it could happen to him, it can happen to you.”

      “We don’t really know what happened to him. All we know is he didn’t go back to Gillian’s family’s house. Maybe he just realized he couldn’t finish what he started, and he couldn’t face them again.”

      “Well, we know one thing for sure. He went there to try to get her to cross over, and he failed. And we know no one saw him alive again.”

      “No one in Loons Hollow anyway. Like I said, we don’t know what happened to him.”

      “No, we don’t. And I’m not sure we want to find out. Face it, man. We already share a key trait with the people who might have fallen victim to Faceless Flo. We’re men. Add that to the fact we’re purposely going off in search of her, and we’re looking for trouble we might not be able to handle.”

      “We don’t really have a choice, though, do we? We’ve been asked to look into this. We’re being paid to do it.”

      “I’m willing to turn down the job if you are.”

      “You’d turn it down? Just let this continue? What if we can do something to stop her, to keep others from falling victim to whatever’s going on out there?”

      Dez didn’t answer immediately, holding onto whatever it was he wanted to say until he pulled the vehicle toward the curb and pushed the stick into park. Sully expected a lecture. It turned out Dez had something else on his mind.

      “You started calling yourself Oliver Chadwell. Why?”

      “Like I told you before, the name just came to me, not long after I faked my own death. I’d been in a position where I needed to come up with a false name, and it popped into my head. I didn’t realize it was a real person.”

      “Not just a real person. A real person who had the same eyes as you. That’s what Gillian said, that his eyes were the same shape and colour as yours. What if that means something? You don’t know much about your birth family, Sully. Maybe you’re a descendent of this guy.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “And maybe part of the reason you want to go through with this job is to learn more about Oliver Chadwell.”

      “I’d do it regardless.”

      “But…?”

      Dez wanted an admission. Sully couldn’t refuse.

      “Okay, yeah. If I can find out more about him, that would be a pretty cool bonus. I don’t really know where I came from, what it all means. All I know is what Lorinda and Rhona Dule told me about this supposed Dule curse, and I can’t exactly place a lot of stock in anything they told me. One thing’s for sure though. They told me Dule men all fall victim to evil, to being possessed by it. Oliver Chadwell was in his seventies when he came to Loons Hollow, and Gillian had nothing bad to say about him. He sure didn’t sound like someone possessed, and he definitely didn’t sound evil. If I am related to him, then that proves this supposed Dule curse is bullshit. The Dules would have no reason to come after me if I can show them they’re wrong, that not everyone goes bad.”

      The words brought his brain snapping back to a dream he had recently, one that had awoken him in a cold sweat, the feel of a rough noose around his neck and a hateful rage boiling inside him. Sully had talked to his professor friend Marc Echoles about it, but had never shared it with Dez. He’d told himself he didn’t want to worry his brother. But somewhere deep down, he’d been aware of another reason: He carried his own worry. Perhaps the Dules were telling the truth. Dez believed the best of Sully, always had. The idea of him, even for a second, thinking the worst was unbearable.

      That said, there was a time for truth, regardless of consequences.

      “You remember that morning I woke up and I couldn’t breathe?”

      “Yeah. You were having a nightmare, you said.”

      “Only it wasn’t really a nightmare. It was a memory. Not my own, though—not exactly, anyway. I heard somewhere once that souls can have memories. There are people who say that’s why we experience things like déjà vu, or why we sometimes feel like we already know someone when we first meet them. Some people travel someplace new and have the feeling they’ve been there before. The dream I had was beyond all of that. I was this man in a past life. He was being hanged. I don’t know what he did to end up with a noose around his neck, but I do know there was nothing good in him. All I could feel was hate and darkness and a desire to kill everyone within reach. I asked Marc about it, and he says it sounds like it happened sometime in the sixteen hundreds. I’ve thought about it since, and I keep coming back to the possibility it has something to do with the curse I was told about.”

      “Even if the curse is real, you’re not that guy, Sully. There’s nothing evil about you.”

      “But maybe there’s something in me that’s susceptible to it. I’ve been possessed before, and I tried to kill someone.”

      “Still wasn’t you. I was there when you went after Lowell in his office that day. It was Harry Schuster, not you. You’re not capable of that sort of thing, not without some major ghostly intervention.”

      “Sitting here right now, I know you’re right. I know who I am and who I’m not. Problem is, I don’t know where I’ve come from, or who I might turn into. And I don’t know who I would have become if it hadn’t been for you. You, Mom and Dad might be the only reason I haven’t gone dark.”

      “Maybe that’s good enough. Why question it?”

      “Because I can’t risk not questioning it. If there is something inside me that isn’t good, I need to know so I can stop it if it starts to come out. I know I’m a good person, but even good people are capable of bad things. I love that you have faith in me, but what if, at the end of the day, that’s not enough?”

      “I can tell you this, Sully: It isn’t enough. It won’t do you any good if I’m the only one of the two of us who believes in you. If you don’t believe in yourself, you’re sunk before you’ve even started. You’re better than this, and you need to accept that. Don’t let the Dules convince you of anything else. If you let them do that, they win.”

      “I’m not saying I believe them. I’m just saying it would make me feel better if I could find someone who defied the curse.”

      “If the curse even exists.”

      “Fair enough. But I need to know. There’s strength in knowledge.”

      As usual, Dez had an answer, and not the one Sully was looking for.

      “Sometimes all that comes from knowledge are more problems,” he said. One corner of his mouth turned up in dry smile, the kind that carried something far deeper than amusement. “Curiosity killed the cat, remember?”
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      Dez’s stomach had been growling loudly enough to classify as its own species when he convinced Sully they should go get something to eat.

      Dining out with Sully wasn’t an option anymore, so they settled on take-out, tucking into Chinese food inside Dez’s apartment while Pax ogled the contents of the containers from his spot on the floor.

      Dez tossed the dog a piece of beef, watched as it disappeared down his throat almost as soon as it hit his tongue. Ordinarily, Dez found Pax’s eating habits amusing. But his mind had gone elsewhere, travelling paths too dark for humour to follow.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Sully’s quiet question wasn’t entirely unexpected; the younger man’s keen observational skills were at their finest when it came to Dez.

      “Just thinking.” The truth was his thoughts had turned again to Aiden. They were heading in that direction more and more often lately, and he knew he’d sound like a broken record—a frustratingly broken record. Sully was doing the best he could; Dez knew that. He didn’t need the added pressure, the constant reminder of how badly Dez was plagued by thoughts of his lost brother.

      Little got past Sully. “About Aiden.”

      Dez answered with a nod.

      “I’m sorry. When we’re done with this, I’ll get back to it. I promise.”

      “That’s the problem. Something always comes up. There’s always something more important.”

      “Not to me. I haven’t forgotten. I never will, okay?”

      “Yeah.” Dez paused, took a breath, let it out in a sigh. “I know. I know you won’t. I just…. It’s frustrating. Now that I know something bad happened to him—something worse than what I thought—I just want to help him. And I want to find out who did it, and why. Someone killed him, and they need to pay for it. I hate that someone’s gone seventeen years without paying. Who kills a kid anyway? He was five years old.” He felt the blood drain from his face as he stared at Sully. He didn’t know why, but the stomach-churning thought hadn’t occurred to him before. “Hey, Sull, you’ve seen him, right? Was he—I mean, was there any sign he might’ve been…. Was he…?”

      The words were there, sitting at the front of his brain in big, black letters. Yet he couldn’t say it, didn’t want to hear it out loud like that, to face what it would mean if the answer was one more thing he couldn’t bear.

      Sully picked up on that too. “He wasn’t sexually assaulted. There was nothing like that.”

      That was something, at least, enough to merit another long exhale as Dez released the tension. “Okay. Good. But that still doesn’t tell us why.”

      Sully shook his head. “No. It doesn’t.”

      Dez checked his watch. Early evening, less chance Lachlan would send him out somewhere. “We have some time. Maybe we could swing by the acreage, see if we can find him. I’m thinking maybe if he sees you enough, he’ll realize he can trust you with whatever it is he’s guarding. Or maybe I can come talk to him, persuade him to communicate with you. He might listen to me, right?”

      “Dez—”

      Whatever Sully was about to say was interrupted by Dez’s phone. He expected Lachlan, was pleasantly surprised to hear Eva’s ring tone, and to see her beautiful face pop up on the screen.

      “Hey, Evie.”

      “What are you up to?”

      “Just hanging out with Sully. You?”

      “I was wondering if you wanted to come over for supper. Kayleigh would love to see you. It’s been a few days.”

      “I just ate, but I’d love to come for a visit anyway.”

      “That would be great. Kayleigh’s not the only one who wants to see you, you know. You can spend the night if you want, save yourself the drive later.”

      He recognized the tone in her voice, one that sent a rush of warmth through him until it settled in a place that didn’t get much use these days.

      “That would be awesome. Let me check on a couple of things, and I’ll come right over.”

      Sully had a response ready when Dez got off the phone. “I don’t know what you want to check on, but I can’t think of much that’s more important. Go. I’ll hold down the fort.”

      “You know, now that mom knows, it wouldn’t be so bad for Kayleigh to know you’re alive. Mom was the reason we decided not to tell her. We didn’t want her to feel like she was lying to her grandma.”

      Dez grinned at the changing expression on his brother’s face, a hopeful smile plucking at his lips before fading away into worry. “You think it would be all right? I mean, you don’t think she’d be mad?”

      “Oh, she’ll be mad. She might not even talk to you for the first while. But she’ll get over it. She’s not one for a grudge.” He paused, thinking it through further. “Just the same, though, maybe you’d better let us talk to her first. It’s going to be a shock, and I want to ease her into it as much as we can. Give us tonight, and we’ll work out a time for you to come visit.”

      Sully agreed, and Dez prepared to leave.

      Another interruption, another phone call. This time, though, it was Lachlan’s ring tone.

      “Oh no,” Dez said. “Bloody hell, not tonight.”

      “Maybe he just wants to tell you something.”

      “Yeah, right,” Dez said to Sully. Then, into his mouthpiece, “What’s up? It’s late.”

      “It’s not even seven o’clock. Were you planning on getting in some early beauty sleep, or is there a sitcom you were desperate to watch?”

      “I’ve got plans tonight.”

      “Cancel them. I need you to go talk to someone. I found Eleanor Kilpatrick.”

      “The other bank employee? Why aren’t you talking to her? I thought that’s what you were planning to do.”

      “I was, but my stupid brain had other ideas. I’ve been going hard all day, which I knew was against my doctor’s orders. I’m paying the price with a massive headache and dizzy spells. And I’m starting to have trouble stringing two coherent thoughts together. I have no choice. I’m not going anywhere tonight.”

      “Are you at home?”

      “Yeah, tucked up in bed like a geriatric patient.”

      Dez resisted the dig. Lachlan was clearly not in a good place, and Dez didn’t want to deal with the fallout if the man took his ribbing the wrong way. “Sorry to hear that. Should you be in hospital maybe?”

      “No, I shouldn’t. Trust me, Braddock, I’ve been through this plenty since I got clobbered on the noggin. I know what I need and, unfortunately, it’s rest. That means you’re going to have to pick up more slack than I was hoping. Eleanor lives in Tinford. I’ll text you the address.”

      “Tinford? That’s an hour out.”

      “Yep, and an hour back too. What’s your point?”

      “I don’t have one, I guess.”

      Lachlan had fallen blissfully silent, and Dez saw why as an address popped up on his screen. “You get it?” Lachlan asked a moment later.

      “Yeah, I got it. Is she even home?”

      “Yes, and she’s expecting you. She agreed to talk to us about Lonnie Debenham. You’d better get going. She won’t appreciate it if you keep her up past her bedtime.”

      Dez didn’t bother suggesting the possibility of a phone interview. Everyone trained in police interview techniques knew body language and expression could reveal truths the subject sought to keep hidden.

      He hung up with a sigh. “Damn it.”

      “Why don’t you let me go talk to her?” Sully said.

      “Maybe you’re forgetting, you don’t exist. Dead people don’t conduct interviews, Sully.”

      “I don’t know Eleanor Kilpatrick from a hole in the ground, and I can pretty much guarantee she doesn’t know me either. Go see Eva and Kayleigh. I’ll borrow Emily’s car and head out there.”

      “After I ruined her old one, I don’t think she’s going to be eager to lend a vehicle out again.”

      Half of Sully’s mouth quirked up in a smirk. “Hey, it was wrecked on your watch, not mine. Just because she won’t let you anywhere near her car again doesn’t mean she won’t let me.”

      Dez elbowed Sully in the ribs, taking satisfaction in the round of hacking it caused. Sully’s offer was tempting. Too many days went by without Dez getting the chance to see his wife and daughter. The chance to move home was there, Eva having extended it some time ago. But the situation with Sully precluded anything else, no way either of them could risk the welfare of the people they loved. Until Dez knew Sully and the whole situation was safe, there would be no going home—not for longer than a day or two at a time, anyway.

      But the thought of spending a normal night with his little family was hard to put out of his mind. Were he to do as Lachlan requested, he’d have trouble focusing on the interview, anyway, with his mind elsewhere and his mood too dark to allow light conversation. Sully was good with people, and his unusual gift meant he was experienced in talking to strangers about uncomfortable topics, like homicide. And Tinford was a fair distance from Kimotan Rapids. The chances of Sully running into someone he knew there—let alone an enemy—were pretty remote.

      “You really don’t mind?” Dez asked.

      “No, I don’t. Get going.”

      Dez ruffled his brother’s hair. “Thanks, buddy. I’ll make it up to you.”

      “You can do that by telling Kayleigh about me. I’m dying to see her.”

      Dez couldn’t resist the dig. “You ‘dying’ was what complicated matters in the first place. I’ll call you in a bit. Oh, and don’t tell Lachlan I let you do this. He’ll kick my ass.”

      “I doubt he could reach.”

      Dez grinned. “Good point.”
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        * * *

      

      The porch light was on when Dez pulled up, one he’d installed himself shortly after they’d first moved in.

      He and Eva had put a lot of work into this house, had made it their own. They’d built a life inside these walls, had raised Kayleigh here from infancy to her now seven years.

      They’d been happy here. Until life got in the way.

      But with his world getting closer to righting itself, Dez saw hope again. For the first time in well over a year, he could picture himself walking through that door not as a visitor, but as a resident—as a husband and a father.

      Eva was waiting as he reached the front steps, the door opening before he had a chance to knock. He opened his mouth to offer a greeting, was surprised by her grip on the front of his shirt yanking him inside. The door slammed shut behind him, and then he was being pulled down until his lips met hers.

      There was nothing gentle in the kiss, an urgency that would have required a fast trip upstairs in their pre-Kayleigh days.

      Speaking of Kayleigh….

      Dez pulled back enough to ask. “Where’s our girl?”

      “Upstairs finishing her shower. She had football tonight and she was worried she stank.”

      Dez chuckled and took advantage of the momentary privacy to pull Eva into the living room, taking the two of them behind the wall separating the room from the stairs. There, he continued what Eva had started, deepening the kiss until he’d completely lost himself within it.

      “Does this mean you’re staying the night?” Eva asked.

      Dez grinned. “Damn straight, babe.”

      “Don’t call me babe, Snowman.”

      Her nickname for him drew a playful growl from his throat, had him burying his face in the crook of her neck while she laughed.

      “Ew, gross,” came a voice from a few feet away.

      Dez pulled back, and looked down into the judgmental face of their little girl. Kayleigh stood at the entrance to the room, arms folded across her chest as she regarded her parents with an amused smirk. She was every bit her mother’s daughter, beautiful and strong, ever-ready to playfully take Dez down a peg or two. She possessed Eva’s Indigenous colouring but had inherited Dez’s green eyes, giving her an exotic look he was convinced would require his attention in a few years, once boys started to notice her. For now, though, she was still his little girl, and she happily hugged him back as he swept her up into his arms.

      “Gross?” he said. “What’s gross?” He started blowing raspberries against the side of her face while she squirmed and giggled. “Is this gross?”

      “Stop it, Dad!” she squealed. “I just had a shower!”

      A few minutes later had them downstairs in the family room, sitting in front of the large-screen TV.

      “You said you’d already eaten, so we had something quick on the way home from practice,” Eva said. “We thought we could watch a movie together.”

      “Princess Bride,” Kayleigh said.

      Dez resisted the groan. At least four years had passed since Kayleigh first fell in love with that movie, and Dez was losing hope she’d ever fall out of love with it. He’d watched it so many times he could quote it word for word.

      Even so, the fact he was sitting here with his two girls meant he would’ve happily watched a three-hour video of paint drying. It wasn’t what they were watching; it was who he was watching with.

      He waited until Kayleigh had loaded up the movie before deciding this might be the ideal time to break it to her about Sully. He’d have to talk to Eva first.

      “You know what we’re missing?” he said to Kayleigh. “Popcorn. Have we got any?”

      Kayleigh rolled her eyes. “You could have said that when we were upstairs.”

      Eva seemed to sense Dez’s intent. “You know where we keep it, K. Why don’t you go and pop a couple of bags for us?”

      “O-kay,” Kayleigh huffed as she headed for the stairs. “Just don’t make out while I’m gone.”

      Once Kayleigh had disappeared up the stairs, Eva turned back to Dez. “Are we going to make out while she’s gone?”

      He chuckled. “I wish. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about. Sully and I went to the acreage to see mom last night.”

      “Oh, wow. How’d that go?”

      “Really well, actually. She was almost on the floor, seeing him, but it was awesome.”

      “And he did okay? He wasn’t angry with her or anything?”

      “It’s Sully. He doesn’t stay mad at anyone. Not for long, anyway. Well, except for Lowell, but I can’t blame him for that. I’m pissed at him too.”

      “Count me in on that. You’re wondering if this is the time to tell Kayleigh?”

      “Sully really wants to see her, and I would love for her to know.”

      “She’s not going to be happy we kept this from her.”

      “I know. But we were going to have to say it sometime. Now that she won’t have to keep it from her grandma, it would be easier. I mean, we can trust her not to say anything to anyone else, as long as she knows Sully would be in danger. Even if she’s pissed at him, she loves him too much to risk something like that.”

      “She talks about him a lot,” Eva said. “I don’t think it would take her long to get over being angry.”

      “So we’re going to do this?” Dez asked.

      “Yeah, I’d really like to. I’ve hated not telling her.”

      “And we’re absolutely certain she can keep it to herself? She wouldn’t be able to tell anyone. Not her friends, not her other relatives. No one. Do you think she could do that?”

      “Yep, I do. She’s got your fiery temperament, but she’s got my smarts. If it’s explained to her what’s at stake, she’ll guard the secret with her life.”

      Dez blew out of breath between pursed lips. “I don’t want her to be mad.”

      “This is her favourite movie. By the time it’s over, she’ll be ready to forgive us.”

      “Okay,” Dez said. His daughter’s footsteps thumped down the carpeted stairs, slower than usual as she no doubt carried two bowls of popcorn.

      Truth time.

      “Hey, Kay-bee,” he said as she settled back into her place between the two of them. “There’s something we need to talk about.”

      Having handed the bowls of popcorn to her parents, Kayleigh peered up into Dez’s face, eyes wide in her little face. “Something bad?”

      His heart almost broke. The kid had suffered through a lot of bad for someone her age, and it showed in her expression, a look of dread that didn’t belong on the face of a seven-year-old.

      Dez sought to erase it immediately.

      “No, kiddo. Something good. Something really good.”

      He paused to offer her a smile, was relieved to see her mirroring him.

      “Are we getting a dog?” she asked.

      He laughed. “In a way, we kind of are,” he said. “Pax is part of the package deal.”

      “Pax? You mean the big, black dog you brought here that one time? I loved him.”

      “I know you did. And I’ll be able to bring him around a lot more in the future.”

      “His owner wouldn’t mind?”

      “Not a bit. Thing is, his owner would like to come over too.”

      “That’s okay.”

      Dez had looked forward to this ever since Sully had returned. But now he couldn’t figure out the right words. How did you spring it on a kid that their supposedly dead uncle—their beloved uncle—had faked his own death and allowed his family to believe him gone?

      Eva laid a hand on his shoulder and took up the task of explaining.

      “Honey, do you remember what happened to your Uncle Sully?”

      “He died.”

      “But we never found him.”

      Kayleigh shook her head.

      “We all thought he was gone, that he died. But we found something out recently. He didn’t die, sweetie. Uncle Sully is alive.”

      Kayleigh took a little breath. Then, “How do you know?”

      “He came back,” Eva said. “Your dad was in trouble, and Uncle Sully came back to help him. Your dad’s okay now because of your uncle.”

      “Where is he? I want to see him.”

      “He’d love that,” Dez said. “He’s busy working tonight, but I’ll bring him over soon, okay? I promise.”

      An excited glow coloured Kayleigh’s features, the look of Christmas morning. It faded as the thoughts played out across her face.

      “What are you thinking, kiddo?” he asked.

      “He lied to us. He let us think something bad happened to him, and it didn’t.”

      “That’s the thing right there, Kay-bee. Something bad did happen to him. That’s why he left and didn’t tell anyone.”

      “Not even us? I thought families were supposed to tell each other everything.”

      Eva took over. “That’s true. But sometimes when bad things happen, it gets complicated. Do you remember when you were having all those nightmares after Grandpa Flynn and Uncle Sully were gone? You remember how scared you felt? That’s how Uncle Sully felt. But it wasn’t just at night. It was all the time. Every day and every night.”

      “But you helped me when I was scared. We could have helped him.”

      “This is hard to explain, but he felt like we would be better off if he wasn’t around us,” Dez said. “He thought he’d be protecting us.”

      “From what?”

      “From what he was afraid of.”

      “What was he afraid of?”

      That was a good question, and it left the problem of how much to tell Kayleigh. These were adult problems, and Kayleigh had been exposed to too many adult problems already.

      Eva wasn’t as concerned. “You know how I told you I arrest messed-up and bad people at my job as a police officer? Uncle Sully was afraid of some very bad people.”

      “You could have put them in jail.”

      “It’s not always as easy as that. There are laws, and we can’t arrest people unless we’re really sure they’ve broken a law. Sometimes it’s hard to prove a law has been broken, so there isn’t much we can do. Not right away, anyway. Uncle Sully did what he did to get away from those bad people because he didn’t think anyone could help him, and he didn’t want to put anyone he loved at risk.”

      “But he’s back now?”

      “Sort of, but not really,” Dez said. “Only a few people know he’s alive, Kayleigh. And it has to stay that way. You can’t tell anyone, not even your friends or anyone else in the family. Your mom and I know, and your Grandma Mara. Oh, and your Uncle Bulldog. But no one else. Uncle Sully could be in really big danger if anyone else finds out.”

      “What kind of danger?”

      Dez exchanged a glance with Eva, who provided what she could of an answer. “The bad people I told you about. They’d try to find him if they knew about him being alive.”

      “I won’t tell anyone. I promise. But I really want to see him.”

      “Soon, okay? Promise. He’s excited to see you too. He really, really missed you.”

      “I missed him too. Can we watch the movie now?”

      And just like that, the conversation was over, Sully’s secret revealed to one more person.

      As the movie started, Dez met Eva’s eye over the top of Kayleigh’s head. She smiled. He smiled back.

      He had never once not been grateful for his family, but there were moments like this that reminded him exactly how lucky he was.
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      Sully got a text from Dez before he reached Tinford, added instructions on how to find Eleanor’s house as provided by Lachlan.

      Just as well, too, because from what Sully could tell, very few of the houses were properly marked in this small town. During his years in foster care before the Braddocks had taken him in, Sully had lived in a couple of small towns, enough to know directions were more about landmarks than numbers. Dez’s text—Turn left at the bank and right at the road repairs, then look for a blue house with white trim and an arbor in front—actually made the task easier than if he’d been given nothing but a number.

      Located midway down the block, the house had no number, and neither did the neighbours. The sun had set, and Eleanor had left an outside light on next to a side door. More lights were on inside the house, giving it a welcoming look.

      Sully reached into the back seat to scratch Pax’s ears. “Got to leave you here, buddy. Sorry.”

      Pax whined a little, but otherwise didn’t protest as Sully extricated himself from Emily’s borrowed car. The dog was getting used to it, being left behind while Sully talked to people. Not everyone reacted well to the presence of a huge, black dog, particularly one prone to growl at strangers.

      His decision proved a wise one. Not only did the woman who answered the door not look like a dog person, she had a cat besides. Pax didn’t hate cats exactly, but he wasn’t a big fan either. Sully and Pax had first met each other in the abandoned Forks shortly after Sully had faked his own death. The place was crawling with feral cats, and Pax had a few reddened stripes across his nose that showed they’d likely been competing for the same food. It wasn’t a memory the dog was likely to soon forget.

      Eleanor’s face registered surprise as she took in her visitor. “I was told to expect a tall, red-haired man.”

      “That’s my friend, Dez,” Sully said. “He had something else to attend to tonight so he sent me. Is that all right?”

      “Do you have a photo of the two of you together? Lachlan sent me one of the man who was supposed to come.”

      That was a good question. Sully and Dez weren’t exactly the selfie types, and he couldn’t think of anything on his phone that would fit the bill. It occurred to him he had an old family photo tucked into his wallet, one taken when he and Dez were teenagers. Hoping it would do the trick, he fished it out, unfolded it and handed it over to her.

      “Sorry,” Sully said. “It’s a little worse for wear. I’ve been carrying that with me for a few years and I took it out a lot. And it’s had some water damage besides.”

      Eleanor squinted at the picture beneath the light from the front porch, then compared it to a photo from her phone. Narrowing her eyes again, she at last handed the photo back while offering a tight smile.

      “It looks like the same person, all right,” she said. She studied Sully a moment longer before seeming to decide he was safe. For his part, he was grateful he’d trimmed his beard recently, and had thought to pull his hair back into a knot. He didn’t think there was anything much about him that came across as intimidating even when he tried. When he went for this look, he appeared more college student than homeless scruff.

      Having been invited into her home, Sully took the chair she motioned to at the kitchen table. She didn’t offer coffee or tea, and that didn’t bother him in the slightest. With Dez away for the night, Sully had plans of his own, ones that had formed while he was driving out here. No way Dez would want to spend the night on a haunted road; no way would he give his blessing for Sully to do it on his own either. Sully knew this might be his one chance at searching for Sadie without Dez’s worries getting in the way.

      For now, though, there was Eleanor.

      Nothing about her screamed “murderer” to Sully; nothing suggested she might have orchestrated the disappearance of her former coworker. He had no problem guessing why everyone had overlooked this tiny, mousy creature as a possible suspect in Lonnie’s disappearance. She looked to be the kind of person who would need help emptying a mouse trap; the idea she might have the appetite for murder seemed inconceivable.

      “Were you told why we wanted to talk to you?” he asked.

      “Mr. Fields said it had to do with Lonnie Debenham. I’m not sure what you want from me. I spoke to police at the time—all of his coworkers did—and I don’t know any more than I did then.”

      Dez had filled him in on the conversation he and Lachlan had with the Debenhams, particularly the parts concerning Eleanor.

      “His dad isn’t well, and his parents want closure, if they can get it,” Sully said. “They’ve asked us to make sure all of the T’s were crossed during the investigation, and to check into anything that might have been overlooked. I know you talked to police back then but, as I understand it, information came to light afterward that you were saying things against Lonnie. You lost your job because of it, we were told.”

      “I did, and that was my own fault. I was bitter I was turned down for the promotion. I can’t deny it, as much as I would like to. I’m ashamed now of how I acted. I was much younger then, and I hadn’t been out in the workforce long enough to understand how things worked. There was no question Lonnie was going to advance in his father’s company. That I expected anything different was simply a sign of my naïveté. But even if the decision was the wrong one—and I’m not saying it was, mind you—it was childish of me to speak out against him. Particularly after what had happened.”

      “Do you think the fact he was chosen for promotion over you was just because of who his dad was?”

      “In part, I’m sure. Part of it might have been that I was a woman, and a young one at that.”

      “But you think you deserved the promotion?”

      “I was working very hard, putting in long hours. It wasn’t unusual that I would be the last one out of the office every night. And I’d taken three training courses just within the six months leading to that promotion. I lost a boyfriend over that job. I missed family birthdays, and I even worked through Thanksgiving to sort out a client’s file. Lonnie was very smart, don’t get me wrong. And he was good at his job. But it wasn’t his life. When the bank closed each day, he was out the door just as soon as he could get his jacket on. I know he had a young family, but he liked to party too. You probably heard all the great things about Lonnie, but I’d imagine no one told you he liked to tie one on with the boys after work.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “One of them invited me along one night. By the time I met them at the bar, Lonnie was very drunk. They all were. I didn’t stay long, as I didn’t enjoy their company with them in that state. But Lonnie left before I did, him and this creepy buddy of his. Neither of them was in any state to be behind the wheel, but Lonnie drove anyway. Probably figured his dad’s money or influence would get him out of an impaired driving charge.”

      “This creepy buddy. Did he work at the bank?”

      “No, I think they went to high school together, maybe university. I don’t know which. I just know the guy rubbed me the wrong way, drooling down my neck and getting a little too handsy.”

      “How long was this before Lonnie went missing?”

      “Oh, I can’t remember exactly. Maybe two or three months?”

      “From what we were told, Lonnie was a family man who kind of went off the rails a couple of months before he disappeared. Did you notice anything like that?”

      “He seemed quieter at work, I think. But he’d gotten the promotion he’d wanted, so I assumed he was either trying harder or his father had told him to grow up. I noticed he wasn’t out the door as fast anymore, and he didn’t go out with his friends as much—not the ones from work anyway. I’d see them ask him to join them for an after-work drink, and he’d usually say no. I just thought his father or his wife must have tuned him in.”

      “If you had to guess, what would you say happened to Lonnie?”

      “I wouldn’t know, would I?”

      “I’m just asking for your best guess.”

      “Looking back on it, it’s possible he killed himself. As I mentioned, he seemed quieter at work, not happy. At the time, it didn’t bother me enough to put any real thought into why. I didn’t care if it was because he hated his job or because he was having trouble at home. Lonnie and I had nothing to do with each other.”

      “Would he have had reason to kill himself?”

      “I’m not the right person to ask. Like I said, we weren’t exactly friends.”

      “Would it surprise you if you were to find out he was actually murdered?”

      “I can’t imagine why anyone would have wanted to kill him. He was well-liked, popular even. Even his dad was very well-regarded. Both of them involved themselves in charity, helping special causes and people in need. They had their faults, of course, but as far as I know, those faults weren’t known to the world at large.”

      “But they were known to you.”

      “I’ve watched enough television to know what you’re about to say. And, no, I certainly didn’t kill Lonnie. I’m not capable of such a thing. I was angry at the time, bitter even. But I’m the sort of person who stews in my own negative emotions. I don’t act on them.”

      “But you kind of did, didn’t you? You were fired for saying things against him.”

      “For saying things, yes. As I said, I was childish back then, and I dealt with my hurt in a childish way. I would do things differently now. Lonnie and I were never friends, but if something truly bad happened to him, I can honestly say he didn’t deserve it.”
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        * * *

      

      Eleanor wasn’t much more help when it came to naming possible suspects.

      She admitted she’d been the only one at the bank with any real dislike for Lonnie, making her the only logical suspect in the mix.

      But the conversation had given Sully something else to think about. Lonnie hadn’t apparently been the wholesome family man his loved ones had suggested.

      “Not really a surprise, though, is it?” Dez said when Sully called with his report. “No one ever thinks the worst about a loved one after they die. People always remember the good things, and conveniently forget the bad. I’ve lost track of how many murdered gangster thugs and convicted killers were described as good, respectful kids by their mothers.”

      Sully agreed with a dry chuckle.

      “What kind of feeling did you get from Eleanor?” Dez asked. “Do you think she’s capable of having done something to Lonnie?”

      “Honestly, no. I mean, it could be she’s just really smart and knows how to run a good coverup. But she seemed on the level to me. She wasn’t talking Lonnie up or down. She was just being frank about what he was like, and she admitted she wasn’t exactly Mother Teresa either.”

      “Huh. So back to square one then.”

      “I guess so. But then, I haven’t really moved past square one to start with.”

      “You think the ghost might have made Lonnie disappear.”

      “I think it’s a possibility we need to explore, particularly since there’s now another missing man.” He realized Dez would soon start asking about his night’s plans, and he sought to derail that by changing the subject. “How’s your visit with the girls?”

      “Awesome. It’s been a really great night. And it’s going to get even better soon, if you know what I mean.”

      “Almost Kayleigh’s bedtime, I take it?”

      “Another hour yet. I’m going to read to her, though. She likes when I do the voices.”

      Sully smirked. “So do I. You never read to me anymore.”

      “Piss off. Listen, Eva and I talked to Kayleigh about you. She’s really excited to see you.”

      This time, Sully found himself thrilled by the subject change. “Really? She’s not mad?”

      “We explained things to her as well as we could. She seems to get it. Obviously, we couldn’t tell her everything. But she gets why you left the way you did, without telling us. Honestly, she handled it a lot better than I did.”

      “So she’s not going to punch me in the face?” Sully said through a smile.

      “Not likely. But I wouldn’t try pulling any more stupid moves with her. She’s a tough kid, and she packs a mean punch.”

      Sully laughed. “Kind of more like her mom then. You’re a soft touch.”

      “Only with you. And you’re damn lucky about that too. Are you heading home?”

      Uh-oh. “In a bit. I want to stay out for a while yet. It’s a nice night, and I miss being able to just go for a drive.”

      “Where are you driving?” The suspicion was there, an edge to Dez’s voice suggesting he wasn’t about to buy what Sully hoped to sell.

      No point in lying. “I want to swing by the road, see if I can find her.”

      “Sully, no. Not by yourself.”

      “I’m not by myself. I’ve got Pax with me.”

      “I was thinking more along the lines of human help. Human help—i.e. me—by daylight.”

      “Daylight’s not really an option right now. With that Emory guy missing, the police are going to be crawling all over the place during the day.”

      “I hate to break it to you, but they can run searches by night. If they’re worried enough, they could get a chopper or a plane in the air to look for heat signatures on the ground. If they do that, they’ll have ground units in place to move in if they spot anything from the air. And you, my idiot brother, will make for one big, juicy heat signature. You’re talking a surefire way to get yourself caught—and that’s if Faceless Flo doesn’t get to you first.”

      It was sound logic, no denying that. But Sully had logic of his own.

      “One way or another, we’re going to have to deal with her. It’s better me than someone else. At least I can see her coming.”

      “And do what? Get the hell out of the way?”

      “Sure. Why not? Look, most ghosts are not really all that powerful. They’re just leftover energy from what was once a living person. If the person wasn’t overly powerful in life, they won’t be after death.”

      “What about poltergeists?”

      “She isn’t a poltergeist.”

      “How do you know?”

      “There’s never been any talk about that.”

      “Well, there’s never been any talk about her name being Sadie, either. Talk was always about a Flo, and we proved that one wrong, didn’t we?” Dez sighed. “Damn it, Sull, can’t you just give me one nice night without throwing a monkey wrench in there somewhere? I was enjoying myself until you called.”

      “I’m sorry, D. But there really isn’t any way around this. I can’t go look for her by daylight now, and if she’s done something to Emory, I need to try to find him before it’s too late. I can see things the police and search parties can’t. It might be she’ll lead me right to him.”

      “Yeah,” Dez said. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
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        * * *

      

      Sully knew Dez wasn’t happy about it, but by the time they got off the phone, he’d more or less convinced his older brother of the necessity of his plan.

      Dez had offered to meet him, but Sully put a stopper in that one. Sully didn’t often remind him, but Dez’s fear of ghosts could prove a source of energy for spirits, giving them something to feed on. Strong human emotion could act like a battery. Sully was battery enough. For a ghost like Sadie, the two of them together might just supercharge her. And if she was really as bad as people said, feeding her energy was the last thing they wanted.

      Detecting no sign of police presence at the start of Hollow Road, Sully made the turn and started down the roadway. He drove slowly, eyes and senses alert to the possible presence of a ghost in the woods which lined the road either side.

      He stopped the car long enough to get out and listen, straining to pick up on the sound of an airplane or a helicopter, something that might suggest the area was being monitored. He heard nothing but the wind blowing gently through the trees, rattling branches left mostly bare by the changing fall weather. Old poplars creaked nearby. Somewhere, an owl hooted.

      Dez would be crapping himself right about now.

      Sully took a long look around, scanning the dark woods for a sign of a dim glow. Ghosts usually appeared that way to him, a dull light in the dark, a beacon to him just as Marc had once said Sully was a beacon to them. His own light, he’d been told, was intense. If Sadie was around, she would see him.

      He got back in the car, took a moment to steel his own nerves as he reached back to scratch Pax’s chin.

      “Tell me if you see anything, okay?” Sully said.

      Pax’s mouth dropped open, his panting resembling laughter. Sully wished he could share in the joke. He’d chosen to come, but it wasn’t without reservation. He knew as well as Dez men had disappeared here—one of them someone he suspected was his own ancestor, a man who apparently possessed the same ability he had. If the real Oliver Chadwell could vanish at the behest of a spirit, so could Sully.

      But then, no ghost of Sully’s acquaintance had the power to send a person to another dimension. All they could do was lead a person into danger.

      Sully would just have to remain aware of his surroundings, that was all.

      In the dark, that was quite possibly too much to expect.

      He drove on, tires crunching against gravel as he crawled down the road. He drove until he glimpsed the opening ahead marking the start of the old town of Loons Hollow. He saw no evidence of any police vehicles, which was a good thing for someone hoping to remain undetected. It might have been a really good thing if it also meant they’d accomplished their task and located Emory. It occurred to Sully they hadn’t thought to text Ara and ask.

      Whatever the case, Sully suspected he was alone out here.

      Very alone.

      Just him and his dog in a deep, dark wood haunted by the potentially homicidal spirit of a murdered woman.

      All in a night’s work.

      With no sign of Sadie, Sully decided the best move might be to pull over and wait. He steered to the side of the road and shut off the engine, not bothering to put the window down to listen. He couldn’t hear the ghosts anyway, and the last thing he wanted was to set off his nerves by forcing himself to listen to eerie nighttime noises in the woods. He’d do far better if he stayed calm, and that would be pretty damn hard if he gave in to imagination.

      He had one other trick for staying calm, and he knew he could find it at the end of the phone line. Keeping his eyes on his surroundings, he pulled out his cellphone and dialled Dez’s number.

      Three rings and Dez answered, sounding out of breath. “What?”

      Sully grimaced. He’d forgotten to check the time. He now noticed it was well over an hour since his last call to Dez—past Kayleigh’s bedtime. It didn’t take a genius to realize what Dez had been in the middle of just now.

      “Oh, crap, sorry.”

      “This damn well better be important.”

      “Um… kind of?”

      “Spit it out.”

      “I was wondering if you could text Ara, see if they happened to find Emory today. I don’t see any sign of police vehicles, and it occurred to me we hadn’t checked.”

      “Can I do that in a few minutes, do you think?” The sarcasm was heavy. Sully didn’t blame him.

      “Uh, yeah. Sure. Sorry. Hi to Eva.”

      Dez hung up without another word. Sully mouthed the word “Oops” as he returned his phone to the pocket of his hoodie.

      Pax’s sudden barking had Sully’s head snapping up, his neck cracking as it whipped around to check his surroundings.

      Nothing.

      He looked at Pax, still barking, in the back seat. “You’re killing my ears, buddy. What’s up?”

      Pax was focused on something to the side of the car, something in the woods. Following the gaze, Sully sat forward a bit to better see through the window.

      And jumped.

      She was there.

      A pale, lightly glowing figure standing in the woods, head low, hair hanging across her face.

      A feeling of dread crawled over him, sent prickles down his neck. Part of him wanted to start the car and get out of here.

      But this was why he’d come. This woman, this ghost, might hold answers he needed. If he ran, he might never find them.

      Taking a long, deep breath, he pocketed the car keys, then gripped the handle of the door and pushed it open. Stepping onto the gravel outside, he took in his surroundings before he closed his own door and moved to open Pax’s. The dog, hair standing on end, joined him on the road and stayed at his side as Sully circled the car and started into the woods.

      She was there, unmoving, unaffected by the breeze that played with a few wayward strands of Sully’s hair.

      “My name’s Sullivan Gray,” he said. “I want to help you.”

      Sully’s phone pinged its notification of a text from Dez. Without taking his eyes from the ghost, he drew his phone out, then looked down only long enough to check the short message displayed on his screen. Emory still missing. Searchers back first thing.

      So much for the hope that much had been put to rights.

      He returned his full attention to the ghost. “A man went missing early this morning. Do you know anything about it?”

      He hadn’t really expected a response, so he wasn’t surprised when he didn’t receive one. He dared to take another few steps toward her, allowing him a better view. Her dress was white but stained in places by mud and dirt, and her feet were bare. There was no immediate sign of blood or injury, which was unusual in his experience; most homicide victims showed him their fatal wounds. Whether the face was shadowed by the hair and the night or whether it wasn’t there at all, he couldn’t say for sure. He wasn’t keen on getting close enough to find out.

      Usually, he got a feeling from the spirits he saw, a sense of their emotions. Often it was terror, rage or pain. This one, if she felt anything, guarded her feelings, held them in a place he couldn’t reach. She was closed to him.

      It made for a bad start.

      He tried anyway. “People say you don’t like men. If a man hurt you, I can’t blame you for that. But I’m not that man. Emory Davis, the guy who disappeared this morning, he’s not that man.”

      He stopped, took a breath, thought through what he was about to ask. It seemed like a bad idea. He went ahead anyway.

      “I need you to help me find him.”

      It might have been his imagination—the risk of it working overtime out here was great—but he thought he saw her head twitch.

      They stood a moment, facing each other, a fraught silence stretching between them. He waited, knowing she would do one of three things. She might disappear altogether. She might turn and lead him into the woods. Or, worst case, she might come at him.

      When she suddenly vanished, Sully wasn’t sure whether he should be grieved or grateful. Until, a moment later, she reappeared deeper in the woods, her form standing next to one of the many bare trees.

      And now he had his own choice to make: return to the car and leave, or follow.

      In the end, it didn’t make for much of a choice. He’d come here for a reason, and that reason still existed. Emory was missing, and Ara cared about him. As much as part of Sully would be thrilled to see the back of the man, he knew he couldn’t begrudge Ara her happiness. Sully had brought her nothing but pain in the end, and she deserved better. What was more, she was a good person, and she wasn’t likely to choose someone who was anything but good himself. If she cared about Emory Davis, he didn’t deserve to be out here, the victim of a vengeful spirit.

      Even if it was the last thing he did, if he could find Emory, that would be something at least to help fulfill his debt to her.

      His course decided, he started toward the ghost.
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      In Sully’s experience, ghosts didn’t always move the way living people did.

      Some moved as they always did, nursing injuries they’d felt in life. But others, no longer hindered by the bulk of flesh, muscle and bone, figured out their new place in the world of physics. These spirits—the ones like Sadie—simply vanished only to reappear at another location. They were the ones desperate to tell him something, and they didn’t waste time or energy on travel.

      Yet there was nothing about Sadie suggesting urgency, no sense of fear, anger or pain acting as obvious motivator. Many spirits were no more than a non-physical representation of the living being they’d once been; they retained their personalities, emotions, thoughts and appearances.

      In Sadie’s case, it was like following a corpse.

      Sully tried, failed to restrain the shiver that ran down his spine.

      Pax, at his side, growled low in his throat whenever the two of them paused. The dog wasn’t fond of this arrangement, that much was clear. It was possible, between the two of them, Pax was the wiser one right now.

      Sully continued on anyway.

      He lost track of how long they’d been out here, what could’ve been ten minutes taking on the feel of an hour. His cellphone would tell him the time, but he didn’t want to risk looking away for even a moment. Too much could happen in a moment. Too much had already happened.

      He’d grown so used to Pax’s growling it was as if a bomb went off when the barking started. Sully’s eyes snapped down to the dog’s head, finding Pax’s own sightline trained not on the ghost, but on something to the south, something not yet visible to Sully’s human sight.

      He’d been walking without the use of his flashlight app, relying on the abnormally bright moon to light the way. He preferred to save the battery, just in case. Anyway, too much light focused in one spot would blind him to the rest of his surroundings, and he hadn’t wanted to chance it.

      Now he could hear movement, the crunch of leaves underfoot, the crackle of branches as they were pushed aside. It was too loud for a small animal, and Sully’s first thought was of a bear or a wolf. There weren’t a large number of either animal in these woods, but there had been a few sightings over the years—enough he knew it was a possibility he was about to have a confrontation he might not survive.

      He’d forgotten Rule One of outdoor survival: Always carry a canister of bear spray. Without the appropriate weapon on hand, Sully cast his gaze around for anything else that might work. A fallen tree lay nearby, and he ran over to it. Stepping down hard on one of the larger branches and wrenching it upward, he managed to sever it from the trunk. Holding it in front of him like a baseball bat and angling off for the delivery of a blow, Sully watched and waited.

      “Put that down before you hurt yourself, kid,” came a female voice from the direction of the supposed wild animal.

      Sully released the breath he’d been holding, then laid a hand on top of Pax’s head to calm him. “Pax, stop. It’s okay.” Once the barking stopped, Sully squinted back into the darkness. “Who’s there?”

      A woman came into view, stepping out fully from behind a large tree. She was large, tall and broad, almost an older female version of Dez. Something was familiar about the voice, one Sully thought he’d last heard several years ago.

      She was closer now, close enough he could make out a few of her facial features. “Give me your name first,” she said, tone demanding rather than requesting.

      He no longer needed her answer. He lowered the large branch as memory clicked into place. “Rosie?”

      She pulled up short in her advance toward him. “Who are you? I know your voice.”

      It was no use hiding the truth. It might take her a moment, but she’d figure it out pretty quick. Pulling his hood down, he smiled at her. “I used to work at the Black Fox.”

      It took her a few seconds, but she ended by grinning her recognition. “Sullivan Gray. My God. I haven’t seen you in something like five years. How you doin’?”

      “I’m okay.” He remembered Sadie and turned his head to the left. She was still there, standing nearby.

      Waiting.

      Hopefully, she’d wait a little longer. You didn’t easily abandon a conversation with Rasslin’ Rosie Dalton.

      “What are you doing out here this late?” she asked. She peered at him through narrowed eyes. “You’re not one of those nut bar ghost hunters been trespassing at Loons Hollow, are you?”

      “Not exactly,” he said. “I guess you could say I’m a ghost hunter, but I’m not doing it for the entertainment value. A guy went missing out here by the name of Emory Davis. Have you heard about it?”

      “I saw a search party going through earlier today. It was all I could do to avoid them.”

      “Do you live out here or something?”

      “Yep,” she said. “Over five years now. I had enough of the city. People there were going bad, like rotting apples. Riverview wasn’t what it once was. Used to be you could walk around the place and find a friend. Lately, all you’re doing is dodging enemies. You and your brother were tight with Bulldog Bird. He’s a good guy. You ever see him?”

      “Quite a bit, actually,” Sully said. “Although I haven’t seen too many people in the past couple of years.” Secrets were safe with Rosie, never more so than now that she was well into a self-imposed exile here in the woods. He spent a few minutes updating her about having faked his own death to escape the horrors of Lockwood, and the necessity to return in part.

      “What the hell were you doing at Lockwood?” she asked when he’d finished. “You’re about as crazy as I am.”

      In certain circles, that might not be seen as a compliment. Sully, though, had quickly come to see Rosie differently than some. She had always been one of Kimotan Rapids’s quirky characters, someone who breathed life into an otherwise dull place. Many, he knew, didn’t appreciate quirky, and those people had a much more negative view of the woman.

      She had been a jail guard for many years, until an on-the-job incident left her on long-term disability. After recovering, she landed a new job, teaching wrestling at a local club. On weekends, she took part in the city’s answer to the World Wrestling Federation, earning herself some small-scale fame as Rasslin’ Rosie.

      He didn’t know much about it, but he’d heard Rosie fell out of favour when one of her competitors was badly injured during an in-ring accident. Shortly after, she quit her job at the wrestling club and people stopped seeing her at her old hangouts in the Riverview neighbourhood—or anywhere else, for that matter. Some people guessed she’d committed suicide. Others suspected guilt had driven her to drugs or drink, and that she’d OD’d in a crack house somewhere. Still others theorized her fallen competitor’s family, friends or fans had done something to make her disappear.

      Sully hadn’t bothered much with the latter theory. He hadn’t seen her ghost, so he was pretty sure homicide hadn’t played a hand in her disappearance. He had wondered about the real reason along with everyone else, though, and he couldn’t not ask her now—ghost or no ghost waiting nearby.

      “What happened to you? You just vanished. Everyone wondered.”

      “Like I said, the city wasn’t what it used to be for me. And you no doubt heard what happened during that match. Some weird people love wrestling in KR, and they made life miserable for me afterward. I was getting threats; people left nasty letters in my mailbox. I even got spit on in public a couple of times. That sort of thing gets old fast.

      “I used to come up here as a kid with my grandpa. He grew up here, near Loons Hollow, and he turned his childhood home into a hunting cabin. I would come up with him quite a bit. Truth be told, he was more tracker than hunter; he enjoyed watching the animals too much. I guess I inherited that from him, and when things got bad in KR, I decided I might be better off spending my time with animals than people. I haven’t looked back. It’s not easy, and winters can be pretty damn hard, but I wouldn’t give this up for the world.”

      “I’ve lived off the grid for two years now,” Sully said. “I’d give it up in a heartbeat.”

      “Then I hope you get there. It’s a good life if you don’t mind the isolation. For my part, I enjoy it.”

      Sully glanced again to the side. Sadie hadn’t moved. “You’re not exactly isolated,” he told Rosie. “Do you ever see anything out here? Anything you can’t explain?”

      Rosie stared at him, a few seconds passing before she responded. “You mean, anything spooky? I don’t go in for that sort of thing. People do a lot of talking about some sort of ghost in these woods, but I have yet to see something.”

      “She’s probably not at all that interested in you. It’s men she seems to have the problem with.”

      “Like I said, not my cup of tea, kid. You can believe what you want. Far as I’m concerned, we live this life and then we die. End of story. Game over. All this nonsense about life after death, that’s just people’s way of trying to make themselves feel better.”

      “What if I told you that wasn’t true?”

      “You can tell me anything you like. I’m always happy to listen. Doesn’t mean I’m going to buy what you’re selling.”

      Sully wasn’t about to get into a debate. There wasn’t time, and he’d given up years ago on the idea he could change minds and philosophies. His experiences, real as they were, were still just his. Others had as much of a right to their own beliefs, to experience the world as it unfolded before them.

      Anyway, Rosie clearly had no information on Sadie, so the conversation—nice at it had been to catch up—wasn’t much help to him.

      “I wouldn’t try to sell you on anything,” he said. “Not my style. Listen, if you should happen to see Emory, or find any signs of him, could you let me know?”

      “I don’t have a phone, Gray, and I don’t exactly have the ability or inclination to get myself an Internet connection either. Not sure how I’d let you know.”

      “I can come back, check in with you.”

      “Look, if I find him, and he’s wandering around lost out here, I’ll get him to the road and send him on his way to get help. Just don’t you go getting lost. I understand why you’re out here, wandering around in the dark, what with your needing to avoid the authorities and all. But it’s not safe. There’s stuff you could step in. If you break a leg, you’ll be a sitting duck for the coyotes. They’re almost as big as wolves out here.”

      “I’ve got Pax,” he said.

      Rosie eyed the large dog. “Good point. Well, take care of yourself. You get lost tonight, find yourself a high point and look for the plume of smoke. I keep a fire at my cabin at night. You’re welcome to come there.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      Having exchanged a handshake, the two parted ways, leaving Sully to return his attention to the ghost.

      As if realizing he was following once again, the ghost resumed their game, disappearing and reappearing as she took him and Pax deeper into the woods. Sully had made a note of the moon’s position when he left the car, and he was monitoring it now, using its location and path through the sky to gauge his direction. He was walking east; he knew that much. If he turned around and went west, he would hit the road eventually. Even if he didn’t come out right near the car, he would be able to find it.

      If she didn’t do something to prevent his return.

      The game was changing. The spaces between the vanishings and reappearances were growing, the distances greater and the amount of time she spent in one spot lessening. Until now, Sully had been able to walk slowly enough to monitor his surroundings for objects in his path or wild animals. As he followed, he was forced first into a jog, then a run and, finally, something just short of a full-on sprint.

      A few minutes of this had him wiping at sweat on his forehead and struggling to catch his breath. He tripped on something, coming down hard on his hands and knees. A rock or a crack in the earth, he had no idea which. He didn’t stick around long enough to find out. She was moving, putting far too much distance between them for him to comfortably keep up.

      He tried to call out, to beg her to slow down, but he could barely get out the single word: “Wait!”

      If she heard, she didn’t acknowledge it, and he struggled on behind her as she continued forward.

      The terrain was different now, no longer poplar, shrubs and undergrowth, but rock and evergreen. Here, it more closely resembled Winteredge National Park, and Sully wondered briefly if they’d crossed over into that territory.

      Not that it mattered. The important thing at this point was keeping her in his sights. He was now certain she was leading him into danger. As surely as he was looking at her, every fibre of his being, every instinct he possessed screamed at him to turn back.

      And yet he was propelled forward, almost against his own will. The only thing he knew, besides the fact he was in trouble was that he couldn’t lose sight of her. His desire to help had turned to need, and need to obsession, within the space of minutes.

      It occurred to him these were not his own emotions or thoughts. He often picked up on the feelings and thoughts of ghosts. This grasping need was not his own, but hers.

      Or maybe it was something else. Someone else. Someone he had once been. Oliver Chadwell had, after all, returned to these woods time and again, eager to help Sadie in much the same way.

      For now, the reason for Sully’s desperation didn’t matter either. His mind and his will were no longer wholly his own to control. Stopping was not an option. She could run him to death, and he could do nothing to stop it.

      Pax was at his side, holding up far better under the strain, not even panting as he focused on their target ahead. Yet Sully suspected Pax’s true priority was not the woman, but his human.

      It was more reassuring than Sully could put into words.

      Out of breath, lungs burning, heart pounding, legs aching, one ankle and both knees sore from the earlier fall, he fought to keep up. He was getting lightheaded from lack of oxygen. Had this been any other situation, he would’ve stopped long ago.

      His vision faded, growing darker around the edges, and he worried he was about to drop.

      Then he did.

      Having leapt a fallen tree, he felt no purchase as the earth opened beneath him. He fell forward, arms reaching for anything he could grab. His chest collided hard with the far edge of the fissure, and he scrabbled against the ground as his lower body dangled within a hole of unknown depth.

      The forest floor was damp, muddy, nothing to provide him purchase. There were no tree roots, no heavy rocks.

      A large black shadow temporarily blocked his sight as Pax jumped the space, then turned to face him as if meaning to haul him from danger.

      But, sliding, Sully was beyond help.

      He lost his ineffectual grip on the soft ground.

      And fell.
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      Panic rose in his throat, a gasp choking back what would have otherwise been a startled cry.

      He allowed terror no more than a fraction of a second of control. Fear wouldn’t save him, after all.

      Or maybe it would.

      In the uncontrolled flailing of reaching arms, the backs of the fingers on his left hand struck something hard behind him. The hole or crevice he’d fallen into wasn’t overly wide, and he had six feet worth of height in his favour.

      Less than two seconds into the fall, he twisted, gritting his teeth in a grimace as his upper spine and the back of his head collided with rock. Stars flashed behind his shuttered eyelids but he held onto consciousness.

      Bringing one leg up, he kicked against the opposite wall, seeking some sort of grip between army boot and rock. His foot skidded against the slick surface, but he’d brought his other foot up by then, seeking to plant it alongside the first. All the while, he pressed back hard against the wall behind him, aiming to wedge himself there.

      Against all hope, he succeeded, his fall broken as one heel butted up against the lower lip of a small crack. Meanwhile, his upper back stopped its downward scrape against stone.

      He hung there, suspended by the strength of his own body and the grace of the rock walls. He forced in one breath, as deeply as he could given his position, then a second. His eyes had shut of their own accord during the fall, and he opened them now, hoping to see something of his surroundings.

      Everything was black, nothing to see but a trail of night sky visible along the surface of the crevice above him. Pax was barking like crazy, his tone sharp and insistent.

      It was hard to tell exactly how far down he’d fallen, whether stable ground was reachable from his current position. He fumbled for his cellphone, finding it in its usual spot in the pocket of his hoodie. Focusing on steadying his grip so as to avoid dropping it, he pulled it free while pushing his shoulders hard back against the wall.

      Despite his best efforts, his fingers trembled with tension, and it took a few tries for him to locate and activate the flashlight function. His surroundings lit up, revealing the rocky wall facing him.

      Pax was barking down the hole now, the noise deafening as it bounced between the walls.

      “It’s okay, Pax,” Sully called up, hoping to calm the dog enough to save his own hearing. “I’m okay.”

      His voice seemed to help, Pax’s barks dwindling to softer growls and woofs. If Sully could have the same steadying effect on himself, he’d be able to ascertain the extent of the danger he was in and hopefully do something to abate it. Taking a breath, he built up the courage to aim the beam downward, following with his eyes.

      The first thing he saw was a face.

      His breath caught hard in his throat, every major muscle in his body jumping.

      One second’s worth of shock proved his undoing.

      His boot slipped in its precarious niche and set the rest of him off balance. He fought to regain the purchase he’d lost, but the slick rock refused to grant it. He slid.

      Deeper into the blackness of the pit. Nearer the body he’d seen in the light from his cellphone.

      Pain seized him as he hit bottom.

      Then the world faded.
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      By the time his head cleared, his pain had dwindled to a manageable level of discomfort.

      He didn’t have the impression of receding unconsciousness, guessing rather that he’d laid there stunned for a minute or so.

      His back burned, his hoodie and his shirt having ridden up near his shoulders during the dragging plummet. He imagined his flesh was scraped raw in places, and more than one stone might have to be removed with tweezers. He was lying on his left side, and the shoulder beneath him ached—not the fiery pain of a break or dislocation, but a likely sign of strain or small muscular tear.

      He eased himself to sitting, mentally scanning himself for further injury. He was relieved to find nothing more, his body suffering the sort of soreness that would soon dissipate.

      His bigger problem was what to do now that he was down here. Pax was still making noises topside, but the sound was distant. Around Sully, all was pitch black save the pathway of sky above him, far narrower than a couple of minutes ago. The distance between him and the opening had grown to uncomfortable proportions.

      Thinking about a light, he was relieved to find he’d retained the hold on his phone, tense, scraped fingers having clenched around it as he slipped down the wall.

      The fall hadn’t broken the phone, and the screen lit up as he hit the home button. Not so heartening was the “no service” message showing across the top on the screen in bold, white letters.

      That would be his next moment’s problem. Right now, he was more interested in figuring out whose face he’d seen and whether the person belonging to it was alive.

      The flashlight function worked as it should, lighting up the area well enough for Sully to find the body he’d seen. He’d come to rest just feet from what proved to be another young man. The other person was lying on his back, one leg twisted beneath him in a way that revealed a break or dislocation, the kind Sully had been lucky enough to avoid himself. The man’s arms were hugged around his chest, a position that suggested he’d lived at least long enough to feel the cold, if he wasn’t still alive.

      Sully dragged himself the few feet, closing the distance between the two of them. Careful to avoid the leg, he reached to feel for a pulse at the man’s throat. At this angle, he was afforded a better view of his face.

      It had him sucking in a gasping breath. He’d seen it before, or at least something like it.

      He had known one very similar at Lockwood.

      Larson Hackman was the head orderly at the institution, a man feared by many of the patients. Sully had more reason to fear him than most; it was only with Hackman’s help that Dr. Roman Gerhardt had been able to conduct his torturous experiments in the Blue Room. Hackman’s sneering face had looked down at Sully during each session as he’d restrained the unwilling subject for the psychiatrist’s “treatments.”

      Sully sat back without checking for a pulse, closing his eyes and centring himself. This wasn’t Larson Hackman; he was at least twenty years too young and a great deal smaller. This man had done nothing to merit Sully’s loathing. He needed help, and only Sully was in a position to give it.

      Mind made up, he reopened his eyes and returned to his task, reaching out and fumbling with his fingertips along the man’s throat, searching for a gentle throb where jawbone met neck.

      It was there, pulse beating with unexpected strength against Sully’s fingers.

      His touch alerted the previously unconscious man to Sully’s presence.

      The man drew in a heaving, shuddering breath as his eyes popped open to wildly scan his immediate surroundings.

      Sully turned away long enough to struggle with his hoodie, tugging it into place and pulling the hood over his head. Only then did he allow the light from his phone to reveal his shadowed visage.

      “Who are you?”

      “Oliver Chadwell. Who are you?”

      “Emory. Emory Davis.”

      It figured. Of all the people Ara had to pick to go out with, it was someone who closely resembled one of Sully’s biggest enemies. He had questions about the man’s resemblance to Hackman, but they’d have to wait. Other things took priority.

      “People are searching for you,” Sully said.

      “I thought they must be by now. I haven’t heard anybody from down here, though.”

      “Have you been down here the whole time?”

      “A whole day for sure. It was early morning and pretty dark when I fell in. I’ve been down here long enough for it to get dark again. You said ‘people are searching.’ Don’t you count as ‘people’? I mean, you’re here to rescue me, right?”

      “In a manner of speaking. But it seems like we’re going to have to wait for additional help.”

      “You don’t have people up there who are going to pull us out? Someone must’ve lowered you down here.”

      “I’m not Search and Rescue,” Sully said. “I’m a different kind of help.”

      Emory shifted, groaned. “Ah, Jesus. My leg.”

      “I know. It looks broken. Try not to move around too much.”

      “I’m trying, believe me. If you weren’t lowered down here, does that mean you fell too?”

      “Yeah, probably the same way you did.”

      Emory lifted his head at the neck, eyes growing rounder as he sought out his companion’s. Sully hoped the hood was doing its job, concealing his eyes in shadow. “Did you see her?”

      “By ‘her,’ I’m guessing you mean Faceless Flo?”

      Emory managed a tight nod before lowering his head back to the ground. “I saw something while I was in Loons Hollow. I couldn’t tell for sure—it was kind of out of the corner of my eye—but it looked like a woman in a white dress. My girlfriend and I have been going out there for quite a while, hunting for Flo. I thought about calling Takara—that’s my girlfriend—to come with me, but I didn’t. I don’t know why. I felt like I needed to follow, and fast. I ran all the way out of the old town and into the woods, chasing after this person or ghost or whatever. I never did see her full-on; just a flash here and there. It was weird. I kept feeling I should turn back, but it was like I couldn’t.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “So you did see her?” Emory’s eyebrows lifted.

      “Yeah. I did. I guess I ended up down here the same way you did.”

      “Only you don’t look hurt too bad.”

      “I managed to slow my descent a bit,” Sully said. “Are you hurt anywhere besides your leg?”

      “Everything’s sore, but my leg’s the worst. And I’m really cold.”

      The statement formed a reminder, and Sully’s gaze returned to the arms Emory had wrapped tight around himself. Sully shrugged out of his outer jacket, draping it over the injured man’s upper body.

      “Thanks,” Emory said.

      “Not sure how much good it will do.”

      “Still appreciate it.”

      “You said you saw her,” Sully said. “Have you seen ghosts before?”

      “Once, when I was a little kid. I saw my grandmother in my room late at night. I found out later she’d died a couple hours before that.”

      Sully was thinking through how far down that road to go, when Emory re-asked a question of his own.

      “You didn’t really answer me before. Is someone else around who can help us?”

      Sully thought he had answered the question, but supposed there was plenty of reason why Emory’s head might not be fully in the game at the moment. “The only other living being up there is my dog.”

      Emory swore under his breath, prompting Sully to tack on a more hopeful statement.

      “A friend of mine will find us, though. He knows I came out here looking for you and the ghost. If I don’t show up, he’ll come searching for me.”

      “Yeah, but you said there are already people trying to find me. Takara would have called for help pretty early, so that means whoever came spent the whole day looking and didn’t find me. What makes you think your friend is going to have better luck?”

      “Search parties only go on for so long. My buddy won’t give up until he finds us.”

      “Must be a good friend.”

      “The best. He’s… like a brother to me.” It seemed a good transition, an opportunity for Sully to launch into that other topic he’d considered upon his first solid view of Emory’s features. “What about you? You have family?”

      “No siblings. It was always just me and my mom growing up.”

      “Your dad’s not in the picture?”

      “Why are you asking?” Suspicion coloured Emory’s tone, and Sully thought fast. It was true this wasn’t the sort of chat you had with a stranger.

      “Just making conversation. We’re in a bad spot, and talking about family makes me feel better. I thought it might make you feel better too.”

      “Well, it doesn’t. Not about my father, anyway.” A pause followed, but one pregnant with unspoken thought. Sully let it play through, avoiding filling it with further questions. He knew he’d done the right thing when Emory again spoke. “The answer is no. My father’s not in the picture, and I’m happy to keep it that way. He bailed when I was a kid, left my mom and me alone. The guy’s a prick of the highest order. I barely ever see him, and I’m not exactly eager to change that. Last time was a couple of years ago, and the only reason I went to see him was because he manages to get this medication my mom’s sister needs for her mental health problem.”

      Sully risked taking the conversation one step further. “You look like someone I’ve seen before. I used to know someone who was a patient at Lockwood Psychiatric Hospital.”

      “My father’s head orderly there. That’s how he was always able to get the meds my aunt needed. I don’t really know anything else about him, and I don’t care.”

      But Sully cared. Emory’s reply had given him the answer he needed. Larson Hackman was Emory Davis’s father.

      Unfortunately, it had opened up a new can of worms. Sully’s time as a patient at Lockwood had been spent under the influence of heavy medication. He had very little visual memory of the place, save within those moments he was restrained within the Blue Room. If Emory had seen him during a reluctant visit to his father, there was a chance he might recognize him now—beard, long hair and cover of darkness notwithstanding.

      “Did it ever bother you, seeing the patients there?” Sully asked. “Some of them were pretty messed up, as I recall.”

      “I never really saw them. I waited in the reception area, and Larson came to meet me there with the meds. All I wanted was to get in and get out. The only good thing I got out of those visits, besides the meds, was meeting my girlfriend.”

      Sully treaded carefully, “Ara, you said her name was?”

      “Takara,” Emory corrected, leaving Sully to puzzle through that one. Ara had always insisted on being called by the shorter term, having told Sully she didn’t much like her full given name.

      “So she was a visitor, too, I’m assuming?”

      “Yeah. Her boyfriend was a patient there, some guy who’d apparently tried to kill himself a couple of times. She refused to date me at first because of him. We were just friends until he got killed in some freak accident a short time later. When he was in there, though, he was basically a vegetable, she said. She didn’t think he even knew she was there.”

      He knew, Sully thought to himself. He knew, and he’d been grateful for her visits. If only he’d had the chance to tell her.

      He found he couldn’t fault her for moving on, even if it was with the son of one of his worst enemies, and even if she’d met Emory while Sully was technically alive and present in the next room. Sully knew how badly Dez, Eva and his mom had been impacted by those visits. He knew Marc hadn’t even had the strength to face going. Ara couldn’t have had it any easier, devoting time, energy and emotion to a seemingly hopeless and heartbreaking task. She’d recognized a chance at happiness and she’d taken it. She deserved it.

      “You sound like you care about her,” Sully said. He was prying; he knew that. But it was a necessary prying. No way he’d simply sit back and watch Ara get hurt if it turned out Emory was nothing more than Hackman Junior.

      “Yeah, I care,” Emory said. “I love her. Honestly, I can see us getting married one day… if I can ever get out of this damn pit.”

      A small part of Sully wasn’t so sure he wanted to see Emory pulled free, not if it meant losing Ara forever. Sully, too, had entertained ideas about her, about what life might be like once he could finally come out of hiding. He’d never been sure about marriage, uncertain whether his life’s path lent itself to something so normal or permanent. But he had pictured Ara at his side nonetheless.

      Suddenly the picture had changed, and he didn’t like the look of it.

      It seemed a good time to get off the subject.

      “I’m thinking it’s a solid twenty feet to the top,” Sully said. “I’m wondering if there’s a way I can scale it. If I can get out of here, I can get us help.”

      Emory wasn’t about to argue, so Sully dug through the pockets of the jacket he planned to leave draped over the injured man, retrieving his wallet and the keys to Emily’s car and Dez’s apartment. The wallet wasn’t much good for anything. He didn’t have a driver’s licence anymore, and he’d removed all of his identification just in case. But he hadn’t been able to part with the couple of family photos he kept tucked away in there, and the thought of a stranger finding them—let alone one who was related to Hackman—unsettled him. Placing the items into the pockets of his hoodie and jeans, he readied himself for the upcoming task.

      He had the height to pull off the move, so long as he was able to keep his upper back and his feet pressed to the walls. It would involve shuffling up, one painstaking step at a time, and a level of patience he wasn’t sure he possessed. But with no immediate hope of rescue, this seemed the only option.

      Looking up once more at the gap in the earth above his head, Sully leaned back against one wall and placed his feet against the opposite side. The rock felt slick beneath his boots, a constant threat of slipping. And already he could feel a dampness seeping through his jacket. But his position held, and he took some comfort in that. If he could maintain that until he reached the top, he could get help to Emory.

      If Sadie would allow it.

      “You sure you’re okay for a bit?” he asked the injured man.

      “I’ll have to be.”

      “If this works, I’ll be back soon with help.”

      “Then good luck.”

      By the time he got partway up the crevice, Sully realized he would need more than luck.

      This might work if the walls were even, and if they were bone dry. Twice now, he’d almost completely lost his footing. And twice he’d had to shuffle sideways to get around an outcropping of rock that impeded further progress.

      His current angle prevented him from looking up, making it impossible to tell precisely how close to the top he’d come when the inevitable happened. In this spot—likely the place he’d slipped from when he ended up next to Emory in the first place—there was nowhere to grip, the stone smooth and wet. Holding onto what he still had of a grip against a rougher area beneath, Sully cast the light from his cellphone around him, wanting a spot that might prove easier. What he saw was purely unhelpful, evidence of the crevice widening out far enough he wouldn’t be able to pull off his current move with any success.

      He could try to push forward, move up farther. But a glance down changed his mind. He was higher than expected, Emory a distant face blinking in the light from the cellphone. He estimated this was indeed where he’d lost his grip the last time, and it was only a matter of luck he’d escaped without serious injury. The last thing either of them, or any future rescuers, needed was having to cope with two seriously hurt men.

      The best bet seemed to be giving the search party or Dez—or even Rosie Dalton, with any luck—a chance to find them. If too much time passed with no rescue, and no immediate hope of it, Sully would try again.

      Emory appeared dismayed when Sully returned to him a few long minutes later. “What happened?”

      “The rock’s really slick, and it’s too flat in one spot up there to get a good grip on it. I was lucky the last time not to break anything. I might not be so lucky a second time.”

      “So we’re stuck down here? Is that what you’re telling me?”

      “For now,” Sully said. “I can try later, if no one comes around to help us. Maybe everything will be less damp during the day. It feels kind of humid right now. If that bit of rock was dry at least, I could probably make it up okay.”

      Sully gave Emory what he intended to be a reassuring smile, speaking through it so Emory could hear his attempt at confidence. “Don’t worry. My buddy will come for me. He’ll find us.”

      “One thing you should probably consider,” Emory said. “What happens if the ghost finds him first?”
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      Early morning sunlight bathed the master bedroom in gleaming warmth.

      Dez felt a warm glow of his own as his mind returned to last night. Eva lay next to him, eyes closed in gentle slumber. He rolled onto his side to study her, eyes tracing her delicate features, her narrow yet strong shoulders, the swell of her breasts beneath the bedding. He tried and failed to resist the urge to close the slight distance between them, draping an arm across her form as he inhaled the scent of her hair. In the heady enthusiasm of last night, he hadn’t had the time or the inclination for this level of study. Now a smile formed on his lips as recognition took hold. He knew this smell: tones of vanilla and some sort of flower he couldn’t identify, the scent of her favourite leave-in conditioner.

      It was the smell of home.

      A humming noise formed on his lips as he nuzzled deeper into her hair, eyes closed to allow him to more fully bask in the scent.

      “What are you doing?” Her voice held a combination of sleepiness and amusement.

      “Memorizing,” he said. “I miss the smell of you.”

      She chuckled. “Clearly, you’ve forgotten post-workout me.”

      “I miss that too.”

      “You’re weird.” She turned her head to kiss him anyway. “Morning, Snowman.”

      He smiled into her lips. “Morning, babe.”

      No risk now of waking her, he tightened his hold, drawing her more fully to him.

      “I don’t want to go back to Riverview,” he said.

      “So don’t.”

      “But Sully—”

      “We’ve got room here, you know. Now that Kayleigh knows about him, he could stay here with us.”

      “I appreciate that. I really do. But the problem was always bigger than Kayleigh knowing. There are too many people who want him. The risks are too huge. I’d never forgive myself if somebody found him here, and if something happened to you or Kayleigh because of it. And I know Sully feels the same.”

      “What risks, exactly?”

      “We’ve talked about this.”

      “Remind me. Right now, all I know is I want you home. I need you to convince me otherwise.”

      Dez allowed himself a moment to bask in that statement. It didn’t last long. It couldn’t. Not until they got all of this resolved.

      “First of all, there’s his birth family.”

      “Who believes he’s dead.”

      “For now. Let’s face it. Greta Raynor’s not exactly what I’d call trustworthy. If she chooses to go back to them—and she might if she falls back into addiction—there will be nothing to stop her from telling them.”

      “Except the possibility of a murder conviction. Her silence is about more than her getting clean or being with Forbes instead of her batty mother and grandmother. If she isn’t careful, she’s looking at a life sentence for killing Brennan Wakeman.”

      “Even so, you know addicts aren’t exactly reliable. In the middle of an alcohol or drug high, people will say and do all sorts of things they might not otherwise. If she ends up back with her family, and something slips out, that would be it. Next thing you know, that pair of loons would be rolling back into town planning to set fire to whatever building Sully happens to be in at the time. Then there’s the whole Lockwood thing. Gerhardt will want him back in there the second he finds out he’s alive, and there’s a lot more to that than we ever realized.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Dez had been sitting on this secret ever since Emily told him the truth about what Gerhardt had done to Lucky Dule, Sully’s birth mother. There was no question Sully would want to know; he had a right to know. But he had enough on his plate, and the last thing Dez wanted was to give his brother one more thing he would struggle to digest.

      “I haven’t told anyone about this, but I know I can trust you not to say anything. I don’t know what to do, and I could use someone to talk to.”

      His tone had changed; he could hear it in his own voice. Eva responded by turning fully onto her side and propping her head up in one hand as she studied him from beneath lowered brows. She didn’t say anything, just waited him out. He loved that about her, her disinclination to fill every gap with unneeded questions, her way of letting him get things out at his own pace.

      By the time she finally interrupted with a question, it was one for which he was grateful, keeping him from having to say the words out loud himself.

      “You’re trying to tell me Gerhardt is Sully’s biological father, aren’t you?”

      Dez nodded his confirmation.

      “And you haven’t told Sully?”

      He shook his head.

      “Why not?”

      “He’s got enough to worry about, don’t you think?”

      “Dez, you can’t keep treating Sully like a kid. He’s a grown man and he’s a mature one at that. Far too mature for his age, actually. A whole lot of twenty-four-year-old guys are busy chasing skirts and having drinking competitions with their buddies. Sully’s helping homicide victims get justice. He’s never been a kid, not really. You need to give him more credit.”

      “I know what you’re saying makes sense. But how exactly am I supposed to tell him he’s the product of a rape? And let’s not forget, Gerhardt confined and tortured him. Sully’s got plenty of issues with the man already. How’s he going to react when I tell him the guy who gave him PTSD is his biological father?”

      “You know how he’ll react. He’ll be upset. He’ll be angry. He might even hate himself for a while. But he’ll come back. He always comes back.”

      “The last time, he only came back because I was in trouble. He was gone two years, and he would’ve stayed gone if Aiden hadn’t found him for me. What if this drives him away again? Or worse, what if he decides to confront Gerhardt? The second he reveals himself, he not only risks returning to Lockwood as a patient, his life will be in jeopardy because of the Dules, and Raynor will be clear to pursue murder charges against him over Betty Schuster’s death.”

      “You don’t think Forbes is still after him on that, do you? It seems pretty obvious Sully didn’t kill Betty.”

      “Obvious to you and me and anyone with half a mind. In my experience, the obvious is lost on Raynor.”

      “Okay, but all of these horrible things you’re worried about, those are all dependent on Sully jumping off the deep end when you tell him. You’re not giving him enough credit. He’s been through a lot in his life, and your family gave him the skills and the support to deal with it. If he’s found a place to put everything else, why not this? It seems to me all he might need in the long run are people around him who care, people who will support him through whatever he’s facing. I know you’ll be that for him. I sure will be. So will your mom. He’s got people who love him, Dez. None of us will let him down.”

      Dez smiled, drawing Eva to him in an embrace. “I love you, you know that?”

      “I know,” she said, face muffled against Dez’s shoulder, breath tickling his chest. “So you’re going to tell him?”

      “Yeah, I’ll tell him. When the time is right.”

      “When’s that going to be?”

      “No idea,” Dez said. “But I’m hoping I’ll know it when I see it.”

      Eva broke the embrace first. “I need to get Kayleigh up for school and get breakfast ready.”

      “Just go look after breakfast. I’ll get Kayleigh ready.”

      “She can get herself ready. She’s just not the best at getting up on time. Kind of like someone else I know.”

      The meaning was clear and Dez smirked at the jibe. “All right. Point taken. Just get going before I find a reason for us to stay in bed too.”

      Eva took the hint and left the bed, sliding into the silk robe she kept hanging on the back of the bedroom door. Dez watched her go before turning attention to his own task. Midway through getting dressed, he checked his phone, deciding it wasn’t too early to call Sully.

      The problem was there wasn’t any Sully there to pick up. The phone rang through to a message stating the number he was trying to reach was unavailable or out of the service area. Dez slipped the phone into his jeans pocket and finished getting dressed. He felt the familiar bubble of anxiety in his gut, but he pushed it down, focusing instead on his daughter in her room just down the hall.

      “Kayleigh,” he said. Then louder, “Kayleigh.”

      “No,” she groaned. “Too early.”

      Dez smiled. If he had a nickel for every time he’d said those exact words to his own parents. “I know it’s early, but it’s time to get up and get ready for school.”

      “Don’t wanna go.”

      “I get it, kiddo. Believe me. But no choice. Now, come on. Up and at ‘em.”

      The seven-year-old heaved one massive groan and forced herself to sitting. “Okay, okay. I’m up.”

      He straightened and grinned down at her. “That’s my girl.”

      He expected her to get out of bed, but received only a rather indignant glare instead. “Uh, Dad? A little privacy?”

      “Oh. Right. Sorry.”

      He hightailed it back to the hall, closing the door behind himself. He found Eva in the kitchen. “Privacy? Since when is that a thing?”

      Eva chuckled. “She gave you that line, too, huh? Yeah, she likes her space in the morning these days. Basically, I wake her up and leave. We usually just do cereal and toast with peanut butter around here for breakfast, but I’m going to do some eggs up. I know our usual fare won’t hold you for long.”

      “You got that right. But let me do it. You go get yourself ready.”

      “I’m on a swing shift today. I don’t start until two. I’m in no rush. Anyway, you never fry the eggs long enough.”

      “I like my eggs runny.”

      “It’s like courting salmonella. I’ve got this. But if you want to do the toast, have at it.”

      Dez went about the assigned task, popping a couple of pieces of bread into the toaster and pushing the lever down. Eva had put coffee on, and he laid out a couple of mugs and the flavoured creamers from the fridge while it perked. That done, he pulled out his phone, redialling Sully.

      Another ring, another message: “The number you are trying to reach is unavailable or out of the service area.”

      His anxiety intensified.

      “What’s wrong?” Eva asked.

      “I can’t reach Sully. I’ve been trying but it doesn’t even give me his voicemail. I keep getting that ‘out of the service area’ message.”

      “When did you last talk to him?”

      “Last night. When you and I were in bed together. He was on Hollow Road, searching for Flo.”

      “Faceless Flo? God, what are the two of you involved in now?”

      “Don’t ask. Listen, I might have to skip breakfast. I think something’s wrong. I need to go find him.”

      “Let me get Kayleigh off to school, and I’ll go with you. Two sets of eyes are better than one, right?”

      The idea of having Eva with him was a comforting one. Not only did he welcome having someone with him on a haunted road, he liked the thought of her being there for him if he found something not good. With Sully, anything was a possibility.

      In the meantime, the minutes dragged by, and Dez had to mentally coach himself into maintaining his patience as Kayleigh dawdled. Finally, the three of them fed and watered and Kayleigh ready for school, they left in Dez’s SUV. Having dropped their daughter off at school, Dez turned around, setting a course east through the city, making for one of the bridges that would take them to the north side of the Kimotan River.

      It didn’t take any real work for Eva to read his mind. “I’m sure he’s all right, Dez.”

      “Experience with Sully has taught me to never get too comfortable. There have been too many instances of him not being all right.”

      He knew he’d made his point when Eva fell silent. He wished she’d say something to take his mind off of this latest problem.

      Of course, there wasn’t really anything she could say. Dez worried about people. She knew that as well as he did. And with Sully, he’d had plenty of cause to worry over the years. This growing sense of dread wouldn’t quit gnawing at him just because Eva filled the silence.

      Only one thing would make it quit, and that was finding Sully in one piece. The problem was, there was no certainty that’s what Dez was about to find.

      The drive out to Hollow Road took a little over an hour, enough time for Dez to get himself worked up. Eva had done her best, trying to talk about other things to distract him. But, with five more attempted calls to Sully resulting in the same message, there was nothing Eva could do to calm him down.

      Dread turned to full-on fear when he spotted Emily’s car on the road, its windows covered in morning frost. It was clear the car had been here all night.

      It was equally obvious, having gotten out to scrape a window on the car, there was no Sully.

      Dez called his brother’s name, listening for a response that didn’t come. A second attempt fared no better. He was about to try again when Eva nudged him. He turned to see a number of vehicles driving toward them from the direction of the highway.

      “Search party for Emory,” Dez said. “Bloody hell.”

      “Might not be a bad thing. Those are a lot of additional eyes.”

      “Just what Sully doesn’t need.”

      “Priorities,” Eva said. “I think our focus right now needs to be on finding him. Seems kind of pointless to be worried about hiding him from the authorities if we can’t even find him ourselves, doesn’t it?”

      It was a fair point. Even so…. “He’s been using the name Oliver Chadwell publicly. Let’s use that to call. I’d rather people don’t hear me yelling the name of my supposedly dead brother.”

      “Message received,” Eva said as the first of five vehicles pulled up next to them.

      Dez recognized the face of a police officer he’d once worked with, and did his best to hide his anxiety. “Hey, Clark. I heard you guys are searching for that missing guy.”

      “Yeah. I’m leading the search party.”

      “Any luck?”

      “Nothing. But we’ve got a couple of conservation officers and a tracker coming in a few hours, so I’m hopeful. What brings you and Eva out here?’

      Dez quickly thought through how honest to be. This wasn’t an area normal people came for a hike, and there was the frosted-over car to explain. It seemed the only option was to provide a version of the truth.

      “I’ve been trying to reach a friend of mine, and I wasn’t having any luck. Eva and I just got here and found the car he’d borrowed. It belongs to my neighbour.”

      “God, don’t tell me,” Clark groaned. “He’s another ghost hunter, isn’t he?”

      “Uh, yeah, something like that.”

      “I wish there was a way we could just block this road off. There’s nothing down here for anyone, not anymore.”

      “The no-trespassing signs are up,” Eva said. “People know walking around the area is at their own risk.”

      “Fair enough, but we’ve still got to come out when people do something stupid and get themselves lost,” Clark said. “Listen, if you’re planning on hiking into the woods in search of your buddy, do us all a favour and set yourselves some coordinates. Do you know how to read coordinates and use them to navigate?”

      “Yeah,” Dez said. “My dad taught me about that years ago. I’ve got my phone. I was planning on using it to help us get around. You haven’t run into any dead zones out here, have you?”

      “Not so far.”

      “So no explanation for why my buddy’s phone just rings through to an ‘out of the service area’ message?”

      “Emory Davis’s is doing the same thing. Could be the phones are dead, I suppose. Weird thing was his girlfriend started trying to call him not too long after he walked off, and she was already getting that message. Not sure why. One thought was he was somewhere there was a lot of interference, but that doesn’t make any sense. There’s not even any phone or power lines up around here, and that wouldn’t impact a phone’s ability to receive calls anyway. It would take some pretty strong interference to impact it.”

      “Where’s the nearest cellphone tower?” Eva asked.

      “Nothing right nearby, but we’re all getting at least two bars on our phones anyway,” Clark said. “And Emory’s apparently using the same service provider as I am. That shouldn’t be an issue, unless he fell into a hole somewhere—which is what I’m starting to think happened. That’s where the conservation officers and the tracker will hopefully come in handy today. They know the area better or, in the case of the tracker, can read it better. Hopefully, we’ll get some results quick. His girlfriend and his family are pretty worried. I can’t say I blame them. Much longer and I’ll be concerned about exposure issues. It’s getting pretty cold at night.”

      That was all Dez needed. One more thing to worry about.

      “Are you starting your search from the townsite again?” he asked.

      Clark nodded. “We want to give the town another thorough look. If he fell into an old well or a cellar or something, it would explain a lot. Most homes had roots cellars or storm cellars at the time, and I feel like we haven’t uncovered a whole lot of them. The two of you are checking out the woods here?”

      “Yeah,” Dez said. “Seems the best thing, since the car’s here.”

      “What’s your friend’s name and description? We can keep an eye out, give you a call if we find something.”

      “Oliver Chadwell. He’s six feet tall, thin build, with long brown hair and a beard. He’s probably wearing a hoodie and this green overcoat he got from Army surplus.”

      “Got it,” Clark said, handing over a business card in exchange for one of Dez’s. “Good luck. Give me a call if you find anything.”

      Clark drove off, leading the other vehicles in the direction of the old townsite.

      “At least they’ll be busy in Loons Hollow for a while,” Eva said. “That’ll keep them out of our way.”

      “For a bit,” Dez said. “But it doesn’t give us much time.”

      “Well, then,” Eva said, “we’d better get started.”
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      An hour passed. Dez’s throat had grown hoarse from calling out his brother’s fake name.

      It reoccurred to him midway through the morning another Oliver Chadwell had gone missing in these woods many years ago. If life had taught Dez anything, it was that ghosts were everywhere. He couldn’t see them, but he had gained unwanted awareness through Sully. If Oliver Chadwell had stayed around here after his death, there was a good chance Dez could be summoning him by repeatedly calling his name—kind of like that Bloody Mary game schoolkids played in their bathrooms.

      He shuddered, but fought to suppress any additional thoughts of ghosts. He already had Faceless Flo to contend with, and that was a big enough deal—especially if she was the one responsible for Sully’s disappearance.

      “How are you holding up?” Eva asked. Her own voice sounded a bit croaky; she’d been doing plenty of calling out too.

      “About ready to run mad,” Dez said. “How are you?”

      Eva’s fingers slipped through his. Dez felt a little warmth seep back into him, a little of the fear slide away. “We’ll find him, Snowman. We won’t go back until we do, okay? Worse comes to worse, I can call in sick and we can ask your mom to pick Kayleigh up from school.”

      “God, we’d better not be out here that long.”

      Dez started to take another step forward, about to call out to Sully again when Eva yanked back on his hand.

      “What?” he asked, every bit of anxiety he possessed standing to attention as he thought about faceless ghosts and mysteriously missing men.

      “Did you hear that? It sounded like movement.”

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know. Nearby. Shh.”

      Dez listened. It took a few seconds, but he could indeed hear the sound of movement not far away.

      “Could be an animal,” Dez said, hoping saying it out loud would make him feel better. He decided he’d rather face a bear than a spectral woman with no face and homicidal tendencies.

      Eva took a chance at calling out. “Oliver?”

      It wasn’t Sully who came in to view, emerging from between the trees and shrubs ahead. For a moment, Dez thought he was seeing another ghost.

      “Rosie?” he asked. “That you?”

      Her face broke into a grin as she clamped eyes on him. “Holy hell. Big Red. It’s been years. How the hell are ya?” She closed the distance between them, grasping his hand in a solid handshake and pumping his arm to near-dislocation.

      “I’m okay, more or less,” he said. “How about you? I thought… uh….”

      “That I was dead. I know. Your brother said the same thing.”

      Dez felt a pounding in his chest. “Sully? You’ve seen him?”

      “Yup. Last night. Wandering around in here with a big dog. Nice dog. Been thinking I’d like one myself.”

      Dez’s heart sank. “So you haven’t seen him since?”

      “No. Why, he didn’t come home?”

      “No, and I can’t get ahold of him. His phone’s telling me his number’s out of the service area. That’s usually a sign it’s broken or somewhere it can’t receive a signal.”

      “Damn. Tell you what, ‘cuz it’s you two, I’ll give you a hand. I always liked that kid, and you’re okay too—for a cop.”

      “I was a cop,” Dez said. “I got canned.”

      “Jesus. For what?”

      “Long story, but basically I drank myself out of the job. On the up and up now, though.”

      “Good to hear. Too much booze will kill you. I’ve seen it happen to too many good people.” Rosie turned to Eva. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

      “We did once or twice. I’m Eva Braddock, Dez’s wife.”

      “Cop?”

      “Yeah. We met in police college. How’d you know?”

      “Most cops carry themselves the same way. You get to recognizing it after a while. Don’t worry, I’ve got no problem with police. Don’t be fooled by the talk. I was pretty drunk myself when that whole mess happened, and I regretted it after.”

      The story came back to Dez. “Lachlan Fields. He’s a private investigator now. I’m actually working with him.”

      “Guy’s an asshole,” Rosie said. “But he didn’t deserve the lickin’ I hung on him. Pass along my apologies, will ya?”

      Rosie led the way through the woods, leaving Dez and Eva to follow behind. “I didn’t hear you calling your brother’s name. Sounded like you were saying something else.”

      Dez explained Sully’s use of the false name and the reason for it. No point keeping anything from Rosie, not now that she had seen Sully.

      “I’d appreciate it if you’d keep all of this to yourself,” Dez said. “No one can know.”

      “Hey,” Rosie said, turning to face him with a smirk as she spread out her arms to indicate the woods around them. “Who am I going to tell?” She turned back around, continuing the search. “Hey, listen, I know all about needing to get out of Dodge and start over. His secret’s safe with me. Don’t worry.”

      “Thanks.”

      The conversation ended there while each focused on calling out. Another half hour went by with no success.

      “Sully said he was out here looking for that missing kid,” Rosie said. “Any word on him yet?”

      “He’s still missing,” Eva said. “Search party is combing through the townsite this morning, and they’ll likely be searching the woods later, if they don’t find anything in town.”

      “Great,” Rosie said. “Another day of hide and seek for me, then.”

      She pulled up short, causing Dez and Eva to do the same. Any questions Dez had were prevented by the hand Rosie raised as a command for silence.

      Dez listened. He could hear it, too, now, the sound of movement ahead. He risked calling out once more. “Oliver?”

      The sounds intensified, whatever it was no longer walking, but running toward them.

      “Shit,” Rosie said. “Sounds like an animal. And it’s big.” She drew a bowie knife from the waistband of her pants and held it before her, knife-fighting style, as she placed herself in front of Dez and Eva. “Get ready.”

      Dez was looking around for anything he could use as a weapon when the animal burst through the brush ahead.

      “Pax!” Dez pushed past Rosie, meeting the dog’s enthusiastic greeting. Only Dez’s size saved him from being knocked to the ground as Pax leapt on him, paws against his chest as he tried and failed to reach Dez’s chin with his tongue.

      The reunion brought with it a rush of relief, and Dez allowed himself a laugh as he roughhoused with Pax. But the joy didn’t last long. He expected to see Sully following just a few steps behind his dog. When that didn’t happen, Dez’s anxiety returned full-force.

      “Sully?” he called out. Then louder, “Sully?”

      “Ssh,” Eva said. “Don’t forget, we’re using the name Oliver. We don’t know who else is out here.”

      “Right,” Dez said. “I forgot. Damn it. He wouldn’t have left Pax out here by himself—and Pax wouldn’t have left him. Where is he?”

      “We’ll find him, all right?”

      Rosie stepped forward to examine Pax, and it said something for her character that the dog let her. One thing about Pax: He had his people-reading skills down. Anyone he deemed even remotely untrustworthy was met with a growl or full-on barking.

      Rosie stood from her quick study. “No blood on him that I can see—his own or anyone else’s.”

      That was something, at least. Of course, it didn’t mean Sully wasn’t hurt or worse. Not all serious injuries resulted in external bleeding. It didn’t pay to get too comfortable, not until they had ample reason.

      Dez’s memory flashed back to Sully’s recent kidnapping. Pax had found his way back to Dez’s that day, and he’d later led Dez to the spot where Sully had been taken. Pax was more than a loyal companion—he was also as smart as a whip. If Dez could get Pax to repeat what he’d done that day, it was possible he’d lead them right to Sully.

      “Pax, where’s Sully?” he asked, keeping his voice upbeat, trying to treat this as a game for the dog. “Where’s Sully, Pax? Huh? Find Sully. Find Sully, Pax.”

      Pax’s front feet left the ground as he gave a little jump. Then he was off, and it was all Dez could do to keep up. Eva and Rosie thundered along behind him as he raced after the dog, shouting warnings to the women along the way about logs or rocks in the path. Twice he had to call Pax back when the dog got too far ahead, but both times Pax returned to his course once his companions had caught up.

      Less than five minutes passed, by Dez’s estimation, before they came to a large fallen tree in their path. Pax was large enough to leap it, yet he circled it instead, causing Dez to do the same. Only then did he see what Pax had obviously known to be there: a gaping crevice in the earth.

      “Is someone there?” came a familiar voice from its depths.

      Relief flooded Dez as he recognized his brother’s voice. He reached down to ruffle Pax’s ears. “Atta boy, Paxie.” Then he knelt along the edge of the crevice, peering down into the darkness as he was joined by Eva and Rosie.

      Dez fished out his cellphone, fumbling for his flashlight app. He reminded himself to use his brother’s fake name, just in case. “Olly? You okay?”

      “Dez? Thank God. I’m fine. I’m with Emory. His leg’s badly broken, but he’s alive.”

      Dez found the app and shone it downward, locating his brother in the gloom. Sully’s dimly lit face squinted up at him, dirty and grinning and very much okay. Dez felt his anxiety leave him, and he sealed it with a wild laugh. “You look like hell.”

      “Been a long night. Who’s with you?”

      “Eva and Rosie.”

      “Hi, guys.”

      “Hi, Oliver,” Eva said. “You’re in some trouble when we get you out of there. You know that, right?”

      “Yeah, don’t worry, you can yell at me all you want later.”

      “My cabin’s probably about a twenty-minute hike from here,” Rosie said. “I’ve got some rope we can use to pull our boy out, but I’d rather not be moving the other kid with an injury like that.”

      “Me neither,” Eva said. “Listen, if you can get the rope, we’ll get Oliver out, and you can lower me down there. Dez can go get the search party. They’ll have access to rescue equipment to stabilize the leg and get Emory out safely. That will help Emory and keep anyone from seeing either you or Oliver.”

      “Works for me,” Rosie said, before taking off at a jog through the woods, calling over her shoulder, “Wait here.”

      “What else are we going to do?” Dez asked her departing figure. He returned his attention to the two men in the hole, asking the question to which he wasn’t sure he wanted an answer. “How’d the two of you end up down there?”

      “Same way,” Sully said. “It was Flo. We both saw her, and we both followed her. She led us here—on purpose, I guess.”

      His brother had used the name Flo rather than Sadie. Sully must be keeping the Sadie info from Emory. It made sense. Her still-living family members didn’t want her name maligned, after all. The fewer people who made the connection, the better.

      “You mean she trapped you down there deliberately?” he asked.

      “That’s the only thing that makes sense,” Sully said. “Both of us jumped a tree up there and found nothing but an empty space on the other side.”

      “How’d you not get hurt?” Eva asked. “It’s a long way down.”

      “I’m getting to be a pro at avoiding serious injury,” Sully said. “I caught myself and managed to minimize the extent of the fall. I’m a little scraped up, but nothing bad.”

      “I’d say you were lucky, but past experience would make a mockery of me,” Dez said. “How you doing, Emory?”

      “Hurts,” came a plaintive voice from below.

      “It’s been a rough night,” Sully said.

      True to her word, Rosie returned in just a little more than half an hour. She’d brought a length of rope, a bottle of water, and what looked to be a couple of pieces of jerky.

      “It’s deer meat,” she explained, tossing a bag down with the food and drink. “It’s not much, but it’ll put something in your bellies.”

      “Thanks,” came Sully’s voice from the hole as Rosie went about fashioning a stirrup on one end of the rope.

      Dez turned to Eva. “You sure you’re okay with us leaving you down there with him for a bit? Rosie and Olly are going to have to leave. They can’t be here when I get back with help.”

      Eva gave him a smile best described as patient. “I’m pretty sure I’ll be fine, thanks. Just don’t you go chasing strange women in the woods.”

      “Believe me, if I see anything even remotely resembling a lone female, I’m running the other way.”

      “Ready?” Rosie asked.

      Dez scanned the loop the woman had tied in the rope. It seemed solid, but he had two close family members to worry about. “You sure that’ll hold?”

      “Shut it, Red. Of course it’ll hold. I know what I’m doing. Now, let’s get cracking, shall we?”

      Eva chuckled and Dez scowled as he took up a grip on the rope next to Rosie.

      In less than five minutes, Eva and Sully had exchanged places, allowing her to use the first aid she’d learned on the job to look after Emory while Dez saw to Sully. His back and hands were indeed scraped up, and he was complaining of a sore shoulder, but he had no obvious injuries requiring immediate medical attention.

      Sully tugged his hoodie back into place and slipped into the overcoat he’d retrieved from Emory. “We can walk to the road together,” he told Dez. “I’ll take Emily’s car and bail before anyone notices me. Does that work?”

      “Sounds good to me.” Dez took a quick moment first, shining his cellphone light down the hole one final time. “You okay, babe?”

      Eva blinked up at him. “I’ll be better once you get that light out of my face.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Just get help back here ASAP. Emory needs to get out of here soon.”

      “I won’t dawdle, believe me.”

      He turned to where Rosie had been standing, but she had already walked off, rope in hand. Dez spotted her disappearing into the trees to the south. “Thanks for your help!” he called.

      She raised a hand in a backward wave and was gone.

      Dez turned back to Sully. “You okay to run, or do you need to take it slow?”

      “I don’t know if I can manage a run, but we can try a jog.”

      Dez set a medium pace, leading the two of them back in the direction of the road. They’d been going for about five minutes when Sully called for a break.

      “Your shoulder?” Dez asked.

      “Feels like needles poking through it every time I put a foot down. We can keep walking, though.”

      Dez kept moving forward, slower now. “I checked it. No sign of a break or dislocation, but I suppose it could be a hairline fracture. I’m guessing it’s more likely a sprain. It’s a bit swollen, but not too bad. We need to seriously think about finding someone who could do up some fake ID for you. I dread the day you end up with an injury I can’t fix by myself.” He thought about Lowell’s wife Kendra. She was a forensic pathologist, but that still made her a trained doctor. She could help with things like X-rays and other medical tests, and knew her way around a needle and thread. “You know, Aunt Kendra—”

      “No.”

      “Sully, it wouldn’t be such a bad thing if—”

      “No one else can know, Dez. No one.”

      “I wasn’t going to tell anyone. That’s your call. It’s always been your call.”

      “If she knows, then Lowell will know. And he can’t.”

      “I get it, okay?” Dez said. “I won’t tell her. We’ll figure something else out.”

      Sully changed the subject. “When you shined the light down there, did you see Emory’s face?”

      “Not in any great detail. Why? He disfigure himself in the fall or something?”

      “No. He’s the spitting image of his father.”

      Dez peered over at Sully. “Who’s his father?”

      “Larson Hackman.”

      “Bloody hell. Are you serious? Emory didn’t ever see you at Lockwood, did he?”

      Sully shook his head. “No. He doesn’t like his father, so he wasn’t around there often. Makes me feel a little better about Emory, actually. When he did go to Lockwood, he didn’t go past the reception area. Unfortunately, the last time he saw Hackman actually ended in his meeting Ara.”

      “They met while she was visiting you?”

      “Yeah. But there was nothing in it, he said. They talked, got to be friends. He said she wouldn’t involve herself with anyone else until after I’d supposedly gotten killed.”

      “She’s not the disloyal type,” Dez agreed. “That had to be weird for you, though, huh? Being down there with that guy all night and not punching him in the face—especially once you found out who his father is.”

      “It didn’t take long to figure out he’s nothing like his dad. Emory’s actually a good guy. It would be easier if I could hate him.”

      “You’re not exactly big on hate, Sull.”

      “It doesn’t happen often, but I do hate a few people.”

      “With good cause. If it makes you feel any better, I hate them too.”

      Sully smiled. “I think I’m good to try another jog.”

      They found the road and the vehicles, encountering no other problems along the way—something of a miracle as far as Dez was concerned.

      “Head home and switch up heat and ice on that shoulder,” Dez said. “There’s a hot/cold pack in the cupboard above the fridge. Then get some rest. I’ll get this Emory rescue done and come check in on you.”

      Sully let Pax into the backseat of Emily’s now-fully-defrosted car and was about to get in himself when Dez caught his good arm. “Hey, you made sure to tell Emory to forget you were there, right?”

      “Yeah, and he said he wouldn’t tell anyone about me. But I gave him the fake name anyway, just in case. The last thing I want is him blurting out to his father that Sullivan Gray looked after him. Probably not the best thing for Ara to find out about that either.”

      “Had you been thinking about telling her?”

      “Maybe,” Sully said. “One day, once the danger had passed. Now, things are different. She’s moved on. I guess I’m going to have to too.”

      “Maybe it won’t last between them.”

      “I don’t know. He’s talking pretty seriously about her. Marriage and everything. I don’t want to see that happen—I really don’t want it. But what the hell am I supposed to do? I can’t give her a life, Dez. I can’t even make one for myself.”

      “You’ll get there, Sull. I promise you, we’ll sort this out. We’ll nail Gerhardt and Hackman to the wall, and we’ll figure out who really killed Betty. And we’ll find a way to deal with the Dules while we’re at it. I’ve got your back on this. You’re not in it alone.”

      “I know,” Sully said. “And you have no idea how much that means to me. If it wasn’t for you, I’d have lost it by now.”

      Dez ruffled Sully’s hair. It was already a mess, hanging free of any bun or ponytail, likely in an attempt to hide his full features from Emory. Sully didn’t bother pushing Dez’s hand away.

      “I’ll see you soon,” Dez said.

      Sully nodded and got into the car, but Dez held him up once more.

      “By the way, Sull? I owe you an ass-kicking for chasing a ghostly killing machine into the woods on your own.”

      Sully smiled. “I wouldn’t expect anything less of you.”

      Then he closed the door, started the car and used the shallow ditch and the road to turn around.

      Dez watched the car disappear behind a cloud of dust before getting into his own SUV and driving off toward Loons Hollow and the search team.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          16

        

      

    

    
      The search was going full bore when Dez drove into the old townsite. Locating Clark wasn’t going to be easy, not with even more carloads of searchers having shown up.

      It seemed the search was to focus for now on the town itself. Exiting his SUV, Dez could see people beating the long grass, entering and exiting crumbling buildings and emerging from between trees.

      He’d tried phoning Clark several times, but the calls had failed to connect. It was possible Clark was simply busy coordinating the search, but it was just as likely it had to do with the spotty phone reception around here. Both Emory and Sully had talked about issues with their phone connections; Dez’s own was fluctuating between one and two bars. It could be the problems were ghost-created rather than technology-based, but Dez didn’t want to focus for too long on that sort of explanation.

      When another attempted call to Clark went unanswered, Dez settled for scanning the area once again, this time looking for someone who might be able to point him toward the officer in charge.

      Unfortunately, what Dez got was Larson Hackman.

      The two of them spotted each other as Hackman emerged from the old hardware store, his weary eyes bearing the bloodshot appearance of a man who’d spent more time crying than sleeping.

      Anyone who didn’t know Hackman would sympathize with the worried father. Dez wasn’t one of those people.

      When his attempts to un-ball his fists failed, he shoved his hands deep into his jeans pockets where they could do no damage. It would be far too tempting to close the thirty feet of distance separating them and bury his knuckles in the flesh and bone of whatever part of Hackman’s face was most accessible.

      But no one else here would know the true story, the reason for Dez’s fury. All they would see was a large, raging man beating the crap out of the anxious father of a missing person. Dez might feel good for a moment, but any joy in triumph would end, leaving him with little more than a sore hand, an assault charge and a ghost town full of people hating him.

      Hackman walked over.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to help,” Dez said, grinding out his reply from between gritted teeth. “What’s more, I can help. I found Emory. He’s injured, but he’s alive.”

      The anger and distrust in Hackman’s eyes faded, replaced by a widening of eyes and a sharp exhale of the deepest relief. “Jesus Christ. Jesus…. Where? Where is he?”

      “My wife’s with him now. We’re going to need some help getting him out. His leg is broken, and he’s down a pretty deep hole. Where’s Clark?”

      “Clark who?”

      “Clark Davies, the cop in charge of the search. I’m going to need him to get some bodies and equipment together for a rescue.”

      “Oh, right. Yeah, he’s around here somewhere. Can’t you call him? I want you to take me to my son.”

      “I’m not going through this process twice. You can come along once I get the right people to join us. You want to get there sooner, help me find Clark.”

      Hackman probably wasn’t pleased by the curtness of Dez’s reply, but that was fine. The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on Dez, the fact he was helping to rescue the loved one of a man who had played a crucial role in taking one of Dez’s from him. Hackman had been front and centre in what had happened to Sully at Lockwood. The so-called psych hospital had changed Sully. In many ways, he was the same person he’d always been: kind, introverted, strong and determined. But there was a wariness now, a fear that occasionally reared its head and left Dez looking for a way to calm a person who, during those moments, reminded him of a wounded animal.

      Because of Hackman’s role in the creation of this new version of Sully, Dez would never forgive him.

      Evidently, the situation wasn’t lost on Hackman either. “I’m surprised you’re helping me. You always seemed to hate my guts.”

      “I do hate your guts,” Dez said. “I’m not doing this to help you. I’m doing it for Emory. He seems like a good guy. And I’m not the sort of person who allows someone to suffer needlessly.”

      The dig was there, and Hackman was perceptive enough to pick up on it. “I know you blame me for what happened to Sullivan. But you need to understand, Dr. Gerhardt was trying to help him.”

      “Don’t bullshit me. I know what he was trying to do, and it wasn’t to help Sully. He was helping himself. The two of you put my brother through hell.”

      “Whatever he told you, Mr. Braddock, it needs to be taken with a grain of salt. He was unwell, even delusional at times. There were psychotic episodes which could only be controlled through strong medication. You know what I’m talking about because you’re the one who found him—twice—after he’d tried to kill himself. I didn’t do that to him. His mental illness was at fault, and Dr. Gerhardt was doing everything he could to get to the root of it.”

      They were passing the old bank. From here, it looked empty, and Dez forced a smile onto his face as he headed for the doorway. “Come ‘ere.”

      Hackman had never been a very bright man. He followed.

      Dez waited until the older man had stepped through the door behind him, until they were both concealed within the shadowed interior. Then he allowed his hands free of their pockets, grabbing handfuls of Hackman’s shirtfront. Before the older man knew what was happening, Dez shoved him back hard into the wall, sending a cascade of dust from the crumbling ceiling over their heads. Whether from the dust or the impact to his lungs, Hackman gasped, then coughed.

      Dez pressed forward, closing the distance between their faces, near enough he could see the worry in Hackman’s eyes. Near enough Hackman could see the full extent of the rage in Dez’s.

      “Don’t you fucking feed me that crap,” Dez said. “I know what happened. I know what you did. And I know what happened because of it. As far as I’m concerned, you killed my brother. He died because of you, because of what you and Gerhardt did to him. It’s taking every ounce of my self-control not to put you through this wall. Give me one excuse, Hackman. Just one. Tell me again how what you did to Sully was supposed to help him.”

      Dez waited. Hackman was a large man, almost as big as Dez himself. It likely said something about the nature of Dez’s anger that the other man hadn’t tried to get away, that he held back now on his excuses. There was nothing he could say Dez would buy, and Hackman had finally seemed to figure that out.

      “I’m sorry about what happened to your brother,” he said at last.

      It was weak, and he didn’t mean the words. But they didn’t give Dez the excuse he’d been looking for to finish what he’d started. His hands tightened into the material of Hackman’s shirt, hard enough he heard the popping of seams along one shoulder. It would be easy, too easy, to remove one hand, to drive his fist into Hackman’s cheek. Dez could picture the assault in his head, could almost feel the release of rage through the punches, kicks and stomps he was mentally delivering.

      But it ended there. He wasn’t that guy, the one he could see in his mind. He could be, given the right circumstances. But this wasn’t it. Had he walked into one of those sessions at Lockwood, he would have had his excuse, and it was quite possible he would have killed those men at that point.  But that was in the past. At present, what Dez had was a man nearly twice his age who’d opted not to fight back, a man with larger concerns on his mind than a potential assault by the irate, grieving brother of a former patient.

      Dez let him go.

      He left the bank first, listened as Hackman followed a few moments later. The older man kept his distance, keeping at least a few paces between them as Dez continued the search for Clark.

      He found him with a group of searchers, beating a path through the overgrown grass and shrubs along the northern edge of the townsite. Clark greeted him with his usual smile, one that grew by a mile upon hearing Dez had located both his “friend” and Emory alive.

      “My buddy got a bit lost, but I sent him on his way,” Dez said. “We’re going to need some help with Emory though.”

      Clark took a few moments, passing along instructions to another police officer on scene to locate all the searchers and send them home. Then Clark gathered a few other officers and made calls to EMS and Search and Rescue.

      “The rescue team’s only a few minutes out,” Clark said. “They’ll meet us on the road. You sure you can find the spot again?”

      “I set coordinates where Emory is, as well as on the road where I’d been parked. We’re all set.”

      Clark reached out, pumped Dez’s hand enthusiastically. “You’re the man, Dez. You’re the man. What say we go out and get this done? With any luck, we can all be home in time for lunch.”
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      Having followed Dez’s instructions about the shoulder, Sully settled onto the pullout couch for a nap. By the time he awoke, his brother was back, puttering quietly around the kitchen as he made something to eat.

      “I thought you’d sleep longer,” Dez said.

      Sully peered over the top of the couch. “How’d you know I was awake?”

      “You don’t move around much when you’re asleep. How’s the shoulder?”

      “Sore, but the hot and cold packs helped. Did you get Emory out?”

      “Yep. He was headed to hospital when we left. It’s a nasty-looking injury, and I’m guessing he’ll need surgery. But he’ll live, and that’s the main thing. I’m making lunch. Why don’t you get a couple more hours? I’ll save you a grilled cheese. Promise.”

      Sully grinned. Grilled cheese. Dez’s specialty. It didn’t seem like much to get up for, but the grumbling within Sully’s stomach suggested otherwise. He hadn’t eaten since sometime yesterday—he couldn’t even remember when—and it felt like ages ago.

      Anyway, something else was on his mind, and he needed some advice.

      Sully joined his brother at the table, taking one of the small squares of sandwich as Dez tossed a chunk of his own to Pax sitting next to him.

      “I wanted to ask you about something,” Sully said. “When you were a police officer, did you ever hear of investigators using a hypnotist?”

      “What, like those guys at the exhibition every summer?”

      “Not the entertainment ones. I mean real ones, the kind who do hypnotherapy.”

      “Why are you wondering about hypnotherapy?”

      “When I was chasing Sadie, it felt like it wasn’t really me. It’s hard to explain, but it was like it was someone else’s thoughts leading me.”

      “Ghosts do that to you, don’t they? They kind of feed you their thoughts or feelings, you said.”

      “Yeah, but the stuff I found out about recently, about Oliver Chadwell, it made me wonder if it was him I was feeling.”

      “You think he’s a ghost out there too?”

      “I didn’t see him. Maybe I wouldn’t anyway, if it turned out he dropped dead of heart failure or something. But I had a feeling it was something more, like maybe it wasn’t just me feeling what he was feeling. I thought maybe I am him. Maybe that’s why the name came to me the way it did. Maybe I used that name in another lifetime.”

      Dez visibly shuddered. “A past life, you mean. You think that actually happens?”

      “Yeah, I think it does. I talked to Marc about it a bit, actually.”

      “And you want to try to tap into this past life? You sure that’s a good idea? It sounds kind of creepy to me.”

      “Everything sounds kind of creepy to you.”

      Dez smirked. “Ha ha.” The feigned levity faded as he sorted his thoughts aloud. “I think the police department does sometimes use hypnotists. Probably only when they get to the point of desperation, when a key witness saw something but is having trouble remembering. Hypnosis doesn’t serve a lot of purpose, really. No evidence obtained during the process would be admissible in court. It would be strictly for investigative reasons. And anyway, I don’t think that’s the kind of hypnotist you’d be looking for. Most of them probably aren’t going to go in for this whole past life thing. Maybe Marc knows someone you could talk to. But check them out first, huh? If you’re going to let someone mess around in your brain, better make sure you can trust them.”

      “I know. I hear you on that.”

      “So why all the interest in this past life stuff? You have enough to deal with in the here and now, don’t you?”

      Sully considered keeping it to himself; Dez seemed anxious enough about this conversation without tossing in Sully’s concerns about his soul being tainted by a homicidal madman from the sixteen hundreds. But he’d reached the point where he’d have to lie to avoid talking about it, and there was already far too much Sully was keeping from his brother.

      As expected, Dez shifted in his chair as Sully finished the story about the dream he’d had.

      “You really think you were that guy?”

      “Yeah, and I don’t know what to make of it. Marc says souls evolve, and that’s probably true. But it would make me feel better if I had some sort of proof of that. If I could see Oliver myself, if I could see he was a good man and that he and I do share the same soul, it would help me, I think.”

      “It might help more than that,” Dez said. “If he’s really your ancestor, and he was the good guy Gillian Mondale said he was, that proves you don’t have to turn into this murderous nutcase the Dules seem to think you will. That stupid Dule curse of theirs would be proven a sham, and they’d lose their excuse to go around killing male relatives.”

      “But his last name was Chadwell, not Dule. Maybe he’s not related to me on the Dule side, but my biological father’s. I have no way of knowing, not without figuring out who my birth father was.”

      Dez appeared deep in thought, and the journey looked to be an unsettling one if the pinched expression on his face was any indication.

      “You all right?” Sully asked.

      Dez’s eyes snapped back onto Sully’s, as if he’d been suddenly reminded of his presence. “Yeah. Sorry. Just thinking…. Maybe Oliver Chadwell wasn’t the guy’s real name. Did you ever think it might be he was using a fake name the same way you are?”

      “Why would he need to?”

      “People get weirded out enough by this ghost stuff nowadays, and everyone’s more open to things like that now, aren’t they? But back then? Seems to me people would have been anxious enough in a small town about a stranger hanging around. If it turned out that stranger claimed to see the dead, that would lead to all sorts of talk, maybe worse.”

      “During the Victorian era, most people were actually really fascinated with ghosts and mediums and stuff like that. They were way more open to this sort of thing than they are now. But I take your point. It wasn’t the Victorian era by the time he got to Loons Hollow, and beliefs might have changed. And, yeah, it was a small town. He would have stuck out around there to begin with, even without the psychic thing. And Gillian mentioned he had a Scottish accent. That makes me wonder whether he might have used a false name, not because he was trying to protect himself, but because he was trying to leave his past behind. What if that was because he’d done something bad?”

      “Or maybe, if we’re going with this past life theory, he was in the same boat as you. Maybe he was running from someone.”

      “Only one way to find out. I think I will talk to Marc, see if he can suggest someone.”

      “Make sure it’s someone you can trust to not reveal the fact you still exist. No point using a fake name with a hypnotherapist. They could probably pull the truth out of you without you even knowing.”

      It was a good point, and it bore some thought. But it seemed now wasn’t the time to do it.

      Dez’s phone buzzed, rattling against the nearby counter as it rang on vibrate. Dez snagged it with a long arm and checked the call display. “Lachlan,” he said before hitting the talk button. Then into the phone, “Sorry I haven’t checked in yet. Family emergency. Good news is we found Emory. Emergency crews pulled him out of a big crack in the ground. He’s got a badly busted leg but, that aside, he’s going to be okay.”

      Dez offered a quick explanation of what—or, more specifically, who—had befallen both Emory and Sully. Sully couldn’t make out what Lachlan said in response, but it ended in Dez hanging up a moment later.

      “Lachlan’s headed over in a cab,” Dez said. “He sounds excited about something. That can’t be good.”

      Sure enough, the man turned up about ten minutes later, his arrival heralded by a buzzing from the callbox. Within a minute, a frazzled-looking Lachlan burst into the apartment, jacket askew, hair uncombed, wide eyes dancing as they located Sully at the table.

      “Good, you’re here,” Lachlan said by way of greeting. “Sullivan, I need you to describe the ghost you saw in the woods.”

      “I actually have a better description for you now. I spent a little more time with her last night, as it happens.”

      “Did you see her face?”

      “No. Whatever there might be of it stayed hidden behind all that hair.”

      “Blonde, you said?”

      “Yeah, but it’s pretty dirty. So is her dress. And she’s barefoot.”

      “The dress. Would you say it resembles something a woman would have worn in the nineteen twenties?”

      “I don’t know much about twenties fashion, but I can tell you it’s ankle length and white. Why?”

      Lachlan bustled over, dropping into the chair Dez had vacated. His hand dipped into his jacket pocket and fished around. “I’ve been doing some digging, and I had a thought. I’d forgotten about this particular detail until now, but I went to my locker this morning to do some reading, and I found it. Remember how you saw the ghost of a woman and a baby when you first met me? Have you seen her around me since?”

      “No, actually. I don’t know why. I’ve seen the man once in a while, kind of from a distance, but he hasn’t really tried to communicate yet.”

      “Let’s not worry about him yet. One problem at a time. The woman, though. Did she look anything like the ghost you saw on Hollow Road?”

      Sully had only seen the ghost near Lachlan once. Although she hadn’t been holding a baby, Sully had guessed the two spirits belonged together nonetheless. He’d been so centred on the Faceless Flo legend, on working the Sadie Marquill angle, he hadn’t considered the Hollow Road ghost might be someone else entirely. Now the possibility hit him hard, and he found himself racking his brain trying to recall.

      “I remember her back was to me in the room, but she was wearing a long, white dress. I think it was like the one on the ghost on the road.”

      “Or maybe—” Lachlan said, pulling a photograph from his pocket, “—it’s the very same dress.”

      He slid a photo across the table to Sully. It showed a young woman in what was obviously a Halloween costume, judging by the ghoulish makeup she’d applied. It wasn’t just a white dress she was wearing—it was the same one Sully had seen last night.

      The same dress on the same woman.

      The ghost is the woods wasn’t Sadie Marquill after all.

      Dez edged in, standing at Sully’s shoulder as he studied the picture. “That photo looks old.”

      “It is,” Lachlan said. “Thirty years old, in fact. That year, this young woman—Nora Silversmith—went to a Halloween party dressed as Faceless Flo. She was never seen again.”
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      “I was a patrol member at the time,” Lachlan said. “There wasn’t a whole lot I could do. The case went to Missing Persons, and they were looking after it. But I couldn’t let it lie. Some cases haunt you.”

      Sully smiled. “I think I can understand that.”

      Lachlan returned the smile with a sheepish one. “Of course you do. This one made the news for a while, mainly because she had her baby with her. It wasn’t so much for her people were interested. It was the baby, Ben. Everyone was worried about the little guy, which makes sense, obviously. People weren’t so sure what to think about Nora.”

      Dez moved to lean against the counter. “What happened?”

      “She and her boyfriend, Nathaniel Porter, went to a Halloween party that night and took the kid along. It was a family deal, not some drunken affair, so it wasn’t an issue having kids there. Party was at Porter’s family’s, I understand, kind of a meet-the-new-baby kind of thing. Ben was about a month old at that point. Anyway, something happened between Porter and Nora that evening, and they argued. No one at the party knew what about, just said they weren’t speaking by the time they left. Porter initially denied they’d fought, but later told police they had a disagreement over when to leave. He said Nora wanted to go home to put Ben to bed, and he wanted to stay and hang out with his family a bit longer. It struck me as bullshit at the time, but he never moved off that version of events.

      “Anyway, the whole story falls to him after that. No other witnesses were ever found. Porter said the two of them kept arguing on the ride home, so he pulled over to talk it out. Yell it out is probably more accurate. He told police she’d been holding the baby in her lap, and she got out of the car with Ben and walked off. He said he followed her and they kept arguing. It got heated, he said, and he got to the point where he worried he was going to do something regrettable, so he got back in the car and drove off. He said he drove around the area for a few minutes, intending to go back and pick them up when he’d cooled down. But when he got back, they were gone. He told investigators he drove around the area for an hour but couldn’t find them. He assumed Nora must have caught a lift with someone passing by, and he thought he might find her at home—this was before the days of cellphones, obviously. But when he got back, there was no sign of her.”

      “Some suspicion must have fallen on him in all this,” Dez said. “Was he looked at for potential foul play?”

      “Naturally. But no evidence linking him to a crime was ever found. There was nothing to suggest she’d met with foul play in the first place. Some people figured she took her baby and walked away from everything.”

      “But not you,” Sully guessed.

      Lachlan gave his head a slow shake. “Nope. My instincts told me the young lady and her baby were dead, and someone played a role in making them that way. My own suspicions led me back to Porter every time. It made the most sense from a logical perspective. He didn’t report them missing until two days later, so plenty of time to conceal evidence. No one else had motive or means, at least not that investigators could ever find. The two of them were arguing, and he acknowledged it got heated. He also had a youth record, including a few common assaults. One of them involved a former girlfriend. And he admitted during an interview he wasn’t sure Ben was even his, so that gave him motive, not just against Nora, but possibly Ben as well. It struck me as highly possible, even likely, he’d lost his temper that night and exploded, that he acted on those suspicions. Maybe that’s even what the fight was about in the first place.”

      “Any idea where he is now?” Dez asked. “I’m thinking we’re going to need to talk to him.”

      “Already on it. I’ve got a buddy looking up his vehicle registration as we speak. Hoping to have something within the hour.”

      “One of these days you’re going to get this buddy into a heap of trouble, doing this sort of digging for you,” Dez said.

      “Hey,” Lachlan replied. “I’m not stupid. I never put all my eggs in one basket. You keep using the same sources, people eventually get wise. I like to spread out the work, and I’ve got a lot of people to spread it out to. Don’t worry, kid. I’ve got things cased.”

      Dez rolled his eyes.

      “So what do you want me to do?” Sully asked. “I don’t think I can come with you to talk to him.”

      “No way,” Lachlan said. “Sit tight. You’ve done plenty already.”

      “I’d like to help.”

      “Well, there’s Nora, of course. Maybe she’d tell you something.”

      Unsurprisingly, Dez cut in before Sully had the chance to answer. “No. No way. Sully was stuck down a hole in the woods overnight because of her. It was only because of Pax I was able to find him at all. Forget it. No doubt we need to get some justice for her but, as far as I’m concerned, she’s proven to be nothing but a homicidal maniac. You know what pisses me off in all this? Her boyfriend kills her, and she spends the next thirty years targeting other guys who just happen to be walking through there. That’s wrong. I mean, Lonnie Debenham might have been a victim. Now Emory and Sully. Who knows if there have been others?”

      “None that I could find,” Lachlan said. “I asked. A handful of others got lost in the woods around there, but they came out again. And they had no ghost stories to share. Two of them admitted to going off in search of the ghost, but said they didn’t find anything. Most made like they were on a nature hike—which was bullshit. Quite frankly, with all of these wannabe ghost hunters crawling around Loons Hollow and Hollow Road, I’m surprised more people haven’t gone permanently missing due to no more than their own stupidity.”

      Dez turned to Sully. “So if there are only certain people who become victims, why them? Why not others?”

      “It takes energy for ghosts to manifest in a way that makes them visible to others,” Sully said. “Not in my case so much, because I can see them naturally. But it must take more when it comes to people who don’t normally see ghosts. Maybe there are times she just didn’t have the energy. Or it could be the ones who’ve seen her are more sensitive to spirits than they realized. Or maybe it’s something else.”

      “Such as?”

      “Maybe the people she targeted weren’t random at all.”

      “You’re thinking she deliberately went after the three of you?” Lachlan said. “Why?”

      “No idea about Emory, but she might have targeted me because I was determined to find him and she didn’t want that.”

      “It could be she was leading you to him to help him.”

      “That wasn’t the impression I got,” Sully said. “I’m not basing that on anything more than a feeling but, in my experience, my senses are pretty on about these things. What about Lonnie, though? He disappeared close to the same time she did, right?”

      “He went missing a couple months after her, so no immediate connection there.”

      “Could they have known each other?”

      “Let me put it this way,” Lachlan said. “Lonnie Debenham was a spoiled rich kid who hung around other spoiled rich kids for the most part. Nora Silversmith was what elite snobs in this community would have referred to as ‘trailer trash.’ She and her boyfriend lived in a dinky rental house on the wrong side of the tracks, and the newborn baby meant they weren’t going to have the money to save up for anything better. There was no way she might have inadvertently run into Lonnie Debenham at the Blue Swan Social Club or something. They would have been in completely different circles, no way their paths would have crossed socially.”

      “What did she do for a living?” Dez asked.

      “At the time, she was a stay-at-home mom. Before the baby was born, she was a supermarket cashier. And before you ask, no, it was nowhere near where Lonnie lived. Anyway, the Debenhams are the sort of people who get their groceries delivered. Can you see Thomas wandering through the frozen food aisle while his wife checks the salads-in-a-bag for soggy lettuce?”

      Dez shrugged. “Just a thought.”

      “Well, like I said before, when Lonnie disappeared, there weren’t many stones left unturned. Investigators talked to every family member, friend, enemy and colleague they could find. All it got them were more dead ends. That said, those investigators weren’t me.”

      “And you think you can do better,” Dez summed up.

      “I’m going to have to try. The Debenhams want answers, and I’m determined to be the one to get them. Let’s not forget, even if every single stone was unturned, something beneath might have been missed if it was the wrong set of eyes doing the looking.”

      Lachlan’s phone dinged, and he checked the screen. A satisfied smile drifted over his face. “First things first: you and I are going to go have a chat with Nathaniel Porter, Braddock.”

      “Your contact came through, I take it.”

      “Yep. And the good news is he hasn’t left Kimotan Rapids.”

      Sully was about to ask what he should do when Sergeant Forbes Raynor solved the problem for him, his number showing up on the call display as the handset’s ringer went off.

      “Hello?”

      “Gray. We need to have a chat. You at your brother’s?”

      “Yep. Why?”

      Dez crossed the couple of feet from the counter to the table, looming over Sully as the minimal conversation continued. “What’s he want?”

      “Is that Braddock?”

      “Yes, but he’s heading out right away. Was there something you needed to see him about too?”

      “Nope. You’ll do for now. Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be over soon.”

      “What do you need to talk to me about?”

      “Your uncle,” was all he said before severing the connection.

      “What does he want?” Dez asked again as Sully returned his phone to the table.

      The truth would have Dez looking for an excuse to stay, and Sully needing to come up with a good story, fast. A white lie seemed simpler. “I don’t know exactly. I’ll find out soon, I guess.”

      Dez turned to Lachlan. “Maybe I should stick around. Raynor was still trying to peg Sully for Betty Schuster’s death. What if that’s on his mind again?”

      “You sitting around here playing nursemaid isn’t going to help anyone,” Lachlan said. “I need you to drive me to find Porter. Your brother’s a big boy, and he’s got a good head on his shoulders. He can take care of himself. Now, come on. Time’s a-wasting.”

      “I’m fine, Dez,” Sully said, providing what extra incentive he could to get Dez out the door. “He isn’t going to arrest me as long as he wants to keep his wife out of major legal trouble. I can handle him.”

      Dez’s furrowed brow and tight lips suggested he wasn’t so sure, but he left with Lachlan anyway. Sully went to the window and watched as Dez’s SUV emerged from the direction of the back of the building, turned onto Twenty-Fifth and drove away.
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      Sully played with Pax for a few minutes to keep himself from watching the windows or pacing. He’d known, after the recent phone conversation with Forbes, Justice Prescott Montague had hinted at some wrongdoing by a circle of wealthy and powerful men, including Lowell Braddock. It struck at the heart of Sully’s deepest desire: to find something he could use to bring Lowell down, to have him arrested and held in custody. Only if Lowell was somewhere unreachable would there be safety in telling Dez the truth about what the man had done to Flynn, Aiden and Sully.

      Less than fifteen minutes had passed when the buzzer sounded. Having checked to ensure it was indeed Forbes, Sully pressed the button to allow him upstairs.

      It said something that Pax didn’t growl or bark when Forbes came in, although he didn’t beat out a happy greeting with his tail either. The dog was complacent which, given this was Forbes, was likely the best the situation was going to get.

      Sully allowed the Major Crimes investigator into the small apartment. He hadn’t made up the couch, so he led the way to the kitchen table instead. The police detective took the chair Lachlan had recently vacated.

      Never one to beat around the bush, Forbes launched right into it. “I haven’t had the opportunity to touch base with you about what Montague hinted at. I wasn’t sure whether I should start asking questions with your brother around.”

      “Don’t. Dez doesn’t know. He’s not really close to Lowell anymore, but he was while growing up. There are things he doesn’t know, that I don’t know how to say.”

      Forbes leaned forward. “Such as?”

      That was the question. There were plenty of things to say. The question was how many of those things could safely be said to Forbes.

      “Why are you so interested?” he asked instead. “You don’t even know if Montague was on the level. It could have been nothing more than him trying to deal his way out of a murder charge. How do you know he actually knows anything of value?”

      “I don’t, which is why I’m here. If there’s really something seedy in Lowell Braddock’s past, something involving a gang of rich men, I’d like to know about it.”

      A possibility flashed into Sully’s brain, one he hadn’t considered. “Your father’s the mayor. Are you concerned he’s wrapped up in something you didn’t know about? I mean, if there’s some weird circle of powerful people involved in something not so good, it stands to reason your father might know about it. It’s his job to know the major players in this city, after all. He’d socialize with them, wouldn’t he?”

      Forbes’s narrowed eyes suggested he was of a mind to argue. “My father’s not that kind of man. He may be the mayor, but he’s not particularly wealthy, and he’s not what I’d call ‘in with the in crowd.’ ”

      “No, but maybe he wants to be. People will do all sorts of things to move up in the world. We’re almost due for another municipal election, aren’t we? If he’s voted out, what’s he left with?”

      “He’s not going to be voted out.”

      “You sure about that? There are a lot of pissed off people, given the current economy. Plenty of rich people lost money in the flood, and they’re paying some really high taxes these days. They’re pretty annoyed lately, at least according to the papers. Property taxes are crazy high on downtown condos and businesses.”

      “You’ve been doing a lot of reading.”

      “Nothing much else to do when you’re supposed to be dead. Our neighbour across the hall gives me her papers when she’s done with them. I like knowing what’s going on in the world.”

      “Look, you can believe this or not, but my father has nothing to do with my interest in this info Montague hinted at. If there’s something going on, something that involves rich, powerful people like Lowell Braddock, I’d like to find out about it.”

      That was, of course, quite possibly true. Forbes was the kind of man who was eager for career advancement, but didn’t necessarily have the skill or likability to pull it off without a little help. He was in his forties, working his way closer to the natural end of his policing career. Sully knew he coveted a place in administration, more than likely the chief’s role. No way he was getting there without a good nudge. A solid gold case, one that would make the news—possibly even nationally, if he could help it—would be a pretty decent step in the right direction. Forbes’s father was mayor, and therefore head of the police commission, but conflict would preclude him from selecting his son for the top police job. Forbes would need to earn the undying respect of others on the future hiring committee and in the public realm to earn himself a promotion of that nature.

      His reasons for being here might be less than pure, but he was still here. And he had the drive to solve this problem and more power than Sully did to get there.

      On the other hand, it would mean one more person knew before Dez did—and in this case, it was a person they didn’t particularly like or trust. Dez would see it as a slap in the face. Where it would leave the brothers’ relationship was anyone’s guess. But at least if they were both alive and on this side of the prison walls, Sully stood a chance at fixing anything he’d inadvertently broken.

      “What would you like to know?” Sully asked.

      A flash of a triumphant smile on Forbes’s lips was quickly pushed back. “Let’s start easy. What kind of relationship do you have with your uncle?”

      “A nonexistent one. He thinks I’m dead, and I need to keep it that way.”

      “He was central in your committal to Lockwood, I understand.”

      Sully nodded. He took a breath. This was it, his opportunity, if he was willing to make the leap.

      He knew what he had to do. To say nothing would mean nothing happening. Lowell would continue to walk free while Sully was forced to hide in the shadows, living a half-life as a dead man.

      “He was central in a lot more than that.”

      Forbes inched forward on his chair. Any farther and he would be on the floor. He didn’t say any more, didn’t ask the questions Sully could see burning on his face, in the pinch of his lips, in the shine of his eyes. It was the expression of a starving man eyeing up a steak on the grill.

      Sully didn’t like the idea he was the steak. Forbes wouldn’t have his best interests at heart. He knew that. But he also knew if he played his cards right, Forbes could prove to be his ally, whether he cared to be or not.

      Mind made up, Sully told Forbes the truth. All of it. By the time he finished, Forbes’s jaw had gone slack.

      A silence fell into which neither of them stepped. Sully waited, knowing Forbes would eventually have to speak to the claims Sully had laid out.

      “Those are extremely serious allegations,” Forbes said at last. “Do you have any proof?”

      “I might have had. Betty had a thumb drive containing a recorded conversation with Lowell, supposedly containing evidence about his murder of Aiden. I had it in my possession briefly, but didn’t have the chance to listen to it. My dad found it, and died confronting Lowell over it.”

      “It makes no sense. From what you say, everything starts with the boy. Why kill his five-year-old nephew in the first place? I mean, did he abuse the kid or something? Was he worried Aiden would say something?”

      “I didn’t get that impression. Aiden wasn’t afraid of Lowell.”

      “And you know that in your creepy way.”

      “If that’s what you want to call it, sure. Aiden showed me his death. That’s how I know beyond a doubt Lowell drowned him.”

      “Still doesn’t answer why. These ghosts of yours, they can’t tell you?”

      “They can only tell me what they know. If they don’t know why they died, there’s nothing more they can say.”

      “Couldn’t they find out, though?” Forbes asked. “I mean, they could follow their killers around or something, couldn’t they?”

      “Sure, and they do sometimes,” Sully said. “But it’s not that simple. Most people who have gotten away with murder aren’t going to run around talking about it. They guard their secrets. Ghosts can’t see inside a person’s brain, not unless they were a mind reader in life.”

      “So all you need is to find a mind-reading ghost. Sounds simple enough.”

      Sully sensed sarcasm and allowed himself a slight smile. “Right. I’ll get on that. In the meantime, maybe you can start doing some quiet digging. One thing you might want to do is see if you can figure out where Thackeray Schuster ended up. It could be he’s in hiding. I know he was more afraid than I am. But I think there’s a good possibility he’s dead, possibly murdered.”

      “You’d see him then, wouldn’t you?”

      “Not everyone who’s murdered sticks around. I haven’t seen Betty or Harry around either. Might turn out the three of them found each other and crossed over. You’ll also want to check into Harry’s death, for that matter. I’m willing to bet Dr. Gerhardt was more involved in it than he’s admitting.”

      “Alleging the doctor killed a patient is a huge deal. I can’t just walk in there and do that.”

      “I’m hoping you aren’t planning on walking in anywhere and throwing any of this around. The reason I haven’t made more progress isn’t just because I’m not in a position to do much with it. It’s also because I realize how out there it all sounds. I know it’s going to be hard to prove—maybe even impossible—but something needs to happen. These people can’t be allowed to get away with this just because they’re rich and powerful.”

      “I don’t care about rich and powerful,” Forbes said. “And for the record, no, I’m not planning on throwing this stuff around. I know how to play my cards close. But a few things are going to have to be done, among them autopsies on the bodies.”

      Autopsies. The word called something else to mind. “Lowell’s wife Kindra is the chief forensic pathologist. I’ve always liked her, but now I don’t know. What if she covered something up for him?”

      “That’s a possibility. But maybe there weren’t autopsies in the first place. If the coroner didn’t have any real questions as to cause and manner of death, there wouldn’t necessarily be a need for a post-mortem. I’d expect there was in the kid’s death, but it might not have showed anything suspicious. The way you described it, he was held under and his body was later found downstream somewhere. It wouldn’t be unusual for there to be bruising on him from anything he bumped up against—if he was alive at that point. And being small, it wouldn’t have taken much pressure for Lowell to hold him down. With an adult, I’d expect far more signs of a struggle than you’d get with a small child.”

      “So she could have missed it, is what you’re saying.”

      “Sure. Or she covered up for her husband. No way of knowing until I can dig further into this. Leave it with me. I’ll pull some files, start trying to wrap my head around it. I’ll contact you with any further questions.”

      Sully stood with Forbes, following him to the apartment door.

      “This goes without saying, but watch yourself,” Sully said. “Pretty much anyone who’s gotten close on this thing is dead or missing. Don’t think you’re safe just because you’re a police officer. He won’t care. He’s gotten away with numerous murders already, and he won’t think anything of one more—especially since you’re someone he doesn’t have any feelings about. Lowell’s confident, and that makes him dangerous.”

      “One thing about confidence, Gray,” Forbes said. “It makes people sloppy. When they start thinking they’re untouchable, that’s when they start to screw up. The trick is to be there when that happens.”

      “No,” Sully said. “The trick is to be there and be able to walk out afterward.”
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      Nathaniel Porter hadn’t gone far in life.

      He no longer lived in the tiny house he’d once shared with Nora and Ben, but that didn’t count for much when his new residence was less than three blocks away.

      The King’s Mill area hadn’t changed much in thirty years, still a working-class neighbourhood where people held down two or three jobs to make ends meet while many of the kids pulled off their own double shifts, splitting time between school and graffiti work. Garages and fences were littered with the stuff, which had thankfully been applied to houses only when they were clearly abandoned.

      Plenty of neighbourhoods within KR had suffered after the flood, but none so badly as ones like this. Money trickled downhill, and by the time the wealthier areas had taken what they considered their share, there wasn’t much left over.

      “Strange he didn’t move farther away,” Lachlan said.

      “Not if he didn’t have the money, it isn’t,” Dez said.

      Dez put the car into park and shut off the engine, then followed Lachlan to the home’s front door.

      Dez wasn’t certain whether Nathaniel would be home, given the time of day. But when he answered the door, it appeared pretty obvious the man hadn’t worked a mainstream job in a while.

      The details on Nathaniel’s driver’s registration put his age at forty-nine, but he appeared closer to sixty. He was saddled with a significant stoop, relying on a cane to keep him upright as he stood at the door.

      “What do you want?” A significant odour of alcohol emanated from the man’s breath as he addressed his visitors.

      “Are you Nathaniel Porter?” Lachlan asked.

      “What’s it to you?”

      “Just answer the question.” Lachlan could be intimidating when he went for no-nonsense, and Dez knew he served his boss well just standing at his shoulder.

      Nathaniel’s eyes darted from Lachlan to Dez back to Lachlan. “Yeah, that’s me. Why?” Before Lachlan could answer, Nathaniel jumped in with further comment. “If you’re with a collection agency, I’ve got the money together to make a payment on the truck, all right? I was going to go into the bank later this afternoon.”

      “You smell like a brewery,” Lachlan said. “If you think you’re driving anywhere in this state, you’re looking for a bigger problem. Anyway, we’re not with collections. We’re here about something else. It will be easier for all of us to speak inside.”

      Nathaniel narrowed his eyes, but he stepped to the side anyway, allowing the two men in.

      People joked about how they came to resemble their dogs; in Nathaniel’s case, he matched his house. The place was rundown and sad, littered with items that belonged in the garbage or recycling bin. It contained just enough to suggest care had been taken in its building: rounded archways marking the passage between rooms, a window seat in the living room, kitchen cabinets—easily visible from the living room—appearing solid and, for their day, tasteful. But the place, like the neighbourhood and the home’s current tenant, had fallen on hard times. It was in desperate need of an overhaul—one it wasn’t likely to see.

      With a grunt, Nathaniel fell into a ratty recliner. A can of beer was beside him and the TV was on. A home improvement program, of all things.

      Dez scanned the room. A sofa sat under the window, littered by flyers and crumpled beer cans. Apparently, Nathaniel was in the habit of tossing his empties there once he’d finished.

      Dez decided to stand.

      Lachlan wasn’t as squeamish. He crossed in front of Nathaniel, swept a pile of refuse onto the floor and sat, focusing on the other man.

      “I don’t know if you remember me,” he began.

      Nathaniel didn’t seem to be of the mind to play this guessing game. His eyes remained fixed on the screen as he took another long swig from his can.

      Lachlan met Dez’s eye and waved a hand in the direction of the TV. “Let’s have that off, shall we?”

      Dez took his cue, crossing to the box—a miraculously operable tube variety rather than a flat-screen—and depressing the power button.

      “Hey, I was watching that.”

      “Planning a major home reno, are you?” Lachlan asked.

      “Maybe I am.” Sarcasm dripped from Nathaniel’s tone as he turned a cocky glare on Lachlan.

      “You can start tomorrow. Today, I need your help answering some questions. My name’s Lachlan Fields. I’m a private investigator, but I used to be a cop.”

      “Great. Best of both worlds.”

      “Yep. As I was saying before, it might be you’ll remember me. I spoke to you thirty years ago.”

      Nathaniel smirked. “Right. And I’m sure you remember everyone you talked to thirty years ago.”

      “You might remember this. I was one of the officers tasked with looking into Nora and Ben’s disappearance.”

      That quieted Nathaniel. The smirk fell away through the slackening of his jaw. Dez thought he caught a glimpse of recognition in the lifting of the man’s brows before he quickly turned his head away. “Oh.”

      “Yeah,” Lachlan said. “Here’s the thing. We’ve been looking into another missing person case from back then, and it made me think about this one. No one ever found your girlfriend or son.”

      “Could be they didn’t want to be found.”

      “Sure, that’s what some people said. I think even you said it back then. But she didn’t have a lot of money, did she? It takes cash to disappear properly, especially with a baby. She’d need a load of food, diapers, clothes. She’d need a place to stay. Hell, if she managed to stay gone this long without anyone finding her, she would have needed fake ID for both of them. That sort of thing costs a fortune. So unless she had a relative who would have done that sort of work for her for free, I’d say it’s highly unlikely she just walked away. Anyway, from what I recall, she didn’t take much with her that night. Just stuff she needed for the evening. All of her things, the baby’s things, that all stayed behind at the house, didn’t it?”

      “Look, it never made any sense to me neither. I searched for her, all right? I looked and looked. I drove for hours that night.”

      “One hour.”

      “So what? It felt like a long time. Anyway, I needed to go home in case they were there.”

      “Did you hit her that night?”

      “What? No.”

      “Don’t get indignant,” Lachlan said. “We both know you’ve got a record for hitting women.”

      “I was a little asshole back then. Yeah, I did some things I regret. But you can check my record. I ain’t had no assaults since I was a kid. I’ve got some DUIs now, a few thefts and possessions of stolen property and the like, but nothing violent. I learned my lesson about hitting women.”

      “Have you been with a lot of women since Nora?” Dez asked.

      “A few, here and there. What’s it to you?”

      “Part of the questioning,” Lachlan said. “I’m curious. You moved since then, but only about three blocks. Why?”

      “You kidding me? Where the hell’s a guy gonna go on pogey? Anyway, I got friends around here. And I always thought maybe….”

      The way Nathaniel trailed off had Dez filling in the blanks. “You thought maybe Nora would come back some day.”

      Nathaniel nodded. “Or Ben maybe. I know a long time’s gone past, but I always figured I’d recognize him. He didn’t look much like me, but people used to say he had my nose.”

      “You weren’t so sure back then he was even your son,” Lachlan said. “You think otherwise now?”

      “Listen, I was pissed off at Nora then. I was worried about her, sure, but I figured she left me. I talked myself into believing maybe she’d cheated on me, that she’d gone to live with this other guy. Hell, that might be exactly what happened. Could be the guy had some money to put together those fake IDs you’re talking about.”

      A guy with money. “Did you ever know anyone by the name Lonnie Debenham?” Dez asked.

      “No. Should I?”

      “Didn’t read the news much, did you? It was all over it at the time.”

      “He that other missing person you’re investigating?” Nathaniel asked. Receiving a nod from Lachlan, he continued. “Listen, I didn’t watch the news in those days. I didn’t like hearing all that bad shit every night, and anyway, I was worried what I might hear about Nora. The way the cops treated me, I didn’t put it past them to tell reporters any news before they told me. Besides, I had enough on my mind to worry about without filling it with even more garbage.”

      Lachlan fished around the inside pocket of his jacket, producing a photograph. Dez wasn’t surprised his boss had secured an old photo of Lonnie. He likely had one attached to his permanent file inside the storage container.

      “That the guy?” Nathaniel asked, taking the picture from Lachlan.

      “Yeah. Ever see him before?”

      Nathaniel peered at it for a few seconds before shaking his head and handing it back. “Nope. Never saw him. Clean-cut guy like that would stick out like a sore thumb around here. Bet he drove some fancy wheels besides.”

      “He had a red 1987 BMW M6. You ever see something like that around?”

      “No, and that I definitely woulda noticed. Look out the window. Nothing to see around here but Fords and GMs—and mostly just the ones rolled out more than ten years back.” Nathaniel sat forward as much as his back would allow. “Listen, man. Nora was a pretty girl, no question. But for all intents and purposes, she was like me. She never woulda fit in with a guy like that. And before you ask, no, she wasn’t into whoring herself for money, so he wouldn’t’a met her that way either. She wasn’t like that. She and me, if we’d been born with a little more money or opportunity, we could’ve been something. We had our problems, but we worked hard for our money, and we earned it the decent way.”

      “So what happened?” Lachlan asked. “How’d you go from classic working stiff to a guy earning money from pogey and theft?”

      There were times Dez wished Lachlan would let him ask the questions. He stepped in as Nathaniel’s face clouded over with anger. “You’ve got an injury there. Is that why you’re on social assistance?”

      Nathaniel turned from Lachlan, focusing on Dez. He must have found something less repulsive there, because he answered the question without any snark. “I got jumped a couple years after Nora left, couple of guys yelling at me that I killed my girl and my son. Assholes roughed me up bad, almost killed me. Broke my back in two places. I was in hospital almost two months, and I needed a few surgeries. At first, they weren’t sure I’d even walk again, but it turned out the damage wasn’t as permanent as they thought. Not in that way, anyway. I managed all right for a few years, but I started developing arthritis some time ago. Doctor figures it’s related to the attack. It’s never going to get better, so I sit here, watch TV and drink my beer. Once in a while, when I’ve got some money together, I buy myself some weed. I can’t afford anything better for pain management. Sometimes, I think about ending it all, but so far, I ain’t had the guts.” He returned his attention to Lachlan. “So that’s it in a nutshell. How a guy goes from working stiff to getting cash from pogey and theft. Quite frankly, you should be impressed I haven’t gotten into drug dealing or robbery. The thought’s crossed my mind more than once, believe me.”

      “You’re not quick enough to pull off a robbery,” Lachlan said. “And you’d be a walking target as a dealer, just the kind of guy losers would rob for drugs.”

      “Yeah, I’d figured on that, thanks,” Nathaniel said with no small amount of snark. “I think I’d know a little something about that, living around here, don’t you think?”

      “Fair enough,” Lachlan said. “Getting back to Nora—”

      “Oh, lord.”

      Lachlan continued as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “Take me through that night.”

      “I’m thinking you already know about it, if you were involved in the investigation.”

      “I know what you said then. I’d like to hear it again. A lot of time’s passed. It could be you remember something now you forgot about.”

      Dez knew where Lachlan was headed. People didn’t easily recall their original lies later on—at least not accurately. Repeating the exact details of a made-up story was a significant challenge a year later, let alone thirty years on. If Nathaniel was indeed responsible for the deaths of his girlfriend and son, this could be the way to catch him.

      “Look, like I said at the time, she and I were at a party with the baby. We got in a bit of a spat over the fact she wanted to leave, but—”

      “You initially said there was no spat. It wasn’t until you were confronted with what other witnesses had said that you changed your tune.”

      “Yeah, I wonder why. You cops were acting like I must’ve done something to her. I was a dumb kid; I told a dumb lie about everything being all peachy-keen. So, yeah, we were at each other a bit that night. We argued sometimes. We had a newborn baby, and he cried a lot, kept us up at night. Find me a married couple who doesn’t fight when neither of them’s getting much sleep.”

      Dez could see truth in that statement, but he wasn’t about to risk stepping on Lachlan’s interrogation by agreeing with his key suspect.

      “So what happened then?”

      “We stayed a while more, but not long. Ben was getting more and more crabby, and so was Nora. I can’t even tell you exactly what we argued about on the way home. No doubt something to do with staying late at my family’s, but when we started up, we usually found something else to add to the list. We were still a ways from home when she insisted on getting out of the car and taking Ben. I went after her, tried to talk her into getting back in. But I was at the end of my rope by then, so I took off. Figured I’d drive around the area a bit and come back to get ‘em. Only when I came back, they were gone. No sign of ‘em. I drove around for an hour or thereabouts, but I never did find them, so I gave up and went home. I was hoping she’d caught a lift from a passerby, and I was all set to ream her out for accepting a ride from a stranger. Only they weren’t there. Didn’t show up all night.”

      “You didn’t report her missing for two days.”

      “I figured she probably went to a friend’s. We both needed time to cool off. I thought she’d come home once she did. When she didn’t turn up, I started calling around. I found out no one had seen her or heard from her at all since before the party. That’s when I called the cops.”

      “You must appreciate how all of this sounds,” Lachlan said.

      “Damn straight I do. So did other people. Lots of sideways looks over the last thirty years, never mind that attack on me—all thanks to that car you guys had sent round to pick me up. I woulda come in on my own, you know. No need to make the neighbourhood think I’d done something shitty.”

      “Tell me something,” Lachlan said. “The baby. You eventually fessed up to investigators you weren’t sure Ben was yours. You still feel that way?”

      “Listen, I thought a lot of dumb shit back then. Cops were talking like Nora and Ben were dead, and I wanted it to be anything else. And, no, not just to avoid the murder charge you guys wanted to lay on me. I wanted them to be alive for me too. You can believe this or not. I don’t care. But I loved them. They were my family.”

      “But why say what you did about Ben?”

      “Easier to think that way, I guess. If he was some other guy’s, maybe it woulda hurt less to lose them. Only I just couldn’t convince myself. He did have my nose, people said. Hard to deny genetics, right?”

      Lachlan sat forward. “Mr. Porter, did you lay hands on Nora or Ben that night, or at any time afterward?”

      Nathaniel held Lachlan’s eye, the steady glare containing a fire on the verge of igniting. “No, sir. I did not.”

      “Did you kill them?”

      “No, sir, I sure as hell did not.”

      “Did you do something to make them disappear?”

      “Other than being an asshole, no, I did not. I wish I could take back lots of things I said and did that night. But, other than that, my conscience is clear.”
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      Lachlan called it shortly after, leading the way from the house and back to Dez’s SUV.

      Not until they were back inside, Dez driving from Nathaniel’s house, did Lachlan speak.

      “Shit.”

      “What?”

      “I thought it was him. I really thought it was him.”

      “You sure it’s not?”

      “You were a cop a while, Braddock. What’re your instincts telling you?”

      Dez nodded. “That he didn’t do it.”

      “Me too.”

      “So why were you so sure going in?”

      “I wasn’t in a position back then to do much with the case. It had to be passed off to a detective unit. I poured over the interview recordings, but you know how interviews can go. You get a cop in there who knows how to break a suspect down, and you start to believe him. Hell, you get one good enough, even a wrongly accused suspect starts to believe him. As I got older and better at my job, I honed my bullshit detector and learned how to be that sort of interviewer myself. But I wasn’t that cop back when Nora disappeared. I was good, but not that good. I had a lot to learn. Once in a while, something like this happens to remind me of just how much I didn’t know.”

      “I’m not so sure we should just give up on the Porter angle yet,” Dez said. “The same way years made you a better investigator, it could have made Porter a better liar. Don’t forget his record. People with a run of property offences generally aren’t known for their honesty.”

      “Fair enough, but it’s a far cry from property crime to violence. Sure, he’s been picked up on some assaults, but they’re old.”

      “So is Nora and Ben’s disappearance. Could be he did something and regretted it. Lots of killers do, especially when you’re talking domestics. If so, it’s less likely he’d have put himself in a position like that again. He is single, after all. No way a woman’s set foot in that house anytime within the past decade, by the looks of it.”

      Dez cast Lachlan a side-eye, spotted the man bobbing his head in thought. “Fair point, Braddock. Fair point. I’m not sold on Porter being our man, but it’s probably a little soon to toss him out of the running completely.”

      Dez was watching the road but could hear the smile in Lachlan’s voice when he next spoke. “It might be the concussion talking, but you’ve got a decent head on your shoulders.”

      “I’m my father’s son.”

      “Not quite yet, you’re not,” Lachlan said. “But keep plugging away, and you’ll get there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          19

        

      

    

    
      Lachlan insisted on heading to his storage container, not a quick trip from the King’s Mill neighbourhood.

      Dez’s apartment was on the way, and they made a stop to pick up Sully. Dez had been to the storage container more than once. If Lachlan wanted to dig through files for additional information about either the Nora Silversmith file or the one involving Lonnie Debenham, three sets of eyes were better than two.

      Sully was quiet, which was nothing new for him. But there was something in the quality of his silence that made Dez question it.

      Now wasn’t the time, though. Lachlan had his bloodhound hat on, and he’d be impossible to deal with until he’d sorted through these mysteries.

      The private investigator had his own way of organizing, and it had never made any sense to Dez. He and Sully, on their own, would have spent an hour or more hunting for the right files. Lachlan had them inside of two minutes.

      “I’ll never understand how you sort this stuff,” Dez said.

      “And you never will. I purposefully keep it ambiguous. Anyone breaks in here wanting for something, they’ll need more time than they’ve got just to try to find it. It makes sense to me. That’s what counts.”

      “You know I’m working with you now, right? You could let me in on some stuff.”

      “One day, Braddock. One day.”

      Lachlan plopped into the armchair he’d hauled in here, leaving Dez and Sully settling for a spot on the area rug. Even in a storage container, Lachlan insisted on a measure of elegance.

      He’d located both missing person files—the one involving Nora and Ben and the other on Lonnie Debenham. Taking the first for himself, he handed off the Debenham file to the brothers.

      “Do the police know you took copies of all this stuff?” Dez asked.

      “Some of it, I’d imagine. As for the other—as you put it—‘stuff,’ what they don’t know won’t hurt them.”

      Dez shrugged.

      Sully was already pouring over a stack of written statements, and Dez happily settled on a smaller and less mind-melting pile of photographs. They were in a manila envelope, and Dez dumped them out over the rug, ignoring the sigh from Lachlan he inadvertently provoked.

      He fingered through them, photos of Lonnie with various people in his life. There were several formal family photos as well as more candid pictures of him with his parents or his wife and kids. A wedding photo revealed Carlene to be a knockout. She was still attractive, but back then, she’d been movie-star gorgeous with a body most men would kill to get with. At first blush, the idea of Lonnie cheating on someone like her was laughable, though it was possible her personality left something to be desired. She was certainly flirtatious; Dez had had proof of that. But he hadn’t been left with the impression she was particularly difficult or stuck-up.

      Then again, she’d wanted something from them, and might have been on her best behaviour. It was possible the Carlene Lonnie knew was another person altogether.

      It was also possible Lonnie was the world’s biggest chump if he had, in fact, cheated on her.

      Dez looked at a few more pictures of the Debenhams before moving on to a variety showing Lonnie with his work colleagues and friends.

      “These weren’t all with the police file, were they?” Dez asked. “They only ever ask for one or maybe a few decent pictures for missing persons files.”

      “Like I said, I did some digging back then, in my spare time. Asked for a range of photos, mainly to be able to visually identify the people in Lonnie’s life. His wife and parents made the reprints for me.”

      Dez nodded and went back to his task. He picked out Eleanor Kirkpatrick from a staff picture, clearly taken during a Christmas party or some other sort of formal occasion. Lonnie appeared every bit the upscale businessman in a sharply cut suit, while Eleanor managed to appear frumpy—even by nineteen eighties standards. In the middle stood a couple who Dez figured had to be Thomas and Rose Debenham, the king and queen surrounded by their court.

      Next were a range of photographs of Lonnie with his friends—attractive society girls, playboy-type guys and one or two less-favoured types who were probably just happy to be included. Lonnie was frequently at the centre, buddies’ arms dangling over his shoulders, women hanging on his arms. He was a man of privilege and popularity, a man with a lot to lose. And, judging by the beaming grin he wore, a set of perfect, white teeth on display, he was a happy man too.

      Then again, Dez had been to more than one suicide call in his policing career. At times, it didn’t come as a tremendous surprise to those who knew the person. But often, he’d been faced with shocked relatives who described a person they’d known to be bubbly, outgoing and happy. Smiles and laughter could hide a great many things, and a deep darkness could dwell just below a sunshine-lit surface.

      Dez was flipping through the photos when he got a shock of his own.

      The picture seemed a little older than the others, judging by the shaggier hair and more casual dress Lonnie wore. Dez recognized one of the buildings from the university’s Bowl, acting as backdrop to a photo of a group of buddies lounging on the lawn.

      A large man stood at Lonnie’s right shoulder, at least a full head taller, his arm pulling a laughing Lonnie into a playful headlock.

      Dez would know that face anywhere. He’d wanted to bury a fist in it countless times over the past two years.

      “Hey, Sull.”

      “Hmm?”

      Dez didn’t say it out loud, just passed the photo to his brother. Watched as Sully lost a shade of colour.

      “How the hell…. I didn’t even know Hackman went to university.”

      “Me neither. Seems more like a big, dumb oaf to me.”

      “He’s an oaf, but he’s not that dumb,” Sully said.

      Lachlan’s voice drifted over from the chair. “Larson Hackman? The orderly from Lockwood?”

      “Yeah,” Dez said. “He’s in this photo with Lonnie. Looks like they were buddies, at least back in university.”

      “Hmm,” Lachlan said, sounding more noncommittal than interested. “Are there other photos of the two of them together?”

      “I’m not through all of them, but I haven’t seen any so far. Nothing post-uni, anyway.”

      Sully had reached over, was now rifling through the photos on the carpet. His fingers plucked one out a moment later, holding it up for Dez’s inspection. This one wasn’t of a group. It showed just two people, Lonnie and Hackman, cans of beer in hand and drunken grins on reddened faces. They appeared to be at a festival, likely the multi-band rock show that came to town each summer, judging by the crowd. Again, they were standing, arms hanging around each other—a couple of good buddies out for a good time. A third photo, located by Sully while Dez was taking in the previous one, was of Lonnie and Hackman, this time with a couple of other friends. More beer, this time while sitting around a poker table. The four young men were hamming it up for the camera, Lonnie and Hackman leaning toward each other to adopt the now-familiar arms-around-each-other pose.

      “They seem like they must have been good friends,” Sully said. “You’re sure you didn’t see Hackman in the later ones?”

      “If he’d been there, believe me, I would have noticed. I spent a couple of years meditating on his face and all the ways I could rearrange it.”

      Sully chuckled. “I’ll take that as a real no. So why wouldn’t he be there? It looks like they used to hang out back then, so why stop?”

      “I’m thinking it’s possible they just went in two different directions after university. Happens all the time, doesn’t it? Lonnie’s path took him into the business world, and Hackman’s landed him at Lockwood.”

      “Okay, but I don’t think Hackman came from wealthy stock,” Sully said. “At least he didn’t give off that air. He seemed more like, as you put it, an oaf. So the two of them were already from different places, even in university. They aren’t the sort of people you’d expect to see hanging out. Lonnie was fraternity material. Hackman couldn’t have successfully rushed a fraternity if his life depended on it.”

      Again, Lachlan’s voice cut into their conversation. “You two are missing one real possibility. Maybe Lonnie and Hackman never did stop spending time together.”

      “Hackman isn’t in any other photos.”

      “Those are only the ones I was given. There are others in existence. Could be Hackman’s in some of those. Or it might be he’s in none of them. Doesn’t make any real difference. Just because photos weren’t taken doesn’t mean something didn’t happen, does it? Bear in mind your point about two separate lives. As the son of a rich and well-respected businessman, Lonnie was a member of society’s elite; Hackman, if you’re correct in your read, is and was not. Even if the two of them were the best of friends, it isn’t likely Lonnie would have brought Hackman into his world. An ‘oaf’ would stick out like a sore thumb around people of the Debenhams’ ilk. Lonnie was a star on the rise, and Hackman would have pulled him down.”

      “So it’s possible they were hanging around each other, just not in public view,” Dez said.

      “Or at least, not the public Lonnie really cared about impressing. Regardless, don’t get too hung up on Hackman. Just because he was a sod to your brother doesn’t make him guilty of anything nefarious concerning his friend.”

      “I hadn’t been thinking that, but now that you suggest it—”

      “Braddock. I mean it. The worst mistake you can make as an investigator is to start injecting your personal baggage into a case. If you can’t handle it, you need to take a step back.”

      A fuming response was at the tip of Dez’s tongue when Sully cut in with a far more tactful observation.

      “It doesn’t have to mean Hackman was responsible for Lonnie’s disappearance. But I think it might mean something. Hackman’s son was led to that crevice, and the ghost we now know is Nora led me there when I went into the woods trying to help him. If Lonnie was the victim of the same ghost, there’s a connection we need to check into.”

      “You might be reaching a little, but fair enough.” Lachlan turned to Dez. “What’s the best route to talking to Hackman? We obviously can’t have Sullivan anywhere near him.”

      The answer was obvious to Dez, but it wasn’t one he was happy to provide. “He thinks I saved his son’s life. I have a feeling he’ll talk to me.”

      “You sure that’s a good idea?” Sully asked. “You won’t go off on him, I mean?”

      “Hey,” Dez said. “In what world is going off on an asshole like Hackman not a good idea?”
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      Hackman proved an easy find, his address and phone number popping up in a 411 web search. It was now past five, the time most people would be heading home for the day.

      Hackman was another story. Dez had spent plenty of time at Lockwood, enough to know the orderly worked a lot of late afternoon and evening shifts—all the better to help with Dr. Roman Gerhardt’s sick experiments on psychic patients.

      A call to Hackman’s home number led to the expected ring-through and a terse recording asking callers to leave a message. Dez hung up without doing so.

      “I think that means he’s at Lockwood.”

      “So go see him there,” Lachlan said.

      “I’m not supposed to be on the grounds.”

      “Is the psycho doctor around the place much after hours?”

      “Not unless he’s got one of his off-the-clock psychic ‘treatments’ lined up,” Dez said. “I saw him leave most days after five, once visiting hours were done for the day and they booted everyone out. No doubt he came back later.”

      “I’m assuming these ‘treatments’ would have been done late at night,” Lachlan said. “If he was up to anything creepy, no chance he’d do it while potential witnesses—staff or patients—are hanging around. That should give you a few hours to get over to Lockwood, talk to Hackman, and get out again without Gerhardt seeing.”

      “The doors will be locked. Can’t I wait and go talk to him at his place in the morning?”

      “You’re just delaying the inevitable. What, are you afraid of him or something?”

      “More afraid of what I might do to him. I’d rather walk out of a meeting with him the way I walked in, and not in a set of handcuffs.”

      “I’ll second that,” Sully said. “But do you really think you’ll be in a better state to deal with him tomorrow? I hate to say it, but Lockwood might be a better place to talk to him. It’s public at least. Meeting him at his home, with no one else around, could end with things being said. You know how easily a verbal confrontation can turn physical.”

      Dez sighed. “I don’t want to do this.”

      “I could go,” Lachlan said. “But as you noted, he credits you with saving his son. He’ll be more likely to talk to you than to me. As you describe the situation, he’s got secrets to hide. The last thing he’ll want is some private investigator snooping around. His guard will go up, and it’ll be pulling teeth to get him to tell me what he had for breakfast. I could get the answers from him, but it would take time and maneuvering. You could do it much more quickly and efficiently. I’m all about quick and efficient whenever possible.”

      Dez nodded, eyes drifting to the floor. A hand landed on his shoulder, giving it a gentle pat, and he turned to meet his brother’s eye.

      “You’ll be fine,” Sully said. “You’re stronger than you think.”

      Dez met Sully’s smile with a weaker version. “I hope you’re right. But in case you’re not, you’d better call Eva to be ready with some bail money.”
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      The doors were indeed locked. But it was less than an hour past close, and there were always a few stragglers who left work a little late.

      Like police officers, orderlies were required to fill out incident reports, and rarely was there time in a shift to complete the paperwork. That meant overtime, and Dez caught one of those staffers as he left.

      The young man—likely a new hire as Dez didn’t recognize him—tried to push past him on the steps. “Visiting hours are over.”

      “I know, but I’m not here for a patient. I need to see Larson Hackman. Is he here?”

      “Who are you?”

      “Can you tell him Dez Braddock needs to talk to him. He knows me.”

      That was a fact. Hackman knew him too well. Sure, Dez had helped locate Emory, but he wasn’t convinced one good deed would overshadow a past full of secrets and pain. Dez knew things about Hackman. Horrible things. Not just about Sully, but about Sully’s mother.

      If Sully ever found out the full truth, he’d be the one over here looking to rearrange Hackman’s face.

      The young employee studied him, and Dez plastered on a grin. Just some dude here to chat with his buddy. No big deal.

      He knew he’d passed the smell test when he got a muttered “Wait here,” before the young man key-carded his way back inside.

      Not two minutes passed before the staffer returned. He was far more relaxed, actually offering Dez a small smile as he passed. “He’s on his way. Will just be a few minutes while he finishes helping with pre-dinner meds.”

      Dez nodded and watched the young man as he headed for the parking lot and an old beater of a car parked there. Dez wondered how much other staff members knew or at least suspected about what went on here in the dead of night. Lockwood had a decent reputation as an institution, had become the kind of place people paid to come to for a mental health break or for help with aging parents with dementia or Alzheimer’s. In Dez’s experience, many of the staff members seemed like decent people who cared for their patients or, at the very least, their jobs. They treated patients and visitors well.

      People like Gerhardt and Hackman were another sort altogether. They put on a face for the world to conceal an evil inside. Gerhardt was the perfect doctor to most patients, caring and helpful. But to others—to those with gifts like Sully’s—he was the devil incarnate. And Hackman was the demon sitting on his left shoulder.

      There couldn’t have been a worse time for Hackman to emerge.

      Dez battled back hate as he stared at the man, trying to force from his mind thoughts of his little brother strapped, screaming, helpless and alone, to a treatment bed while Hackman watched with a grin. He could see the head orderly’s mouth moving, could hear words being spoken, but he wasn’t listening, focused as he was on keeping his balled-up hands stuffed deep in his pockets, and retraining his thoughts on his real purpose for this visit.

      Lonnie Debenham. Think Lonnie Debenham. Kimotan Rapids University. Nora Silversmith. Emory Davis.

      At last, Hackman’s question, being asked a second time, filtered through the rage. “What can I do for you?”

      Dez could think of a few things, none of them consisting of a good end for Hackman. He settled on an answer Lachlan would approve of. “Your name came up in an old missing person’s file, and I wanted to ask you some questions about it. Lonnie Debenham.”

      Dez forced himself to study Hackman for a response, taking his temper down another few notches as he fell into investigator mode. All-business. That was the way to handle this.

      At least, that’s what he would tell himself.

      Hackman’s brow furrowed. Just for a fraction of a second. “Sure, I remember Lonnie. We were buddies.” His voice sounded a little too relaxed, particularly for a man talking about a long-missing friend.

      Or maybe that was just Dez putting his own mental spin on this. He’d have to play this carefully, do his best to take Lachlan’s advice on the taking-a-step-back thing.

      He tried another tactic, one designed more to further settle himself than to placate Hackman. “I didn’t ask, and I should have. How’s Emory doing? Any updates?”

      “He’s doing good. I wouldn’t have come back to work otherwise. They’re keeping him in hospital another day or two just to ensure everything’s healing up okay from the surgery. After that, he’ll head home with his girl.”

      “Takara.”

      “Yeah. Just met her. Seems nice. A little weird, but nice. I think she used to date your brother. I’m told Emory met her at Lockwood back then.”

      “Yeah, that’s what she told me. I ran into her at Loons Hollow. I’m glad she’s moving on. Emory seems like a decent kind of guy.” Dez left the thought unspoken: sometimes apples fell far from trees. In this case, a tornado had swept through the orchard and scattered the apples into the next field. “Anyway, the reason I came: I’m working on a case involving Lonnie’s disappearance, and I was digging through some old photos. You’re in some from his university days, and it looks to me like the two of you were pretty tight.”

      Hackman leaned back on the iron railing. “We were. We hung out a lot. Went to high school together, and we were both on the football team. We were pretty much inseparable.”

      “Lonnie went to public school? I had him pegged as a private school type.”

      “Nah, not his parents. His dad was rich, but he lived in the real world. He wanted his kids to grow up that way, not like spoiled, rich brats.”

      “So what happened?” Dez asked. “Did the two of you stay friends?”

      “More or less, yeah. I mean, a few things happened that led us in different directions, but we still hung out and everything.”

      “What happened, exactly?”

      “Lonnie was smart. He got into university all on his own. I got a ride on a football scholarship. They wanted me on the university team, and I was more than happy to take them up on it. I didn’t have any real interest in school, but I was hoping some big-league agent might happen by and notice me. What happened instead is I blew my knee during a bad tackle. Boom.” He made a motion with his hand to resemble an explosion. “Dreams over. Just like that. My grades were tanking, and even with tutoring, I was barely staying afloat. Once I realized I wasn’t going to get what I wanted out of the university deal, I dropped out. Lockwood was hiring, and I took a job here as an orderly. Figured it would be temporary, just till I could find something better, but I found out I liked it here and stayed.”

      Dez hadn’t really been asking for Hackman’s life story, but it didn’t come as a great surprise the man was happy to talk about himself. “So Lonnie?”

      “Right. Well, he stayed in university, obviously. Then he got himself hired at his dad’s bank and was working his way up there. He started hanging around more with his rich friends—ones he met through all these social events his parents would go to. His dad wanted him to start making a few connections so he was better set up for promotions down the road. It helps to know people in the business community, and a lot of his friends back then were like him—kids riding their parents’ coattails to high-paying, management-type gigs.”

      “Did that piss you off, what Lonnie was becoming?”

      Hackman stared at Dez a moment before breaking out in a sneer. “I didn’t kill him, if that’s what you’re about to suggest.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting anything. Just asking. The two of you were close, and he was going somewhere you couldn’t follow.”

      “I didn’t want to follow him,” Hackman said. “I hate those people. They really think they’re something, all of them. Look down their nose at anyone not on their economic level. I’ve got better things to do. Anyway, Lonnie and I still hung around together. We just did it most of the time without his other friends around.”

      “What would you do?”

      “You know, usual guy stuff. Go to the bar mostly, check out women. My bars, mind you. Not the kind he went to, the ones with multicoloured drinks that cost a day’s wages.”

      “He was married by then, wasn’t he?”

      “No, but he met Carlene one of the nights we were out. We actually almost duked it out over who was going to ask her out. In the end, we tossed for it. He won. He always won.”

      Dez wondered if Carlene knew her marriage started out as a coin toss.

      “I didn’t see as much of him after that,” Hackman continued. “He fell hard for her, kind of disappeared from the world for a while. But once they got married and had their kids, he decided he wanted to have an outside life again. He called me up and we were hanging out a bit again. I’m sure Carlene would tell you all about it.”

      Hackman’s tone had changed, no longer one of fact-sharing and reminiscing, but of bitterness.

      “You don’t like her,” Dez said.

      “She doesn’t like me,” Hackman said. “Never did. Stuck up bitch, quite frankly. Good in bed, apparently, but that’s about it. And I guess she was good with the kids. But other than that, I never had any idea why Lonnie stayed.”

      “Sounds like some sour grapes. You sure you’re not just pissed off she didn’t pick you over him?”

      Hackman’s brows lowered. “No, that’s not it. Maybe I was a little jealous at the start, but that ended pretty quick when I discovered what she was like. She wasn’t born rich or anything—her family was a bunch of working slobs just like mine. But she acted like she had money. I think her radar honed in on Lonnie within all of ten seconds that night. Once she found out who he was—or who his dad was—he couldn’t have got her hooks out of him if he tried.”

      “Carlene didn’t mention you when we were talking to her about Lonnie.”

      “I’m not surprised.”

      “She did mention, though, he was really off for about two months before he disappeared. Distant and depressed. Did you notice anything unusual about him?”

      “I didn’t notice anything about him, period. Not then. I didn’t see him those last couple of months before he went missing. He just went right off the radar.”

      “You didn’t try to find out why?”

      Hackman was quiet, watching Dez. Studying him. Dez could see the gears turning, and waited to see what would come out the other side.

      “I didn’t have to ask,” Hackman said at last. “I knew why. We had a fight. I said something like what I just told you about Carlene, which was true but stupid of me to say to him. Of course he defended her and said some shitty things about me. Neither of us wanted to see the other after that.”

      “Took you a few seconds there to decide to tell me.”

      “You came over here looking to make me on a murder. Why would I jump at the chance to tell you Lonnie and I were on the outs when he went missing.”

      “You’ve said a couple of times now you’re worried I’m trying to pin something on you. You know, I never used the word ‘murder.’ For all I know, Lonnie went into the woods around Loons Hollow and fell in a hole like Emory, or went out there to kill himself. You’re the one who keeps suggesting something different. Why is that?”

      “Because I know you, Braddock. I know you blame me for what happened to Sullivan, and I know you’d like nothing more than to see me behind bars. And if you can’t get me for whatever I supposedly did to your brother, you’ll bury me on something else. Newsflash: I loved Lonnie. We went back years, and when we fought, we made up eventually. That’s how we were. Sure, we had it out before he disappeared, and I’ll always regret that. But we would have been buddies again at some point. That’s how we were.”

      Hackman dropped his head and shook it before once again meeting Dez’s eye. “I know this won’t mean much to you, but I’m sorry about what happened to your brother. I don’t know how many times you want me to say it, but there it is again.”

      “That’s the problem, I guess,” Dez said. “It isn’t the sort of thing ‘I’m sorry’ is going to fix.”
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        * * *

      

      Dez decided to contact Carlene before calling it a night, see what she had to say about Hackman.

      She didn’t want to talk on the phone, insisting he come over to see her in person.

      Dez’s anxiety, not so good at the best of times these days, skyrocketed. He was no expert in women, by any means, but he was sure he’d read her tone correctly.

      It meant trouble.

      He couldn’t take Sully with him, and Lachlan would be of no help, needing to go to bed early to nurse a headache.

      Dez thought about Eva, and put in a call to her cellphone.

      “You busy?” he asked.

      “I’m on shift tonight. Why?”

      Damn. “Nothing. Never mind.”

      “No. Why? What’s wrong?” There was no arguing that tone, no way he could avoid answering now.

      “I’ve got a client interview, and I’d rather not go alone.”

      “Why? You expecting trouble?”

      “Not of the duck-for-cover variety,” Dez said. “It’s a woman. And she’s… well, a little, um….”

      “She wants to jump you. Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

      Dez rubbed a hand down his face. “Uh, yeah. Kind of. I guess.”

      “Right. Are you attracted to her?”

      “Nope. I’m a one-woman guy. You know that. But I’m worried she’ll try something, and it’ll put me in an awkward spot.”

      “And Sully obviously can’t go.”

      “Nope. And Lachlan’s having a rough night.”

      “So take Bulldog.”

      “Bulldog? Evie, this woman’s got some money. She’s society. Bulldog’s… not.”

      “He’s still backup. I mean it. Take him along.”

      It seemed a bad idea. But a worse idea was going alone to Carlene’s, so Dez tracked his buddy down at the house he was currently sharing with a friend.

      Bulldog’s face broke into its usual grin upon seeing Dez.

      He reached out and pumped Dez’s hand enthusiastically. “Copper! How the hell are ya?”

      “Fine, Bulldog. Up for a drive?”

      “Gee, I don’t know. Had plans tonight. Was going to check out that new French restaurant downtown. Took me three months to get in.”

      Bulldog’s humour was deadpan, but the subject matter made it clear he was joking. Dez would have been surprised to hear Bulldog had ever set foot inside a proper sit-down restaurant in his life. It just wasn’t his scene.

      “Good one, man,” Dez said. “So how about it?”

      “I’ve never said no to a drive.”

      With Bulldog in the passenger seat, Dez steered them toward Carlene Debenham’s. It was a good half-hour from the run-down Riverview area to the neighbourhood Carlene called home—plenty of time to catch up.

      “You know, I’m making some money again,” Dez said. “I could—”

      “No.”

      “You haven’t even heard what I’m going to say.”

      “I heard it. I heard it before you said it. You’ve said the same thing over and over in the past. And my answer’s the same. I don’t need charity. I’m happy with my life.”

      “You’re happy couch-surfing? Going from one friend’s to the next with all your possessions?”

      “First of all, possessions tie people down. I live free, no crap to worry about getting lost in a flood or fire. Second, I like crashing with friends. I don’t gotta pay rent, and I’m fine as long as I pay for whatever booze and smokes they want.”

      “Some of your friends are losers,” Dez said.

      “By most people’s standards, all my friends are losers. Of course, those standards also make me a loser.”

      “You’re not. Anyway, that’s not how I meant it. I meant you and I are both doing well staying on the wagon. The people you hang out with, they might make it tempting for you to jump back into that old life.”

      “You and me, we were never alcoholics. We had a drinking problem because we chose to drink too much. Neither of us did it full-time or long-term. I don’t have a problem staying sober. Do you?”

      “No, but then, I’m not hanging around with your buddies anymore.”

      Bulldog smirked. “Hey, if they peer pressured you, I’m sorry.”

      Dez backhanded Bulldog in the gut, drawing from him a coughing fit punctuated with laughter.

      “Forget I brought it up,” Dez said.

      “So where are we going exactly?”

      “A client’s house.”

      “So why am I coming? You need a street translator?”

      “I need backup in case she gets handsy.”

      “Got a thing for big, strapping redheaded men, does she?”

      “No idea. But she seems to have a thing for me. Eva’s working tonight, or she probably would have come with me herself.”

      “I guess she wants me along, too, then.”

      “Yeah, she suggested it, actually.”

      “Okay, fine,” Bulldog said. “I’m happy enough to act as your bodyguard, though the idea of it seems kinda silly. I mean, next to me, you look like Mount Etna.”

      “I don’t need a bodyguard,” Dez said. “Just someone else there so she doesn’t feel inclined to act on anything she might be thinking. It would be awkward, having to refuse a client, especially a wealthy one like her.”

      “Is she pretty? If she’s wanting some company, and doesn’t mind dialling it down from you to me, I’d have no problem helping her out.”

      “Shut up.”

      Bulldog chuckled.

      They made it to Carlene’s in less time than Dez had hoped, the traffic having cooperated exactly when it was most inconvenient.

      Carlene was waiting at the door in a long, blue silk robe, and Dez didn’t like to think what, if anything, she had on underneath. She pulled the tie a little tighter as she saw Dez had brought company.

      “Who’s this?” she asked.

      “Billy Bird,” he said, shooting out a hand to shake. “But most people just call me Bulldog.”

      Carlene took the hand as if she’d been asked to hold a dead carp. Bulldog was sober, but Dez realized belatedly he likely hadn’t washed this particular outfit in a couple of weeks.

      “Bulldog,” she repeated. It was unlikely, based on the tone, she intended to ever say the name out loud again. “Nice to meet you.”

      “And you, ma’am.”

      “Bulldog helps me out sometimes on jobs,” Dez explained. “He’s got an ear on a part of the world I can’t always navigate on my own.”

      She didn’t comment, instead standing aside to let them pass—after they’d removed their boots. Dez expected they’d talk in the living room again, but she instead showed them toward the kitchen at the back of the house. The reason was clear. Bulldog’s jeans were less likely to leave stains on a wooden chair than a plush white one.

      “Nice digs,” Bulldog said as they passed the large sitting room Dez and Lachlan had been ushered into last time.

      “Thanks,” came the muttered response as she finished leading them into the kitchen.

      Dez knew his read on Carlene had been spot-on—as had Eva’s suggestion to bring Bulldog as backup—when the woman tugged again on the tie around her waist and announced she was going to go put on something more appropriate for receiving guests.

      “You weren’t kidding about her,” Bulldog said. “She expected she was going to get her some Copper lovin’ tonight.”

      “Shut up,” Dez repeated as Bulldog laughed.

      Carlene returned a couple of minutes later, more appropriately clad in jeans and a button-down shirt. “So what was it you wanted to speak with me about?”

      Dez had brought Lonnie’s university photos along, and he pulled them from his pocket now, pushing one across the table to Carlene. “Do you know this man with Lonnie?”

      “I do,” she said. “I wish I didn’t. Larson Hackman. He was Lonnie’s closest friend.”

      “Why didn’t you like him?”

      “He was a jerk. Drank too much, partied too much, didn’t respect women. He was your typical ‘bro.’ Lonnie adored him, and I always worried about the influence Larson would have on him.”

      “I hate guys like that,” Bulldog agreed.

      Carlene offered only a tight, humourless smile in response, so Dez followed up with another question.

      “Did he have any influence on Lonnie, do you think?”

      “No, not really.  I mean, Lonnie would come back from nights out with Larson a little too intoxicated for my liking, but there was never any real harm done. What worried me was all the other stuff. Larson liked the ladies. His marriage split up over an infidelity, and I was scared he might set Lonnie down a similar path. Maybe he did, if it turns out those rumours are true, that Lonnie left us to go be with another woman.”

      “He’d have to be a nut job if he did that,” Bulldog said.

      Dez drove an elbow not so subtly into his friend’s side.

      “What?” Bulldog complained. “It was a compliment.”

      Dez took a chance at bringing up today’s meeting. “I talked to Larson earlier this evening. He seems to think you married Lonnie for his money.”

      Carlene’s chin dipped, brow sinking low over heated eyes. “He would say that, wouldn’t he?”

      “It’s not true?”

      “Of course, it’s not. I loved Lonnie. Always did.” She sat back in her chair, folding her arms lightly across her chest. “I won’t deny I was pleased to learn Lonnie was wealthy, and I won’t say I didn’t want to lose the security money provides. I had our children to think of, Mr. Braddock. I grew up poor, the daughter of a single mother who had to work three jobs just to support us after my father left us. The thought of going back to living like that scared me to death. But Lonnie was far more to me than a meal ticket, like Larson seems to think. He was my husband, my lover, my best friend. We supported each other through some very difficult times. Larson wasn’t there for all of that. Lonnie more or less dropped him after we got together, and Larson couldn’t handle it, that his friend had grown up when he hadn’t. He still can’t handle it, apparently. Can’t say it surprises me. Larson Hackman is the kind of man who won’t ever grasp he left his twenties behind long ago.”

      “He doesn’t strike me as the partying sort,” Dez said.

      “I’m sure he isn’t anymore. Probably any drinking he does now, he does alone—mostly because few people other than Lonnie were able to tolerate him in large doses.”

      “Did Lonnie stop spending time with him because he knew you didn’t like him?”

      “Perhaps in part,” Carlene said. “But it was more than that, I think. As I said, Lonnie grew up. He had a wife, a home, responsibilities. The kids were both under three at the time and a real handful. Larson didn’t have those things at that point. He met his ex-wife somewhere in there, but it didn’t last long. They had their son and he couldn’t handle the strain of being tied down, so he left them. That’s the sort of person he is, and Lonnie understood that.”

      “But Lonnie started spending time with him again.”

      Carlene blanched. “When?”

      “Uh-oh,” Bulldog muttered.

      “Sometime after the kids were born,” Dez said.

      “Who told you that? Was it Larson?”

      “I take it you didn’t know.”

      “No. I didn’t.” She pursed her lips, and Dez didn’t step into the silence. Thankfully, Bulldog kept his mouth shut, too, allowing her a moment to process as she turned her glare on a row of beautifully done custom cabinets. At last, she returned her attention to Dez. “It probably shouldn’t surprise me Larson managed to worm his way back into Lonnie’s life, and that my husband didn’t tell me. That would have ended in an argument, and he tried to avoid those where possible.” She sat forward, eyes widening as she regarded Dez. “You didn’t come here to ask about Larson because you think he had something to do with Lonnie’s disappearance, do you?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Dez said. “But what do you think? Would Larson have reason?”

      “No, he wouldn’t, but he might think he had. Put it this way. If the two of them had gone back to drinking the way they used to, and they started arguing about me, anything could have happened. Larson’s a big man. He might have hurt Lonnie. It’s just possible. Lonnie was in a bad place before he went missing. He was more argumentative with me and the kids. He might have been with his friends too.”

      “Was there anything else between them? Any bad blood?”

      “I don’t know. Jealousy maybe. Lonnie told me Larson had wanted me too. Maybe that was the reason.”

      “Don’t get too hung up on homicide as an answer to all of this,” Dez said. “I’m looking at all the angles here. I have no evidence at this point your husband was the victim of foul play.”

      He went through the photos in his hand, picking out one of Nora.

      “How about this one?” he asked, sliding it across to Carlene. “Do you recognize this woman?”

      Carlene peered at it. “No, I don’t. Should I?”

      “Just poking around for any possible connections. There might not be any. She’s a missing person, too, disappeared shortly before Lonnie did.”

      “You don’t think…. I mean, you aren’t suggesting Lonnie might have run off with this girl, are you?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “But you’re thinking it.”

      “They weren’t exactly in the same league,” Dez said. “We have no evidence the two of them even knew each other.”

      “So why ask me about her then?”

      The real answer wasn’t one he could provide. How did you tell someone the reason you were looking into a possible connection was because a ghost had exposed one?

      “Like I said, the two of them disappeared close to the same time, and we’re checking into her case too. It was a long shot, but I wanted to check it out anyway.”

      Carlene didn’t appear completely placated, but her easing posture told him she’d let it go all the same.

      Dez tucked the photos back into his pocket and stood. “I think that’s all for now, Mrs. Debenham. Thanks for answering my questions. We’ll show ourselves out.”

      Dez headed for the front door, Bulldog behind him when he was interrupted by Carlene. “Mr. Braddock?”

      He knelt to put his boots back on, but faced her to allow for conversation. “Yeah?”

      She knelt in front of him so they were nearer to face-to-face. “Um…. Listen, there might be one or two things I…. I might have some things I’m more comfortable sharing with just you. Just you. Do you know what I’m saying?”

      Oh, he knew, all right. He knew he was grateful Bulldog was standing next to him, a modern-day chaperone. “Thanks, Carlene. But I’m a happily married man, like your husband was. It wouldn’t be right for me to come back here alone.”

      She nodded, smiled. “I understand. Pity, though.”

      She stood as he did, staying at the door as they left so she could close it behind him.

      “Quite the lady,” Bulldog said as they walked toward the SUV. “I can see why you were worried. But honestly, though, who would cheat on her?”

      “She wasn’t exactly nice to you.”

      “She didn’t toss me out on my ass either. Given the right circumstances, I’ll bet she’d warm up to me.”

      Dez smirked as he unlocked the vehicle, saving his reply for when the two of them were sitting inside.

      “Sure, she would. If you were on fire.”
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      Sully had already seen this episode of House Hunting 101, one where an obnoxious executive-type and his wife—a woman who dressed like she wanted desperately to fit in among the Beverly Hills set—picked apart every house they entered.

      He could only imagine their horror if they were shown Dez’s apartment as a prospective home: “Nice closet. Where’s the rest of it?”

      Sully was relieved when Dez returned.

      He clicked off the TV as his brother plopped down next to him on the pullout and gave Pax’s head a rub.

      “How was your talk with Hackman? You’ve been gone a long time. You didn’t kill him and bury him in the woods, did you?”

      “Thought about it. But no. He’s still in one piece. You should be proud of me.”

      “What did he say?”

      Dez filled Sully in on his meeting, adding in details about his subsequent visit to Carlene.

      “So what do you think?” Sully asked. “Did Lonnie have anything to do with Nora’s murder?”

      “No idea. It seems like a bit of a stretch. I mean, yeah, both of them went missing in the same area and close to the same time. But that’s not necessarily unusual in and of itself. On any given day in KR, the police department receives at least a couple of calls about missing people.”

      “Sure, but most are found pretty quickly, right?”

      “Yeah. Most don’t turn into full-blown, long-term files. Look, I’m not about to toss out the possibility the two cases are connected. I just don’t want to get hung up on that yet, and neither should you. The Faceless Flo legend runs that she goes after any guy out there who’s alone. That can explain Lonnie and Emory. It can even explain this possible ancestor of yours.”

      “Only we know now our current ‘Faceless Flo’ is actually Nora.”

      “So what happened to that Oliver guy? Nora wasn’t even close to being born yet when he disappeared.”

      “Maybe he just fell somewhere or had a heart attack, and no one ever found him. There’s no reason to think he fell victim to a spirit. People like to blame things on ghosts. It’s easier than accepting there’s not always an explanation for bad things happening, or that they screwed something up themselves.”

      “Fair enough. But let’s not jump too quickly into the Lonnie-Nora connection yet, huh? Keep an open mind. That’s what Dad always said.”

      “I remember. You’re right.” With plenty of time on his hands tonight, Sully had been thinking, and he kept coming back to the same place—one Dez wouldn’t be happy to explore. “Hey, D? I’m wondering if maybe we shouldn’t go back to Hollow Road, see if—”

      “Why do you keep doing this to me?”

      “We should have another look around, see if we can find something other people have missed. I mean, Nora led me to Emory when I asked her. I just thought maybe, if she did have something to do with it, she might lead me to Lonnie too.”

      “Can I remind you of something? She led you to Emory so she could get you in there with him. She wasn’t trying to be helpful.”

      “I know that. But I’ve got my eyes open now. And I’ll have you with me. If she starts to affect me like she did the last time, I’m hoping you can hold me back.”

      “I’d like to skip the in-between steps and just hold you back right now. You’re crazy, you know that? Most people avoid things that almost killed them. You run right back toward them.”

      “It’s been thirty years, and no one’s found Lonnie or Nora, despite massive searches. Maybe the reason is they couldn’t see the one thing that would have given them their answer.”

      “Nice,” Dez said. “Nice, man. Can’t you try to see, I don’t know, gentle grannies? Why do you always have to see ghosts who want to lead us into something that damn near kills us?”

      “I don’t get a choice in who I see. They show themselves to me, and I have to do the rest.”

      “Yeah, yeah, okay. But do we have to go tonight?”

      “No. Tomorrow’s fine. Time of day’s never mattered in terms of when I see them. Anyway, I’m not stupid. I don’t want to risk us falling into another gaping hole in the ground.”

      Dez’s shoulders visibly relaxed as he heaved a breath. “In terms of ghost chasing, that, Sully, is probably the first intelligent thing you’ve ever said.”
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        * * *

      

      Sully was up first, and while he wanted to get started as soon as his brother emerged from his spot on the pullout, Dez wouldn’t be going anywhere until he’d been fed.

      Sully wasn’t much of a cook, but he managed some scrambled eggs, toast and bacon while Dez went through the initial phases of getting up.

      “Smells good,” came a muttered compliment from the direction of the couch.

      “Rise and shine and you can have some.”

      One more groan and Dez rolled himself out of bed, then padded wordlessly to the bathroom. Sully buttered the toast while Dez took a quick shower.

      Five minutes later, the two of them were at the table, Pax drooling next to Dez as he eyed the plates.

      Dez unsuccessfully directed Pax to shake a paw, but tossed the dog a piece of bacon anyway.

      “You’ve never bothered to teach him any tricks,” Dez said.

      “What’s the point? He listens to me when it counts. He knows when to come, when to stay and when to attack. The rest is unnecessary.”

      “Sure, but it’s fun.” Dez didn’t pursue the matter, switching topics to the issue Sully expected was actually on his mind. “You haven’t, by chance, rethought going back out to Hollow Road, have you?”

      “No choice, man. You can come or not.”

      “Like I’d let you go back out there by yourself again. I’m coming. I just wish you’d reconsider, that’s all.”

      Reconsidering wasn’t an option. A few minutes later, breakfast dishes done—Dez’s insistence—the two of them, along with Pax, headed out in the SUV.

      Sully half-expected to hear Dez’s phone go off with the day’s instructions from Lachlan but, so far, his boss was leaving them in peace. They made it to Hollow Road without a call or text, nothing to distract them from the mission Sully had laid out for them.

      If Dez was disappointed, he kept it to himself, remaining a silent figure at Sully’s side as they drove along the road, Sully’s eyes glued to the woods for any sign of the ghost.

      He could see the break in the trees ahead, indicating they were near the old town, when another scan returned the sight he was seeking.

      “Stop,” he said. “I see her.”

      Dez said nothing, simply braked and pushed the stick into park. Sully turned, just long enough to inspect his brother before returning his eyes to Nora.

      “You okay?” he asked Dez.

      “Ask me later.”

      Sully stepped out of the vehicle and opened the rear door for Pax while Dez shut off, exited and locked the SUV. Sully waited until Dez was at his side before starting to make his way toward the spirit. So far, she hadn’t moved. Facing them, her features were obscured, as usual, behind a layer of clumped and dirty hair.

      “I know who you are,” Sully called out as they closed the distance. “Who you really are. Nora Silversmith, right?”

      Her head twitched, her yet-invisible face lifting so he could make out the tip of a nose poking from between strands of hair. The revelation she did indeed have a face beneath the hair and shadow gave him some extra courage to continue questioning her.

      “I know someone killed you. My brother and I are trying to find out who did this to you so we can bring them to justice. It’s been thirty years, but that’s not too long for someone to face a charge. But I know you weren’t alone. You had a baby.”

      Sully blinked. Opened his eyes to find Nora directly in front of him, shadowed face not two feet from his.

      He took an involuntary step back, a strangled exclamation on his lips as he collided with Dez.

      “Jesus, what?” Dez demanded.

      Sully took a breath, then another, convincing himself he was okay. “Nothing. It’s all right. They just move fast sometimes, that’s all.”

      “Where is she now?”

      “Right in front of me.”

      “Shit.”

      Sully put Dez’s anxiety out of his mind, honing in on Nora instead. He had her attention, all of it, and he needed to make the most of it.

      “Your baby’s name was Ben. He was a month old when you were killed, but he’s not with you. I’m guessing you’ve been looking for him. Do you know for sure he’s dead too?”

      Sully knew the answer, of course. He’d seen the baby’s tiny spirit near Nora’s that day he’d revealed his ability to Lachlan. But what he knew didn’t matter. It was what she knew, or at least suspected, that counted. It could form the basis for her motivation to remain here, trapped in this world, threatening the men who came here.

      Unfortunately, she wasn’t revealing her secrets. Not yet, anyway. He hadn’t lost her; she was very much focused on him. But he suspected this was more a case of her sizing him up, as if gauging the strength of an enemy.

      He tried again. “I can help you. It’s what I do. People who have been murdered come to me to find justice and peace, and I can do that for you too. But I need you to help me. Do you know where to find your body?”

      No response.

      “How about Lonnie Debenham? He was a young guy who came out here thirty years ago too. His car was found on this road, but no one was ever able to find him. Do you know anything about that?”

      Nothing. Her hair shifted slightly, as if caught in a gentle wind that existed only within her own reality. On Sully’s side, everything was still, not even a light breeze from the overcast sky.

      Dez had apparently reached the end of his limited patience. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m trying to get her to communicate.”

      “She won’t? Why not?”

      “I can’t exactly answer that now, can I?” Sully said through a smile, one he forced for Dez’s benefit.

      “I remember you saying something once about how some ghosts aren’t aware of anything outside their own world or dimension or whatever. Maybe that’s what the problem is.”

      “No, she’s aware of me. She’s focused on me. But I’m not getting anywhere.”

      “It’s been thirty years. If she’s spent all that time with one goal in mind, it might be kind of jarring, having you turn up, asking her to change course.”

      Sully’s eyebrows lifted. Sometimes, despite Dez’s dislike of ghosts, he came up with a nugget that revealed he understood them better than he realized. It was a great point. If Nora had spent three decades with her sole aim to take revenge upon any vulnerable male she happened upon, it was a lot to ask her to alter her thinking now.

      They could get partway to an answer, though—and could make tremendous strides toward concluding Dez and Lachlan’s current paid job—if they could find the body of the missing banker.

      “Do you have a photo of Lonnie?” Sully asked.

      He listened as Dez rifled through his clothing and accepted the photo his brother pressed into his hand. Sully lifted it, holding it where he hoped Nora could see through the hair.

      “This man. His name’s Lonnie Debenham. I think you might have seen him a couple of months after you were killed. You led me to Emory a couple of nights ago. Maybe you can take us to Lonnie now. Can you do that? It’s important we find him, not just for him or his family, but for you too. I think it might help us to help you.”

      It was crap. He knew it. He couldn’t think of a single way their locating the banker’s remains would help Nora find peace, but he’d use any ploy he could at this point.

      For some reason, this one seemed to be working.

      As unexpectedly as she’d appeared in front of him, Nora vanished from his space. Sully visually searched the area, finally spotting her a short distance to the northeast.

      “I think she’s going to show me,” Sully said for Dez’s benefit. “Don’t lose me, all right?”

      “You’re moving pretty stiffly this morning. Keeping up to you shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “If she draws me in the same way she did that night, I won’t even remember my shoulder.”

      “I won’t lose you. Let’s get this over with.”

      As the last time, Sully started off with a light walk, but found he had to increase his pace to a jog as she began to move more quickly through the woods. Finally, a couple of minutes into this, she led him into a run.

      He’d only managed a few paces at that speed before a hand seizing his good arm pulled him up short.

      “Sully, stop.”

      “I need to keep up to her.”

      “You need to focus. Not on her, but on yourself. I think she’s doing to you what she did last time—you know, when she almost killed you. This is why I’m here, to hold you back when you need it. And you need it, man. Chill out. If she really wants to lead us somewhere, she’ll come back and make sure we’re following. Don’t let her set the pace here. You’re giving her too much control.”

      “I can’t help it.”

      “No, but I can. Follow her, but if you start moving too fast, I’m reeling you back in.”

      Sully nodded, pouring his gratitude into the smile he offered Dez. Then he returned his attention to Nora.

      As Dez had suggested, she hadn’t gone far, paused next to a tree ahead. Dez was right; she wasn’t going to allow him to lose sight of her. He felt it, a desperate pull deep inside him urging him to sprint blindly wherever she intended to lead. But there was comfort to be found in the presence at his side, Dez prepared to override the psychic with the physical.

      Sully walked toward Nora, Dez’s heavy footfalls sounding immediately behind him. Nora allowed the lighter pace for a minute or two but, as expected, soon darted ahead. Sully’s attempt to run after her ended with his arm once again caught in Dez’s grip.

      “Sully.”

      “I know, I know. I can’t help it. She’s—” He broke off as she once again appeared before him, face pressed so close to his he would have felt her breath on him, had she been able to breathe.

      He didn’t feel desperation or the determination to follow anymore. Now all he felt was anger and frustration. He tried to remind himself these emotions weren’t his own, but her strength, built over decades, pushed them forward. Her energy blending with his, he began to fade beneath her until he could no longer see himself for her. He closed his eyes, hoping by first visually blocking her, he could see his way to doing the same with her spirit. But his own calm, steady energy fled in the face of her enraged torment, until he all but disappeared completely.

      “Sully, breathe.” The voice came as if from the top of a well, the same way it had sounded when he was a prisoner at Lockwood. “Come on, man. You’re freaking me out here.”

      He opened his eyes. She was no longer in front of him. The reason, he realized with some interest—with excitement that wasn’t his own—was that she was now inside him.

      “Sully—”

      She spun, took in the image of Dez’s tall figure. In that moment, he was nothing more than a stranger in her way, a man preventing her from moving forward.

      The words left her like a punch. “Get the hell away from me!”

      Dez’s eyes were saucers, mouth popping open as his jaw visibly dropped. Now was the time, if one was to be found. She turned, ran. Sprinted through the woods, trees flashing past as the dog—Pax, that was his name, right?—ran beside her. It was up ahead, her goal. So close. Just a few more feet.

      An impact from behind drove her forward and down, put her on the cold, hard ground beneath a weight she couldn’t budge. She tried to squirm free but the man holding her wasn’t letting go. Her mind flashed to a pocketknife, one she sensed Sully kept in his jacket pocket. If she could pull it out, drive it into her attacker, she could escape.

      This wouldn’t happen again. She wouldn’t allow it.

      If she lost, they would kill her son next.

      A blow to the head, then another, clouded her thoughts, her resolve. A blinding pain seized her shoulder as her arms were wrenched back behind her, easing only a little when a cry was wrenched from her throat.

      Someone was talking, but the words didn’t fully register. She tried again to break free, but she might as well have been trapped in a vice.

      Fear, rage, desperation—they burned like a fire.

      Then they were gone. Leaving Sully lying there, face down on the forest floor with Dez sitting on him, pinning his arms.

      “Sully, come back. Please. Sully—”

      “I’m okay. Can you let me go? My shoulder.”

      “Uh-uh. Say something ‘you’ first.”

      “Let me go or I’ll tell Mom on you.”

      Dez paused, stilled. Then he barked out a surprised-sounding laugh. “I wasn’t thinking about going back that far, but okay. You sure you’re you again?”

      “Yeah. I’m sure. She’s gone. You scared her off.”

      “I scared her?”

      “You might be the only guy in thirty years to scare Faceless Flo, Dez. Can you get off me now, please?”

      Dez released him, then helped him to his feet. Sully rubbed his pained shoulder as he scanned the woods for any sign of the ghost.

      Nothing.

      “Is she gone?” Dez asked.

      “For now. If materializing takes energy, possession soaks all of it up.”

      “It was like what happened with Harry. It was like I wasn’t even looking at you. It was your face, your body. But it was her too.”

      “That pretty much sums up how it feels too,” Sully said.

      “I didn’t screw your shoulder up too bad, did I?”

      “It’s fine. I’m glad you did it. Thanks.” Sully took another glance around. “It was like she was taking me to something. It’s not far from here, whatever it is.”

      “You sure it’s safe?”

      “No, but at least we can go slow now without her getting in the way.” Sully led them farther through the woods, searching the ground for whatever it was she’d been pulling him to. He saw it before he happened upon it, which was more than likely what would have happened had she been in control of him.

      “That’s it,” he said aloud for Dez’s benefit. “Watch your step. The hole doesn’t seem that big from here, but the ground might be unstable around it.”

      But the ground held as he neared, getting close enough he could kneel and peer down inside. It was deep and black, only the first few feet visible in the daylight. Dez, kneeling at his side, pulled out his cellphone and shone the flashlight beam down into the hole.

      “Looks like an old well,” he said. “See anything?”

      “Just a lot of leaves and crap that’s fallen in there,” Sully said. “Can you lower me down?”

      “It’s too deep. We’re going to need a rope.”

      Sully scanned the forest, eyes settling on a fallen poplar nearby. “I don’t want to waste time going back to the vehicle. Can we break the branches off that tree? It’s thin enough to lower most of the way down, I think. Maybe we can use it to shift some of the debris down there.”

      Seemingly happy with that plan, Dez joined Sully in snapping off branches. The trunk that remained wasn’t the sturdiest-looking thing, but it would likely be both long enough to reach bottom and firm enough to move leaves and other matter aside to see if anything was beneath.

      Careful not to brush the edges of the well, the two of them lowered the trunk inside until, at last, it reached what felt like bottom. Dez held the tree while Sully took his phone to illuminate the inside of the hole.

      “It’s hard to see anything around the trunk,” Sully said. “Let’s try to move it around a bit and get some of that stuff out of the way.”

      It was awkward, and they didn’t get a whole lot of movement out of the tree, the old well not nearly wide enough to allow it. But they gave it a few minutes anyway, shifting the debris at the bottom as much as they could before finally withdrawing it and laying it along the ground next to the hole.

      Then the two of them knelt back down while Sully again cast the light inside.

      A set of empty eye sockets inside a dirt-encased skull stared up at him.

      Next to it, seated on the shifted soil, knees hugged to his chest as he rocked back and forth, was the ghost of Lonnie Debenham.
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      Sully tried to talk to him, but if he heard, he didn’t acknowledge it.

      He was terrified, that much was obvious. It was hard to get through to living people, let alone the dead, when they were trapped in that frame of mind. If Lonnie’s fear was Nora, he had a lot to be worried about.

      Sully tried again anyway, calling down to him until, at last, he faded away.

      “It’s definitely Lonnie?” Dez asked.

      “Without question.”

      “Okay. But I can pretty much guarantee Lachlan will want more to take to the police than a ghost sighting and a skull if he’s going to persuade anyone this could be Lonnie.”

      Searching for additional confirmation, they put the tree back down the hole, scraping aside more leaves, dirt, twigs and small rocks until they caught a glimpse of material.

      Dez put in a call to Lachlan, asking him to check what Lonnie Debenham was said to have been wearing when he disappeared. He clicked the phone onto speaker in time for Sully to hear Lachlan answer the question.

      “Jeans and a light blue button-down. Why?”

      Sully took one more look to satisfy himself, then answered the question. “Because we just found a skull at the bottom of an old well near Hollow Road. And we uncovered what looks like some sort of blue material.”

      “Jesus Christ, are you serious? How?”

      “Long story,” Sully said.

      “And not a good one,” Dez added.

      “Hang tight there and don’t do any more digging,” Lachlan said. “I’m on my way. Meantime, you’d better call Raynor. The clown will salivate over this, and Major Crimes is going to become involved now that there’s a body. I  want to be there when they get there.”

      “And I can’t be here,” Sully said.

      “I can follow coordinates just fine,” Lachlan said.

      “Don’t come into the woods on your own. She’s still around, and she’ll be extra pissed when she’s got a little of her energy back.”

      “Back from where?”

      “I’ll tell you later. Just promise me you won’t come in on your own.”

      “I’ll wait for the cops. Anyway, unlikely Raynor’s smart enough to know how to deal with coordinates. If I don’t wait and walk in with him, they’ll never find the spot.” He paused. “Good work, you two. Once I get confirmation, I’ll advise the family.”

      “Think we’re safe to leave?” Dez asked once Sully disconnected with Lachlan and handed the phone back.

      “She isn’t likely to reappear yet.”

      “That’s good, too, obviously, but I was referring to the skeleton down the well. You don’t think she’ll up and move it, do you? Lachlan will have my ass if he gets here with the police to find there’s nothing down there after all.”

      “There’s no way to say for sure,” Sully said. “But it’s pretty rare for ghosts to be able to physically move objects. It happens; we’ve seen it happen. But it isn’t common. Anyway, I don’t have a choice. I can’t stand guard here and wait.”

      “I know. Probably best you don’t stay anyway. They seem to feed off you. If she didn’t have the power to start with, she might end up with some if you’re nearby—especially if she pulls more of that Exorcist-type crap.”

      Dez visibly shuddered, and Sully didn’t have the heart to rib him about his fear. In all honesty, what had just happened with Nora had freaked him out too. He’d only been possessed one other time, with Harry Schuster, and it had almost killed him—and, at one point, Dez. Nora had contemplated using Sully’s knife, and it was only because Dez had overpowered him that he came away injury-free.

      The fact this had now happened to him twice after a lifetime of believing it couldn’t terrified Sully. It could happen again, and there was no way to know what motivation a ghost might hold or how far they’d be willing to go to meet their ends. If someone Sully loved got in the way….

      He closed the thought down before he strayed too far down that path. It wouldn’t get him anywhere but more stressed, and that would mean a bad starting point should Nora suddenly reappear.

      They reached the SUV without further incident, and Dez wasted no time in starting the engine and getting them out of there, dust kicking up on the road behind them as they, mile by mile, left the woods in the rearview mirror.
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        * * *

      

      They’d been back at the apartment less than an hour when Dez’s phone rang.

      Sully, holding a heating pad against his shoulder, listened while Dez put the call onto speaker.

      “Hey, Lachlan. Anything?”

      Lachlan spoke through hushed tones, and Sully could hear what sounded like movement and chatter deep in the background. “You boys cracked it. They sent an Ident member down the well, and he did a little more digging, just until they could get to a pocket on a pair of blue jeans the skeleton is wearing. Had a wallet on him with a driver’s licence inside—Lonnie Debenham’s driver’s licence. There’s nothing much left of the body, but the teeth are in decent enough shape for the most part. I put in a call to Carlene to tell her about the find and asked her for the name of Lonnie’s dentist.”

      “It’s been a while. His dentist is still around?”

      “He’s about a hundred and ten years old, but he’s still practicing. Anyway, all we need is for his office to provide the X-rays. Coroner has a go-to guy for dental comparisons, so that’s who will be handling that part of it.”

      “How excited was Raynor?” Dez asked.

      “Hopping around like a kid on Christmas morning. I think he figures this will be the case that will make him a shoo-in for a spot in administration, maybe even eventually that coveted chief’s job. Listen, the Debenhams are wanting answers fast. Thomas is going downhill at a pretty bad rate, and they want to give him the answers he needs first. The coroner’s got the expert lined up for later this aft, so everyone’s hoping for a positive ID sooner rather than later. I’ll keep you in the loop. I’m going to be busy with the family for a bit once we get the confirmation, so I’m hoping you’ll start talking to Eleanor Kirkpatrick and Larson Hackman.”

      “Won’t that be a problem if police are investigating?”

      “There’s nothing at this point to indicate foul play, but even if there were, those two were never considered suspects. Far as I’m concerned, we’d be doing the police a favour by figuring out if they need to look at either of them for possible involvement.”

      Sully would be thrilled if it turned out Hackman was involved, and if they could uncover evidence pinning him with a murder charge. But he suspected the truth was something else. Lonnie was basically murdered, but not by anyone living. The person responsible wasn’t in any state to be arrested, and worse, she was likely to strike again if Sully couldn’t do something to stop her.

      “Do you really think Eleanor has something to do with this?” Sully asked once Dez disconnected the call.

      “No. I hate to say it, but Hackman probably didn’t either. It’s probably all on your ghost.”

      “I think so too.”

      “No matter, I guess. I’m thinking they’ll go through their usual procedures, get the confirmation on the identity and do what they can with an autopsy. If they don’t find blood or other evidence on the clothes, and no obvious signs of assault-related injuries on the remains, it will likely be ruled either undetermined or an accident. I mean, they’ll re-interview everyone they can, but it won’t lead to anything new. Not if he died the way we think.”

      “Yeah, we’ve gotten to know her MO pretty well,” Sully said. “Are you going to go talk to Eleanor and Hackman anyway?”

      “Don’t seem to have a choice. What about you? Hanging out here?”

      “I think I need to give Marc a call.”

      “The possession thing, huh? Think he’ll be able to help?”

      “He set me up seeing that Raiya Everton lady a couple of years ago. She seemed to know a few things about it. I don’t have her number anymore.”

      “Okay, but if you’re heading over there, don’t take Pax. As I recall, her place was crawling with cats. I doubt she’ll be too willing to help you out if your dog eats her pets.”
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        * * *

      

      Raiya hadn’t moved, lived in the same house north of the river. A couple of her cats were looking older, but they were all there too.

      Sully was uncertain about the wisdom of this visit; he would, after all, have to allow one more person into the secret of his being alive.

      She solved the problem for him.

      Marc told him he had called her, about to ask Sully’s questions, when she’d said, “No need to tiptoe around it, Marc. I know the boy’s alive.”

      Now there was only to ask how—a question Dez had as well.

      “It creeps me out she knew without anyone having to tell her,” he said as he dropped Sully off at the house. “You sure this is safe?”

      “She’s safe,” Sully said. “I don’t know how to explain it, but I know.”

      “Could it be you’re comfortable with her because she’s psychic too? Maybe you want her to be something she’s not.”

      “That’s not it. I actually know, the way I know you’re a good person. Sometimes you get feelings about people.”

      “You know I’m a good person because you grew up with me.”

      “Dez, you reek of good. She does too. Relax. Go talk to Eleanor. And call me when you get back to town.”

      “You’ve got money for the cab ride home?”

      Sully checked. He did.

      He slid out of the SUV, but realized Dez wasn’t going anywhere until he’d caught his own glimpse of Raiya—in case he saw something Sully didn’t, no doubt.

      Raiya went one better.

      The door opened, and she stepped from the house, encasing Sully in a quick hug before approaching Dez’s window.

      “You have nothing to worry about, Desmond. Your brother is quite safe with me. You have important work to do. Best get to it. We’ll get this sorted out, Sully and I.”

      Dez looked like he’d been struck, but he drove off all the same.

      “He’s sure spooked about all this psychic stuff, that brother of yours,” Raiya said as she led Sully into the house.

      “Always has been. In his defence, his first taste of it was when he was a kid, and he experienced it all through me. I was terrified of it myself back then. I didn’t make a very comforting guide.”

      “I can understand.” Raiya led Sully into her sunroom, the one overlooking the lush back garden. Indicating one of the wicker chairs, she took another for herself. “I understand you have some questions about possession.”

      “That and something else. What do you know about past lives?”

      “I believe in them, if that’s what you mean. You’ve been experiencing one through your dreams, Marc told me. Not a very nice one, at that.”

      “That’s one thing, yeah. Before we get into all that, can I ask you something first?”

      “You want to know how I knew you were still alive.”

      Sully nodded, so Raiya supplied an answer. “People like us, we see into a part of the world others can’t reach. I have several gifts. One of them is a strong ability to sense that world. You have a powerful gift, far more than you realize. When I met you, I tuned into that part of you in some depth. In a way I can’t explain in words, we connected. Your energy is unique to you, and I believe if it was snuffed out, I would know it. I felt it waver for a while, not long after we met, but it never disappeared.”

      Lockwood, Sully thought. Satisfied with the answer—one that made far more sense to him than it ever would to Dez—he moved on to the reason for his coming here.

      “Did Marc tell you about my dream?”

      “The hanging? Yes. He said you felt the man was evil, and you’re worried that same evil runs inside you. He also told me he talked to you about soul evolution and growth.”

      “Is that true?”

      “Of course it is. Souls learn lessons and change the same way a repentant criminal might change his ways after going through certain programming or life experiences.”

      “I think I have another ancestor named Oliver. He would have been born sometime in the mid-eighteen hundreds. He was already pretty old by the nineteen thirties. I talked to someone who knew him a little, and she had only good things to say about him.”

      “Further proof of soul evolution.”

      “Only if I am him. I mean, when I first went off the grid two years ago, I needed a new name and his came to me. I’m hoping that means something.”

      “I can find out.”

      “How?”

      “I know a thing or two about hypnosis. I can take you deeper inside your consciousness, see if we can’t pull out an old memory or two. Are you comfortable with that?”

      “I’m going to have to be.”
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      He could hear Raiya’s soft, soothing voice in the background, as if through water. But he was somewhere else, drifting back through time, past images of himself as a teenager, as a child.

      He got caught up on a memory of Flynn Braddock, the way one might get snagged on a fallen tree while drifting gently down a stream.

      “Keep going, Sully,” came the gentle command.

      The traumas of his early childhood passed him by only through sheer force of will, and then he was in a place of shadow, a place where he had no human form.

      “It’s dark,” he said.

      “It’s a place of transitioning lives. Some people catch a glimpse of their time in what religious folks call Heaven. It’s rare, though. Heaven guards its secrets carefully. Tell me when you next see an image.”

      Time meant nothing where he was, so there was no way to know whether seconds or minutes passed before he paused on a memory—one that didn’t belong to his current life as Sullivan Gray.

      This one, he knew, was Oliver’s.

      “I’m there,” he said.

      “What do you see?”

      “Woods. It’s dark. I’m holding a lantern. Everything hurts.”

      “Are you injured?”

      He focused. No, not injured. “I think it’s arthritis. I’m old.”

      “How old?”

      He lifted his hands. The skin was saggy, wrinkled. “At least in my seventies, I think.”

      “What’s happening?”

      “I’m just walking.”

      “You stopped here for a reason. Tell me when something else comes to you, but no need to force it. Let it come at its own pace.”

      He continued through the woods, eyes scanning the shadows until he at last saw a flicker of light a short distance ahead and to the left.

      “Sadie,” he heard himself call out in a voice not his own. “Sadie, I want to help you.”

      The light, which had been drifting through the trees, stopped.

      “Sully?” came a voice from topside.

      “I’m trying to talk to a ghost, I think.”

      “All right. Let it play through. I won’t interrupt. I’ll only bring you out if you need it.”

      He sank back into the vision, watched through Oliver’s eyes as he approached the light ahead. The Sully part of him found even that much fascinating, the way Sadie appeared. Sully usually saw them from the start as full-bodied apparitions. For Oliver, it was merely a light he could see, a dim blueish glow, like one of those orbs people sometimes caught while taking photos. But as he neared, the orb grew, extended, lengthened until it reached the ground. Gradually, limbs formed, then a head and, finally, features.

      She looked somewhat like Nora Silversmith, a dirty, ankle-length dress covering her body while long, blonde hair partially concealed a bloody, broken face. But unlike Nora, there was nothing angry or resentful about this ghost. Only sadness.

      “Your family is worried for you,” Oliver said. “I’ve been searching for you in the hopes you would let me help you find peace.”

      She spoke, but it was impossible to read the lips, moving too fast to make out.

      “I can’t hear you,” Oliver said. “If there’s something you need me or your family to know, you’ll have to show me. Sometimes spirits can touch my hand and pass along a thought that way.”

      She surged forward, excitement clear. The image before him changed. Still dark woods at night, but this time he saw them through her eyes. She was with a man, someone she loved. Not the man she was intended to marry.

      They embraced, kissed. She wanted it to go on like this forever, but she needed to do right by her family. She’d come here for a reason and this, as much as she loved it—loved him—wasn’t that reason.

      She watched as the smile faded from his face, as the light left his eyes beneath the weight of her words. They wouldn’t be able to see each other again; she was intended to someone else, and the wedding was to be next month. She needed time to get over this love, to try as hard as she could to allow it to bloom for her to-be husband.

      Ned—his name was Ned—begged her to come away with him, tugging on her hand as if to draw her away. She snatched her hand back, tears coursing down her face. This wasn’t an option. Her decision had already been made for her. She couldn’t disappoint her family. This marriage would be an immense help to her father, would ensure he and the rest of her family could live a comfortable life.

      Ned’s face changed again as she spoke. The eyes were no longer dead, no longer imploring. They were furious.

      The vision was silent, but the meaning of the words Ned spoke washed over Sadie, making themselves very clear. In his eyes, she’d betrayed him, had made him feel for her what he’d never felt for another woman. He loved her, adored her. His world revolved around her. Without her, he’d be nothing, and she’d be nothing without him.

      Her apologies fell without impact, his rage only building as he paced, speaking of the nights she would spend in another man’s arms. They hadn’t even been together, she and Ned. He hadn’t known that pleasure. It was wrong another man would know her in that way before he had.

      She saw his intention too late. She turned, tried to run. But he caught her, taking her to the cold forest floor. Turned her so she was facing him as he straddled her hips.

      He reached back to tug up her skirt, and she let loose, one slap mottling his cheek in the bright moonlight, then a second. He gave up on the skirt, returned his attention to her face. Slapped her back, snapping her head to the side.

      Again, he returned to her skirt. This time, she scratched him, leaving gouges in his neck that wouldn’t be easily hidden, not the way he ordinarily went around with his top buttons undone. Blood formed in the wounds, and while the sound of it was hidden to Oliver—and to Sully—his resulting howl made her blood run cold.

      Too late she noticed the rock resting nearby. But he saw it, seized it.

      The first blow hurt, drew a cry from her. The second left her seeing stars. After that, the impacts came furiously, too many to count, the rock colliding with her skull until, at last, darkness claimed her.

      Her next image was of standing next to her own body, watching the man she loved opening her skull with that rock until, at last, he stopped. She watched as he dropped the blood-soaked rock, as he stumbled back from her, bloody hand going to his mouth as if it had only now dawned on him what he’d done.

      He turned, vomited. Then he fled.

      She stayed with her body for a time, long enough to see him return with breaking daylight.

      He’d brought a shovel.

      The vision cleared, leaving Oliver alone with the ghost in the nighttime forest.

      “Do you need me to find your body?” he asked. “You can show me.”

      She shook her head.

      “Do you want me to see to it he faces justice for what he did to you?”

      Again, a head shake.

      “You didn’t deserve this, what he did to you. You were forced to choose between your family’s wishes and your own. You apparently chose well, because any man who would do such a thing was not deserving of you in the first place. Do you not see that, Sadie?”

      This time no head shake, no nod. She was thinking. He’d found the answer to her lingering here.

      “You are only staying, then, because of him, because you are unable to come to terms with what he did. He doesn’t deserve you, and you don’t deserve this half-life. You can find peace and comfort on the other side. I was drawn here, to you, because I can help guide you there. Let me help you, Sadie. I can offer you a doorway, but only you can open it and step through. Will you try? Not for me or for yourself, but for your family. Each time someone sees you, their hearts break all over again. From the other side, you can learn to bring them comfort, not pain.”

      She turned to her right, then back to him. He couldn’t see it, the door to Summerland, but he knew it was there. A light fell across her face, casting it in a glow that returned to her the beauty she’d lost in the brutal beating.

      “You will be whole again there, Sadie. No pain, no fear, no sadness. Only peace. If you look, you will probably see someone you once knew, waiting to lead you through.”

      She looked, and he watched as her eyes lit with joyous recognition.

      Who it was she saw, he didn’t learn. She returned her eyes to his only long enough to offer him a slow nod and a smile. Thank you.

      Then she was gone.

      The image disappeared, darkness replacing it until a new picture flashed into his mind.

      He was back at the Triple Tree, three men awaiting their fates, nooses around their necks he’d placed there.

      They were bad men, murderous highwaymen, known to leave none alive as they snared and robbed their prey. The public hanging had drawn a crowd larger than he’d seen in quite some time.

      So he’d arranged for a show. It wouldn’t be the usual drop today. He’d cut the ropes extra-long, had brought in milking stools to replace the carts. When the time came, he’d kick the stools from beneath them, await the crowd’s response as the murderers danced, toes scraping dirt but unable to fully touch. Salvation less than one cruel inch away.

      And when they stilled, their souls would be his. He would draw them into himself, would feel their life force flow through his veins.

      His power was growing. He could feel it. Today… today would be extraordinary.

      “Sully…. Come back, Sully. Listen to me. Come back.”

      Sully’s eyes snapped open, revealing not a jeering crowd and three convicted killers before him but Raiya’s worried face.

      “You were going someplace dark,” she said.

      “Did I say something?”

      “You didn’t have to. I could see it in you. You were changing. Your face, your expression, it wasn’t right. Was it Oliver?”

      “I got sucked back to the time before. The hangman.” He described the vision to her.

      “There had to be at least a few lives in between,” she said. “How did you end up all the way back there?”

      “He’s strong. I can feel it. He’s really strong.”

      “I don’t think that’s it,” she said. “Not entirely, anyway. Don’t forget, this is a past life. He is you. If he’s strong, so are you. I think it’s something else. Power like the one you possess, it’s a push-pull, a yin-yang. There is both darkness and light in everyone, and power is the same. You are inherently good, but as with everyone, there is some darkness there. Because your light is greater than most, it stands to reason your darkness will be too. This could be nothing more than a reminder you possess both.”

      “So what am I supposed to do with that?”

      “It might be, as your power grows, you will be called upon to choose. This is a warning, a sign of what you could become if you choose the wrong path.”

      “I don’t want my power to grow. It’s bad enough already. And what if, when the time comes, I choose wrong? Or what if I’m not given a choice? Sometimes they take me over, make me do things.”

      “You can learn to control it. If there’s one lesson to be learned from the hangman, it’s that it’s possible to control your power. Bear in mind, the path of darkness is always easier. Choosing the good path doesn’t always come with instant gratification. The blessings are different, and we can’t always see them as easily. That’s why it’s much easier to take the low road. You know different. You’ve lived in a way that allows you to see what happens when a person chooses that path and stays on it. You’ve lived, Sully, and you’ve learned. Consider this hangman as another lesson, one you’ve already learned and can draw on when you need to choose.”

      “That’s kind of the same thing Marc said.”

      “He knows what he’s talking about.”

      “So it’s true then. These people—Oliver and this hangman—they’re me, but in a different life?”

      “You share the same soul,” she said. “But you’re very much your own person. Remember that.”

      “He helped Sadie cross. But people talked about the legend for years after.”

      “Sadie?”

      “The Faceless Flo legend, the one from Hollow Road.”

      “Oh, that one. I thought her name was supposed to be Florence.”

      Sully told Raiya the story, how he’d discovered what he had, what Sadie’s descendants had told him, and what he’d been shown in the vision a moment ago. “If she’s been on the other side since way back then, why would people have said they’ve seen her since? I mean, the past thirty years, the ghost was someone else, but the legend was around before Nora was killed. Nora was even dressed up as Faceless Flo for Halloween.”

      “You know stories,” Raiya said. “They have a way of getting blown out of proportion over time. Ghost stories are the worst that way. As you said, people were seeing Sadie’s ghost back then. That’s why Oliver ended up there, looking to help. By the time she finally left, it was too late. The myth had been born. If Oliver disappeared afterward without providing any answers, no one would have known she was at peace. People are bad for finding ways to make stories true. Movement from the corner of the eye, unexplained noises, outright lies—all of these things can keep ghost stories alive, even when there’s no truth to them. Throw in a few lost men in the woods, and you’ve got the makings of a real legend. I suspect that’s what happened here. Then when your new ghost came along, she breathed life back into it.”

      “People apparently thought Oliver was the first victim. But he wasn’t. I don’t think he would have left without talking to the family first; I know I’d do that to help them. I think he must have died somewhere in the woods, and no one ever found him.”

      “It’s too bad. The sort of thing he did for others, he deserved a proper funeral.”

      “I don’t know,” Sully said. “What we do, you, me and Oliver, it’s lonely. There aren’t a lot of people who understand, or try to. Maybe dying alone was the best thing for him.”

      “You’ve seen more than most, Sully,” Raiya said. “No one ever really dies alone.” She paused, as if thinking through whether to say something or not, before continuing. “I’m not sure you want the answers yet, but if the time comes when you want to learn more about this hangman, come and find me.”

      “I won’t ever want to learn more about him,” Sully said. “But there might come a time when I’m going to need to.”
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      Eleanor Kilpatrick simply shrugged when Dez told her they’d found the remains of who they suspected to be Lonnie Debenham.

      “Surprised it took thirty years, but all right,” she said. “How’d he die?”

      “No idea. They have to get him into an autopsy suite and see what they can piece together. It’s been a lot of years. Some evidence will be impossible to find now. But there might be other stuff: bullets, blood on the clothing, tool marks in bone, that sort of thing—if there was foul play. It very well might turn out to be something else.”

      Dez knew better, of course. Sully had seen Lonnie, after all. But it wasn’t the sort of murder that would necessarily leave clues—not when your killer was a ghost.

      One thing was certain: Eleanor would have had no call to be out with Lonnie that deep in the woods, and it was highly unlikely the petite, mousy woman would have the strength needed to overpower and murder a young man who apparently looked after himself. Even if he’d gone downhill those last couple of months, it wouldn’t have been so significant as to render him defenceless against the likes of Eleanor.

      Dez had something else on his mind. Sully had told him Eleanor mentioned a friend of Lonnie’s, a creepy guy who rubbed her the wrong way. He’d come equipped with one of the photos from Lachlan’s file, and he slid it across the kitchen table now.

      “You told Oliver about a friend of Lonnie’s, someone you didn’t have a good feeling about.”

      “Yes, and that’s him right there,” she said. “Tall fellow and muscular. That’s him, all right.”

      “It’s been thirty years. You’re sure?”

      “I’ll admit, I’m not great with remembering faces, but his… his I wouldn’t forget. I’ve rarely wanted to punch someone so badly as that night at the bar. Now I’ll admit, I wasn’t much to look at even back then, but he didn’t seem to care. He was all over me, and hands-on too. And Lonnie did nothing to help. I would have left, but it was dark and my car was parked a couple of blocks away. I didn’t want to risk walking out of there if there was a chance he’d follow me.”

      “You think he would have done something?”

      “He was a creep, and he had no concept of a woman’s personal space. At the time, I thought maybe he was picking on me because he knew Lonnie didn’t like me, but I think now it was more about my personality and build. I made for an easy target back then.”

      “Did you know anything else about this man?”

      “No, and I’ve never cared to either. All I know is he drove a big tank of a car, a four-door with a huge hood and a trunk.”

      “Why does that stick out in your mind?”

      “I saw the two of them drive off in it,” she said. “Him and Lonnie. They were both slobberingly drunk, but Lonnie was a little less so than his friend, so he drove. I debated calling the police, and I intended to, actually, to report them for impaired driving. But his father was there, and he said if I called the police, he would fire me. That night, and everything about it, is engraved on my brain. Lonnie changed after that night. I suspect his father tuned him in afterward. Took him down a peg or two.”

      “It struck me from talking to his family he was deeply depressed,” Dez said.

      “He got by okay at work. I wouldn’t know. I didn’t exactly spend much time around him, particularly at that point. He’d been promoted by then, and his office was on the top floor, near his father’s. Some days, I wouldn’t see him at all.”

      Dez nodded. “Okay. Thanks for talking with me. I’ll get out of your hair.”

      Eleanor stood and saw Dez to the door. “If there’s anything else you need, let me know. I didn’t particularly like Lonnie, but no one deserves to die alone in the woods like that, and he certainly didn’t deserve it if it turns out it was murder. Now, his friend on the other hand….”

      She left the rest of her statement unsaid, but Dez provided the ending in his own head. Larson Hackman was one of the only people on the planet Dez would have been quite happy to see disappear permanently.

      Instead, he was on his way to see him.
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        * * *

      

      A quick phone call revealed Hackman was at home, his night shift not due to start for a few more hours.

      Hackman’s apartment was in one of the older buildings downtown, proof being a psycho psychiatrist’s primary henchman wasn’t a job that paid well.

      The unit wasn’t tiny, but the entry hall was small enough it couldn’t easily accommodate two large men. Hackman left Dez to close the door while he led the way into the living room.

      It was a mess, flyers and beer cans littering the furniture and floor, an empty pizza box lying open next to the beat-up sofa, and at least a week’s worth of food and beverage stains on the coffee table. Hackman took a leather recliner that was clearly his usual captain’s chair, leaving the couch for Dez.

      “Nice place,” Dez said, the dig clear.

      Hackman sneered. “Thanks. What do you want?”

      The baser part of Dez wanted to just come out with it, hammer Hackman with today’s find. Lachlan had called during Dez’s drive back into the city from Eleanor’s. They’d managed to have their expert do the dental check, and the body was indeed that of Lonnie Debenham. The news, if Hackman was as good a friend as he’d made out, would be shocking, even if part of him had to know the truth.

      Slamming home news like this and gloating over someone else’s shock and grief, that wasn’t Dez—no matter who the other person was.

      “I was back in the woods today, and I stumbled upon a body. It had clearly been there a long time, and there wasn’t much left of him, but they’ve had an expert do a dental comparison. It’s him.”

      Hackman paled. “Lonnie? You found Lonnie?”

      “Yeah. In the woods. The same area we found Emory.”

      “By Hollow Road?”

      Hackman knew the answer, obviously, so Dez said nothing. He was watching for further signs, something to tell him Hackman knew more about Lonnie’s death than he planned on letting on.

      So far, all Dez saw was shock.

      Hackman broke a few moments of stunned silence with a question. “How did he die?”

      “No word on that yet. An autopsy’s being done. I didn’t get a really good look at the body, so I don’t know exactly what’s left of him, but I’d imagine if there’s any tissue left to sample, they’ll send that off for analysis. It could be weeks or even months before we know a cause of death—if we ever do.”

      Dez didn’t mention the well in which they’d found the remains. If Hackman had anything to do with it, the less Dez provided, the better. It would make anything he blurted out in an interview room all the more valuable.

      Not that Hackman seemed the blurting-out type. He was quiet. Really quiet, actually. So quiet, it prompted Dez to check.

      “Everything okay?”

      Hackman’s eyes, previously focused on his tightly interwoven fingers, snapped back to Dez’s face. “Huh? Oh, uh, yeah. Yeah, fine. Just a shock, is all. I’d kind of stopped thinking about it.”

      “He was your best friend. I didn’t think it would be possible to stop thinking about it, the fact he disappeared without a trace and all that.”

      Hackman’s eyes narrowed into a glare. “That’s not what I meant. I got on with my life. I had to put it out of my head. You go crazy otherwise, wondering.”

      Dez wanted to respond with something cutting, but was reminded of his own truth. Sully had disappeared, was presumed dead. For a while, Dez had obsessed over finding him. But after a while, he’d simply allowed himself to fade, to give in to the grief of loss over his dad and his brother. He’d gotten on with life too. Not productively, and not in any healthy way. Come right down to it, he’d come as close as he could to screwing up every good thing left to him. He’d focused on drinking away the memories, the grief and the unanswered questions. It had taken time, and a lot of booze, but there were days he managed to forget.

      Sort of.

      If Hackman was to be judged, Dez wasn’t the one to do it.

      There was something else he wanted to discuss, a topic he was more uncertain of. Ghosts weren’t the sort of thing a person normally talked about with someone they barely knew, let alone someone they hated. He reminded himself Hackman was one of the few people out there who knew the truth about that other world. His help with Gerhardt’s experiments suggested he had to know.

      Even so….

      “Do you believe in ghosts?” Dez asked.

      “What kind of question is that?”

      “Come on, Hackman, you and I both know what you and that nutcase doctor are up to at that hospital.”

      “Look, I know you’re inclined to believe whatever Sullivan told you, but he was disturbed. He—”

      “He had ligature marks on his wrists and ankles,” Dez said. “He’d been restrained. More than once. And he fought. It backs up what he told me, so do you want to try that again? Just answer the question. You and I both know Gerhardt has a hard-on for psychics, that he experiments on them. So that suggests the idea of ghosts being real isn’t so off-the-wall. Anyway, Gerhardt told me that himself before Sully went in there.”

      “That he believes in ghosts?”

      “That he doesn’t rule out the possibility they exist.”

      “I didn’t say I don’t think they might exist. I’m just questioning your views on what we’re supposed to have done to Sullivan and these other supposed psychics you’re talking about.”

      “All right, fine. We won’t talk experiments or psychics. Let’s narrow the scope to ghosts. You believe in them?”

      “I’m like Dr. Gerhardt, I guess. I can’t rule them out.”

      “So you’re likely aware of a ghost people have talked about around Loons Hollow.”

      “Faceless Flo? Of course. Everyone knows about her.”

      “Lachlan and I have been looking into another missing persons case that started around the same time as Lonnie’s. Nora and Ben Silversmith, a mother and her infant son. She was last seen wearing a Faceless Flo costume. She’d just been to a Halloween party.”

      Hackman lost a little colour, shifted in his chair.

      “Something wrong?” Dez asked.

      “No. Why bring that up? I thought we were talking about Lonnie.”

      “We were. But we think there might be a connection there. Did you talk to Emory about why he went missing?”

      “He hasn’t been in the talking mood.”

      “Not with you, anyway,” Dez said. It was catty, but he couldn’t help it. He continued before Hackman could get a retort in. “He told us he followed Faceless Flo into the woods. Thing is, we’ve since come to believe there is no Faceless Flo. It’s Nora people have been seeing. Or her ghost, anyway.”

      Hackman shifted again.

      “A friend of mine also went missing briefly. He also said he followed Faceless Flo into the woods. All three of them—my friend, Emory, Lonnie—they all ended up trapped, injured or dead because of her. She’s seeking revenge for something, and I’m beginning to wonder if there might be a connection here somewhere.”

      A creak of leather suggested Hackman was starting to squirm again, but he caught himself at the last second. He opted instead to crook an elbow so he could rest his chin on his hand in what appeared to be a bid at nonchalance. The new position looked awkward and uncomfortable. “What kind of connection?”

      Dez had been a cop only a few years, but he’d dealt with a fair number of suspects in that time. He’d been lied to—a lot—and he’d learned how to read the tells like researchers read books. Hackman hadn’t yet told an outright lie, but he wasn’t providing the truth either.

      The truth had already been revealed by his body posture and tone. Larson Hackman knew more than he was saying. Far more, if Dez was any judge.

      “You know something about that connection, don’t you?” he asked. “There’s a reason she’s going after people like Lonnie and Emory. It seems to me you’re one highly possible connection. You knew both of the missing guys, after all.”

      “What about your friend? Do I know him?”

      Dez’s turn to lie. “No, but he was there trying to find your son. We think she led him into a dangerous situation to keep him from rescuing Emory. My question’s the same. Do you know something about Nora Silversmith’s disappearance?”

      The answer came far too quickly. “No, I don’t.”

      “Do you even remember the case? It didn’t exactly get quite the same news coverage at the time as Lonnie’s.”

      “I remember it.”

      “Why?”

      “I just do, okay?”

      “Is it because you had something to do with it?”

      Hackman dropped the hand, started to shift again. Anxiety morphed into anger, brows lowering over his eyes as he sat forward, pinning Dez in a glare. “What are you suggesting, exactly? That I killed some woman and her kid?”

      “Actually, I was wondering if Lonnie killed them.” It was true. The connections had started to form as they sat here, talking. Lonnie had fallen into an inexplicable deep depression approximately two months before he disappeared—approximately the same time Nora and Ben went missing. And Sully believed Nora was responsible for Lonnie’s death. But there was another side to this, one that seemed to involve Hackman. Dez hadn’t accused him of killing anyone, yet the man had leapt to that conclusion. Hackman’s son—who happened to closely resemble his father—had recently fallen victim to Nora’s ghost, and had barely survived the ordeal. Now Hackman was sitting here, squirming every time Nora was mentioned.

      “Lonnie didn’t kill anyone,” Hackman said.

      “But you did, didn’t you?”

      “What?”

      “You know something about this, Hackman, far more than you’re letting on.”

      “You’re crazy, Braddock. They should reserve a room for you at Lockwood. You’d fit right in.”

      “You can believe I’m crazy if you want, but the situation remains the same. Nora Silversmith is haunting those woods, and she seems to be targeting people connected to you. Emory and his girlfriend are ghost hunters, and their video blog gets the most hits when they cover Loons Hollow. You think they’re going to give that up? If anything, what happened to him will only serve to whet his appetite. No one will ever be able to stop them going up there, and Nora will go looking for him again. I’m no expert on ghosts, but I’ve heard they stick around to deal with unfinished business. Could be you’re that unfinished business, Hackman. Maybe she’s coming for you next. And if she can’t get to you, she’ll find Emory.”

      Dez had said more than he’d planned, but the longer he’d continued, the greater the effect on Hackman. He’d grown pale, so pale Dez worried he might collapse. A sheen had broken out on his face, and Dez could count two beads of sweat already trickling from his hairline. And the anger had faded. In its place were eyes widened and mouth popped open in terror.

      Hackman tried to speak, but the words got caught halfway. “Y… you… you d… don’t….”

      Dez sat forward. “I can help you, but you need to tell me the truth. Help us help Nora and maybe she’ll leave you and Emory alone.” He sealed it with an additional thought, one he knew would drive additional fear into Hackman’s heart. Anyone else, Dez wouldn’t have dared. But this was the man who had helped torture Sully, who had ensured terror was driven into him repeatedly during his time at Lockwood. Dez’s sympathy didn’t extend to this man, a person so awful even his own son didn’t want anything to do with him. “Ghosts can get around. Could be she’s following Emory now, waiting for the right moment. Or maybe she followed you. You were out there the day we found Emory. She probably saw you. How do you know she’s not standing in the corner right now”—Dez wagged his chin toward a section of the room behind Hackman, pleased when the man turned to look—“waiting to get you the moment I leave?”

      “Stop it!” Hackman shouted. “You don’t know what you’re talking about!”

      “Then why are you so nervous?”

      “It was an accident, all right? Just an accident! We didn’t mean for it to happen. We were drunk.”

      Dez jumped in before Hackman could rethink the would-be confession. “What happened?”

      “You can stop her? You can protect me?”

      “We can try to give her what she wants. Part of it is probably the fact she doesn’t know where her son is. But you know, don’t you?”

      Hackman’s colour changed again, his skin taking on a greenish cast. Dez hated watching people vomit, and he prepared himself for the possibility, just in case.

      “It’s been a long time,” Hackman said quietly.

      Were he still a cop, Dez would have moved long past the point of putting the man under arrest and reading him his rights to remain silent and seek legal counsel. As it stood, he was no longer a police officer. He could take this further now, and he did.

      “What happened?”

      “Lonnie and I were out with a few people from his work one night. We shouldn’t have been driving, but we were. Lonnie didn’t want to take his car—he had this nice little sports car—so we took mine. He wasn’t as sloshed as I was, so he drove. I figured we’d go back to his place so he could get dropped off, and I’d go home after, but he said his wife would be pissed off if he came in like that. So we kept going. We decided to go look for a woman or two.”

      “Prostitutes?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Your idea or his?”

      “Both of ours. But mainly mine, I guess. I’d already met some of the girls in the usual areas. I’d heard about another location somewhere a little farther out from the core, but we got ourselves a little lost, being drunk and all that. We were driving around when this woman…. She came out of nowhere. Just appeared in front of the car. At least, that’s what Lonnie said. I didn’t see her at all. I just felt the thump.”

      Dez’s stomach turned. “Did he kill her?”

      Hackman didn’t provide a direct answer right away, locked into his narrative. “We talked for a minute about bailing. There was no one around, not even any houses right there. And most businesses didn’t have decent video surveillance back then; I figured we could get away with it. But Lonnie just sat there, mumbled something about needing to make sure. He got out—I didn’t want to—and came back all frantic saying she looked dead, but there was a baby too. It had got thrown out of her arms, I guess, and landed in the grass off the road. Lonnie was freaking out, completely useless, so I took over. I sat him down in the passenger seat, and I loaded the woman’s body into my trunk. Then I found the baby. It was crying a little, so I handed it to Lonnie. I knew we were going to have to find somewhere to get rid of the body, but I was figuring on dropping the kid at a hospital, somewhere near an ER without getting so close I’d end up seen by anyone. Figured someone would hear the baby crying and check. We decided we’d wait to take the kid until after we got rid of her though. If someone saw us, we knew the cops would be called. If they found her in the trunk, we’d be screwed.

      “We talked about tossing the body over one of the bridges, thinking it would look like a suicide if anyone found her. But even though it was late, there was still too much traffic. So we kept driving, ended up out of town to the east. There’s another bridge out that way, and there was no traffic, plus it was downstream, so no way she’d wash up somewhere in town. So we dumped her and started back to Kimotan Rapids, figuring we’d stop off at a hospital next.

      “Somewhere on the way, the baby stopped crying. I thought maybe it just fell asleep, but Lonnie freaked out, said it had stopped breathing. I stopped and we checked. There was nothing. No heartbeat, no breath. Nothing.

      “At that point, we knew there was no point going to a hospital. We were going to go back to where we dumped the woman, but neither of us felt right throwing a baby over a bridge like that. We thought it deserved some sort of proper burial.”

      Dez cut in. “You keep calling the baby ‘it.’ His name was Ben.”

      “Yeah, well, we didn’t know that at the time, all right? And we couldn’t tell what gender he was. We weren’t about to start checking, were we?”

      “You took him out to Hollow Road, didn’t you?”

      “We were trying to think of someplace we could go no one would think of. The woods are pretty deep around there, so we figured we could find a quiet spot somewhere out of sight from the road. We walked in and dug a little grave for him and put him in. Then we buried him, said some prayers and left. We swore to each other we’d never talk about it. Neither of us ever did. Until now.”

      “You told me you and Lonnie fell out because you had a fight over his wife. That wasn’t true, was it?”

      Hackman shook his head. “We couldn’t face each other again, not after that night. I think we both figured seeing each other would bring it all back. I just wanted to forget, get on with things. No doubt he did too. It got worse when they started showing the clips on the news. I saw Lonnie once after, and I remember how awful he looked, like he was the one hit by a car.”

      “Didn’t that worry you, that he might crack and say something?”

      “I know what you’re going to say. But, no, I didn’t kill him. Seeing him that day, I figured he was going to do it himself soon enough.”

      “That didn’t bother you? He was your best friend.”

      “I was stuck in my own issues; I wasn’t in a state to worry about his too. When he went missing, I just thought he’d finally done it, went off and capped himself. When they found his car on Hollow Road, I figured I’d been right. He’d gone back out to the place we left the baby and he’d done it there. At least, I thought so. It never occurred to me it would be some ghost that done him in.”

      “You’re sure now that’s what happened? You don’t think I should be in Lockwood for saying that?”

      “Last night, I took a shower. The mirrors were all fogged when I got out, so I wiped some off to shave. She was there. Right behind me in the reflection. I spun around but there wasn’t anything there, and she was gone when I turned back to the mirror. Later, when I went to bed, I rolled over to turn off my lamp and she was standing next to the bed. I blinked and she was gone when my eyes opened again. I’ve been trying to tell myself it’s my eyes playing tricks, but it’s not, is it? I really saw her. She came for Lonnie, and she almost took my son. He looks a lot like I did back then. She might have thought…. You need to help me, Braddock. Your brother, he tell you how to get rid of these things?”

      “So you know Sully wasn’t crazy then, too, huh?”

      “I believe in ghosts, all right? Things I saw and heard in Lockwood, I know they’re real. Tell me you can help me.”

      “I can try,” Dez said. “First thing you need to do is show me where to find the baby.”
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      It occurred to Dez as he walked down to his SUV with Hackman that it wasn’t such a good idea to go alone.

      Sure, they could find the baby’s body, but they were going with a shovel he’d borrowed from the building manager. The shovel looked heavy enough to make a formidable weapon should Hackman choose to use it as such, and the man was large and strong enough to give Dez a solid fight if it came to one.

      With Hackman leading the way down the stairs, Dez fired off a quick text to Sully. Get Lachlan and come to H. Road. Hackman showing me where baby buried.

      No more than ten seconds passed before his phone dinged. Wait until I’m there. I mean it.

      Dez replied. Will try to delay.

      Sully: On my way. Be careful.

      Dez dropped the phone back into his pocket, and found Hackman watching him suspiciously from a turning in the stairwell.

      “Who was that?”

      A lie was necessary for more reasons than one. “Lachlan. I needed to check in. Don’t worry. I haven’t told him anything.”

      “You think I’m going to trust you on that?”

      Dez shrugged. “Don’t really care if you do. Way I see it, you don’t have much of a choice in this. It’s me or her. I’m thinking you’re safer dealing with me.”

      Hackman didn’t argue the point, simply turning and continuing down the steps, shovel in hand.

      They made it to the vehicle without any shovel attacks directed Dez’s way, and he set a course toward the bridge that would take them north through the city and, from there, toward Hollow Road.

      They drove in silence, even the radio off. Dez ordinarily liked having music on, but it didn’t seem right. Not today. Not when their destination was a dead baby buried in the woods.

      As they drew nearer to the road, another question occurred to Dez, one that had him breaking his silence. “Your car, the one you were in when you hit Nora and Ben, what happened to it?”

      “We got rid of it. I had a buddy with a backhoe, and we buried it out on some property Lonnie’s family owned out of town.”

      “You couldn’t have claimed insurance for it.”

      “Plus I had to keep paying. I couldn’t very well go to the insurance company and say what really happened, could I? Lonnie covered me on that, bought me a new vehicle and gave me enough to cover a few years of insurance payments.”

      “We might need the car, too, you know.”

      “One thing at a time,” Hackman said. “Hopefully, finding the baby will get rid of her.”
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        * * *

      

      Finding Ben wasn’t going to be easy.

      “You don’t remember anything about the location?” Dez asked as they crawled down Hollow Road, tires crunching gravel as Hackman scanned the woods out the passenger-side window.

      “It was late, and we were in a rush. Plus, we were both freaked out, and it’s been thirty years. I don’t remember exactly.”

      “Try to remember something. A large rock, an unusually big tree, a clearing. Something.”

      Hackman was silent a moment, but finally came up with an answer they could use. “A shack. There was some sort of a hunting shack. We got scared because we sort of stumbled across it and thought someone might be there and see us, but we realized it wasn’t in use. I remember it now. I couldn’t think where we got the shovel we used to bury the baby, but it was from that shack.”

      The only shack Dez knew of in the area was the one where Rosie was now living. He remembered her saying she lived a twenty-minute walk or so from the spot where Sully and Emory had been trapped. It took him a few seconds to locate the GPS coordinates he’d saved for the location, and he set a course for that area now, forcing himself to go slow. There was no sign of a vehicle in his rearview mirror, and he’d feel better if he knew he had some backup on the way. Not that he wanted Sully involved; the last thing he wanted was for Hackman to see his brother. But if the alternative was death at the end of a shovel, they could deal with the ramifications of Sully’s involvement later. Chances were Hackman could be coaxed into silence the same way Forbes had been. Hackman’s secrets were far worse than Sully’s, and Dez would be happy to guard them if it kept his brother’s existence quiet.

      His mind turned to something else. If a hunting cabin was nearby, there must be a way to access it from the road. Maybe he didn’t need to pick his way through the woods to look for it, not if he could find a road leading there.

      Another glance at his phone screen showed they would soon reach the spot where he’d stopped when they’d come searching for Sully. He knew any access to the cabin, if one existed, would have to be on this side somewhere, but he wasn’t seeing anything. Not at first, anyway.

      Then he spotted something he hadn’t before. At this slow speed, he was able to pick out a rise in the ditch, one he now suspected had once been an approach or an off-road. Pausing beside it, he scanned the area in the woods behind it.

      If a road once lay here, it was long gone, overtaken by woods and undergrowth. But the trees, heavier in some places, were sparser and younger here. It was possible.

      “Did you happen to notice a road at all when the two of you came here back then?” Dez asked.

      “We thought we found an old road, but it was blocked by fallen trees. Might be this spot, actually. Could have been a road at one time.”

      It was as good a place as any. He stopped, pushed the stick into park and glanced in the rearview mirror. He’d been hoping to spot distant headlights, a sign Sully was closing in.

      Nothing.

      He took a moment, making a play of toying with the GPS app. He copied his current coordinates into his notes function, then took a final peek.

      “Looking for something?” Hackman asked.

      Dez thought up a quick and believable lie. “Hoping no one decides to come ghost hunting right now. I don’t think you’ll want anyone to see you here, and I’d rather they don’t see me with you.”

      The fact Hackman said nothing suggested he’d bought the lie.

      There was no sign of Sully, but waiting here wasn’t an option. Dez stepped first from the SUV, grabbing the shovel from the backseat before Hackman could get to it. Dez would make Hackman do the digging, but he’d hold onto the potential weapon as they made their way into the woods.

      It occurred to him Rosie wouldn’t be pleased to see him turning up with a stranger in tow; her privacy out here had already been breached far too often. But her cabin would have to be the starting point for their search.

      If they could find it. The farther they moved into the woods, the more the trees closed in, obscuring all signs of their rutted path.

      Hackman’s furrowed brow did nothing to instill confidence. “I take it none of this is familiar,” Dez said.

      “One tree looks just like any other to me.”

      Enough said.

      One other problem about this scenario: Nora was out here somewhere. Sure, Hackman looked different than he did back then, and Nora seemed to have targeted his son because of the obvious resemblance, but Dez was pretty sure the ghost would figure it out. He didn’t want to be anywhere around if that happened.

      Then again, it was possible Nora had already found them, was following right now, close enough to touch, waiting for the opportunity to take her revenge.

      Dez shuddered and set a brisker pace.

      Luckily, he spotted the cabin before anything befell either of them. There was no sign of Rosie, but the fact smoke was rising from the chimney suggested she was nearby.

      “Is that the place?”

      “No idea. We were here in the dark. Jesus, someone lives there?”

      “Now, yeah,” Dez said.

      “They can’t see me out here.”

      Dez stopped, faced Hackman. This seemed like the time for this discussion, with Rosie somewhere in the vicinity. She might be a little out of practice, but she’d been a solid fighter in her day, capable of delivering a licking to the strongest opponents. He was pretty sure she’d give both him and Hackman a run for their money.

      “Does it matter who sees you? What do you think is going to come from this?”

      “We find the body and make sure she finds him. Isn’t that the plan?”

      “I was thinking more along the lines of finding the body, making sure she finds him, and then ensuring he has a proper burial. Then I was thinking you’d turn yourself in and explain all this to the police.”

      “I’m not going to the police. I didn’t do anything wrong. It was Lonnie who was driving.”

      “First of all, I’ve only got your word for that. Second, it’s possible the baby would have lived if you’d taken him to the hospital before dumping his mother’s body. Even if you weren’t directly responsible for the injuries, your decision to put Ben’s well-being after your desire for secrecy, that might be what killed him in the end.”

      Hackman glowered, took a step forward, into Dez’s personal space. “So what exactly is the point of me being here if I get burned?”

      “I think it’s pretty obvious, don’t you? One option has you maybe doing a few years behind bars. The other has you sitting around, watching the shadows, wondering when she’s going to step out of one and come for you. She not only wants revenge, she’s proven she’s more than capable of getting it. Given the choice between facing justice or her, I’m thinking you’re safer with the first.”

      Hackman’s glare didn’t fade, but his mouth moved as if he was gnawing at the inside of his lower lip. He was thinking, and Dez let him do it.

      “Let’s just find the spot,” Hackman said. “We’ll figure out the rest after.”

      His resolve to do the right thing was fading. Dez could see it. The closer Hackman got to the body, the more his mind was turning to what would happen next. He had to know Dez would be in no rush to protect his secret; if anything, Dez was the person with the greatest reason to go to the police with his newfound knowledge. More and more, he realized he was looking at a fight once they’d uncovered the body. What Hackman thought he’d do if the disinterment didn’t satisfy Nora, Dez didn’t know. But he expected Hackman would take his chances. An arrest, criminal charges, a potentially lengthy sentence, public loathing—these were all utter certainties if he chose the justice route Dez was touting. The other side held continual stalking by an enraged dead woman and possible death, but Hackman might decide to take that risk. The victims had, so far, been killed or injured in the woods near Hollow Road. Hackman might decide he’d be safe as long as he stayed far away from here.

      And he might be right. Sully said ghosts were often strongest in the places that meant the most to them in life or where they’d died. For Nora, that place seemed to be the area where her son was buried. Dez could imagine her ghost had followed Lonnie and Hackman that night, possibly sitting right next to them in the car while Lonnie cradled her son’s body. Or she might have been drawn here afterward, through a sort of mother-baby bond. Whatever it was, she was here, and she didn’t seem to be going anywhere.

      Only she had. Hackman had seen her in his own apartment. She’d followed him. She could keep following him.

      Dez would have to fall back on that argument if it came to one later. For now, they continued through the woods, Hackman leading the way. The blind leading the blind. It was possible Hackman would catch sight of Nora, but it was just as likely neither of them would know if she was nearby, and Dez suspected neither of them had a clue how to find the gravesite.

      Even so, Hackman continued on for half-an-hour, walking, stopping, scanning and closing his eyes in thought.

      “I remember a slope of some sort,” he said as they came to one, a small hill dipping downward into a valley covered in poplar. “Maybe we’re getting close.”

      Dez guessed there were a lot of hills in these woods, but he kept the thought to himself. No sense arguing the small stuff when a bigger altercation lay on the horizon.

      Anyway, Hackman was on his game after all. Having arrived at the bottom of the slope, they passed a few more trees before he drew them to a halt in a small clearing. A chill seeped through Dez’s skin.

      It was completely bare. Not just empty of trees or undergrowth. Bare of anything. No grass or weeds grew here, as if the ground itself was poison. The blighted area was too large for an infant’s grave, but the fallen poplar leaves provided another clue. They lay scattered on the ground, but one spot remained untouched—a spot the approximate size of a one-month-old baby.

      “I think this must be it,” Hackman said. His voice was low, a slight tremble affecting the words. He led the way to the suspected grave, but made no move beyond that. “I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t… I don’t want to see it again.”

      “You’ll be seeing a lot more than this if you don’t go through with it.” Dez’s initial thought had been to wait until Hackman showed him the grave, then overpower the man and march him back to the road while calling the police. But with Hackman so clearly uncertain about Ben’s location, they needed more. They needed to be sure this was, in fact, the spot. The only way to do that would be to unearth the body. “Did you bury him in something?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Did you wrap him in something, or just dump him in?”

      “We used the mother’s jacket. We took it off her before we dumped her, to keep him warm.”

      “So just dig down far enough until we see if there’s a jacket there or not. After that, we’ll leave, and I’ll text some coordinates to a contact of mine with the police. They can do the rest.”

      “I thought we had to finish unburying him so she could see him.”

      “I don’t think her seeing her son in this state is going to help your cause. I just wanted to find him. After that, someone can come and get him, and he can eventually have a proper burial. He’s got a dad who will want to be able to do that for him.”

      Hackman took a breath, let it out in a whoosh. The idea seemed to suit him, and he finally reached for the shovel. Dez gave it to him, standing well out of the way as Hackman dug.

      It didn’t take long once past the hard, crusty surface, no tree roots having intruded to toughen the dig. The soil seemed looser, moister down below, kept fed by a yearly compost of dead leaves.

      Hackman kept digging. Dez kept his eyes on the shovel and the area it was gradually exposing.

      “How deep did you bury him?” he asked.

      Hackman took a quick break to answer, wiping sweat from his forehead. “Seemed deeper than it probably was. We just wanted the hell out of here. Maybe two to three feet.”

      “Ease up a bit then. You don’t want to damage the body.”

      Hackman nodded, face solemn, before returning to his task. It seemed like the digging went on a long time, and the man had to take a couple of breaks to massage his lower back.

      “I was a lot younger when we dug this,” he said. His eyes searched Dez’s, eyebrows lifted in a silent request.

      “Uh-uh,” Dez said. “You did this, you deal with it.”

      Hackman went back to it, shovel shifting the soil bit by bit.

      Until, at last, Hackman stilled. Backed away.

      The hole had grown too deep for Dez to see anything from his current position, so he moved closer for a look. There, down inside, was a flash of denim.

      Cold crept over Dez, as if a blast of winter air had suddenly swept through the clearing. His gaze went to Hackman, whose eyes had grown large in a pale face, a sheen of sweat likely caused by more than exertion.

      Hackman hoisted the shovel into a fighting position, his eyes darting around the area. “She’s here. Can you feel that? She’s here.”

      “Can you see her?”

      Hackman’s eyelids clamped shut. He dry-heaved once, but managed to avoid vomiting before answering Dez’s question. “I don’t want to see…. I don’t want to see.”

      “You need to look.”

      “I don’t have to. I know. You said you could help me. Did Sullivan tell you how?”

      “I said I might be able to if we could give her what she wants. Like I told you, the first thing is to see to it the little guy gets the proper burial he deserves. And it might be she wants to see justice done. Lots of them do, apparently.” There was something else, of course, something he was itching to say out loud: maybe all Nora really wanted was revenge.

      “What if what she really wants is me dead?” Hackman asked. “What do I do then?”

      “Maybe you should have thought of that before you did this.”

      Hackman had yet to open his eyes. “We were kids. Dumb kids.”

      “Not exactly. You were in your twenties.”

      “We didn’t know what we were doing. We were scared. We just wanted to fix our stupid mistake. And we didn’t believe in ghosts. Who the hell thinks this sort of thing’s going to happen to them?”

      That, right there, served as proof to Dez Hackman had learned nothing. A woman and her baby were dead, trapped somewhere in an endless limbo, his former best friend had met a lonely and likely terrifying end at the bottom of an old well, and his son was healing from a broken leg sustained after tangling with a ghost. And all Hackman could think about was what was happening to him.

      “You believe in ghosts now. And she’s very aware of you too.” He couldn’t resist adding in a dig. “Too bad you put Sully through hell. Chances are he actually could have helped you.”

      “Why can’t you help me?”

      “Because I can’t see her. I can’t see the things he could. Open your eyes. Maybe you can.”

      “No.”

      “You’re not a four-year-old kid. Scary things don’t go away just because you don’t look at them. Open your eyes.”

      Hackman edged one lid open. Just a crack at first, his pupil scanning the area. Then it stopped. Locked onto something just behind Dez’s left shoulder.

      Both eyes flew open, their shape mirrored by that of his mouth, wide in a silent scream. Dez looked, too, but found nothing.

      “What?” he demanded.

      Hackman didn’t answer. Shovel in hand, he turned. Ran.

      Dez tried to ignore the flash of ice cold that blew past him as he took off after the fleeing man. Something else seemed to catch Hackman first, sending him careening into the ground, shovel falling to the side and out of his hands.

      Dez leapt, landing on the man’s back before he could regain his feet.

      “Get off! Get off! Get off!”

      “Calm down, Hackman. We’re going back to the road, and we’re going to the police. You need to put this to rights.”

      “She’s here! Don’t you get that! She wants me dead! Let me go!”

      Dez was larger, but not by much, and Hackman had the power of terror on his side. Dez had Hackman’s right arm in a twisting grip, but hadn’t counted on the man being either left-handed or ambidextrous. Hackman seized Dez’s leg, achieving a painful pressure-point hold that left Dez vulnerable to a takedown move by the other man. With Dez now flipped, Hackman followed up with a solid punch to his head, then another before Dez could get his hands up to block. Hackman rolled off him, and Dez fought to get his head clear as the other man moved for the shovel.

      Dez had gained his hands and knees, was pushing to standing when he felt the pain of the first blow against his back. A second blow, against the back of his skull, dropped him fully back to the ground. Relying on instinct rather than deliberate thought, he rolled over—just in time to avoid another blow. Only it wasn’t a strike by the body of the shovel, but the sharp part of the blade he’d just avoided.

      Hackman wasn’t trying to knock him out so he could escape.

      He was trying to kill him.

      Dez managed a backward shoulder roll, distancing himself from the enraged man and putting himself into a quick position to stand. Now facing Hackman, Dez barked out the question. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I spent thirty years sitting on this secret. It’s not leaving these woods, you hear me? You’re not leaving these woods.”

      An inhuman howl bellowed from Hackman as he rushed Dez, shovel drawn back in a prepared strike. Dez braced himself, either for a grab at the wooden handle at the end of the sweep, or for the pain of contact if he failed.

      Hackman swung left-handed, and Dez deked left, the shovel glancing off his shoulder. Dez grabbed for the handle, but missed as Hackman pulled it away, readying it for a second swing. Dez moved, inserting a little more distance between them.

      Then he saw movement behind Hackman, a blur of blues and reds as someone sprang from the undergrowth and flew at the orderly. Wild, greying red hair gave away the identity of Dez’s backup as Rosie Dalton attached herself to Hackman’s back in a sleeper hold, legs wrapped tightly around his middle. Hackman dropped the shovel, hands clawing at her right arm in a bid to dislodge it from his windpipe. Unsuccessful, he spun, taking the two of them in a circle that might have appeared comical under any other circumstance.

      “Calm down,” Rosie hollered. “This is my patented sleeper hold. Ain’t no one ever got out of it.”

      Hackman moved backward, slamming Rosie back against a tree. Once. Twice. She gritted her teeth but held on, pinning Dez with a glare as he moved forward to help.

      “Stay where you are, junior,” she ground out. “Don’t want you to get hurt.”

      The idea of a six-and-a-half-foot tall, muscular man being warned away from a fight by a middle-aged woman might have seemed laughable to most. Dez knew better; he was seeing the evidence. Hackman was fading, eyes drifting shut as the arm-bar robbed him of oxygen. He dropped to his knees but, although she could have touched down with her booted feet, she kept her legs wrapped around him, riding him to the ground as he finally fell.

      Seemingly satisfied, Rosie at last released Hackman, removing her belt and using it to bind his hands tightly behind his back.

      “You’ll want to get him out of here fast,” she advised. “And not just because I don’t want anyone happening upon me or my place out here. I’ve tied the bastard tight enough he’ll lose use of his hands if he’s not released soon.”

      “Thanks, Rosie. You really saved my ass.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      “Listen, police are going to be coming through here. If you don’t want to be seen, you should make yourself scarce.”

      “Thanks for the warning. What’s the guy done? All I heard was him yelling something about guarding a secret and you not leaving these woods.”

      “He and his buddy killed a woman and her baby thirty years back. It was an accident in her case, and I suspect criminal negligence with the baby. I managed to persuade him to show me where they buried the little guy.”

      “What about the woman?”

      “Tossed over a bridge. Given the Kimotan River currents, I doubt we’ll ever find her.”

      “Unlikely. Good you found the baby at least.” She turned, gave Hackman a solid kick to the thigh. “There. A two-purpose kick. He’ll be limping too bad to pull any more stupid stunts.”

      Dez grinned. “What’s the second purpose?”

      Rosie smiled back. “Makes me feel better.”

      Dez looked to his right at the sound of movement, spotted Sully and Pax crashing through the woods.

      “Dez!”

      “Relax, bro. Everything’s fine.”

      Sully reached them, a little breathless from the run. “I heard yelling. Sounded like a fight.”

      “It was. But Rosie’s a lifesaver. Good thing, too, ‘cuz you’re a little slow on the draw.”

      “I was hoping you’d wait for us.”

      “Speaking of ‘us,’ where’d you lose Lachlan?”

      “He’s back there somewhere,” Sully said, head nodding back to the general area behind him. “I’ll go find him.”

      Dez smirked. “I don’t know, man. He won’t thank you for ditching him.”

      “Yeah, well, you were my priority.” Sully extended a hand to Rosie. “Thanks for your help. I appreciate it.”

      “Anytime, kid. Lachlan? You don’t mean Lachlan Fields, by chance, do you?”

      Dez exchanged a glance with his brother. “Uh, yeah. I know the two of you had a run-in a number of years back. Maybe you want to bail before he gets here.”

      “Nah. I owe him an apology. Was never an opportunity before.”

      Through the trees, the sound of grumbling and cursing came to Dez’s ears.

      “Over here, Lachlan!” he called out.

      “Where the hell’s ‘here’?”

      “Keep moving forward. I can see you. Yeah, bit more to your right. See me waving?”

      “I’m going to make it so you can’t ever wave again when I get over there.”

      “Might be I could use your sleeper hold a second time,” Dez told Rosie.

      Hackman was starting to stir when Lachlan closed the rest of the distance, so Sully made himself scarce, telling the others he and Pax would be back at the road.

      Lachlan had Rosie fixed in a stare, narrowed eyes suggesting he wasn’t pleased to see her.

      “You. I remember you.”

      “I remember you too—although I don’t remember a whole lot else about that night, to be honest. Listen, I heard you were coming over here, so I just wanted to offer you an apology. I was in a bad place back then. I’m not a whole lot better off now, but I’m not looking to die anymore either. I figured if I went off on a cop, I’d end up with a bullet or two in me. The state I was in, that seemed ideal at the time. If I died, pain over. If I lived, at least I’d feel like I did some real penance over what happened in the ring. Problem was, you didn’t draw. Why not?”

      Lachlan shrugged. “Never liked the idea of having to shoot a woman, I guess.”

      “So you’d rather I strangled you to death?”

      “Maybe I wasn’t in a good place either.”

      Rosie extended a hand. To Dez’s surprise, Lachlan took it.

      “It wasn’t personal,” she said. “And I am sorry.”

      “Forget it. I have.”

      Dez suspected Lachlan hadn’t, and would never, forget. But he wasn’t about to poke at his boss if he was in a generous mood. Those didn’t come around often.

      Dez waited until Rosie left, then hauled the now-conscious Hackman to his feet.

      “Untie me,” he demanded. “I can hardly feel my hands.”

      “In good time,” Lachlan said. “Show me the grave first. Then I’ll call it in and you get the yahoo back to the road to wait for the police.”

      “What about you?” Dez asked. “It might not be safe, you staying here alone with that ghost out there.”

      “Thanks for your concern, Braddock, but I think she knows now who her real enemy is. I’ll be a lot safer than you’ll be, dragging that fool back to the road. Good work, by the way.”

      Dez allowed himself a smile.
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      Sully stared at the front of the house, living room window alight as it overlooked the street. Dez and Eva’s home had an open floor plan, so he could see through into the kitchen where Eva, Kayleigh and Mara were cooking something together.

      He heaved a sigh.

      “You okay?”

      He’d become lost in a memory, had momentarily forgotten where he was and that Dez was beside him.

      “Fine,” Sully said.

      “What’s going on? I thought you’d be chomping at the bit to get in there. I definitely am. They’re making meatloaf. You remember Eva’s meatloaf? It’s the best in the world.”

      “I remember.”

      “So why are we sitting here?”

      Sully shrugged, led the way out of the car, careful to pull his hood up before he let Pax out of the backseat. But once standing next to the SUV, his mind flashed back to that moment, the last time he’d come here. It had been among the lowest moments of his life, and yet the best he’d had during those lonely two years.

      “Sully?”

      “I came here once at Christmas.”

      “You came here a few times at Christmas.”

      “I meant, that first year. When I was gone.”

      Dez closed the distance between them. “You came here? When we thought you were dead?”

      He nodded. “I needed to—I don’t know—be around you guys. But when I got here, and I saw all of you through the window, it wasn’t what I’d imagined. I thought it would be nice, comforting or something.”

      “But it wasn’t.”

      Sully shook his head. He didn’t explain further, couldn’t manage it around the lump in his throat.

      With Dez, he didn’t have to. A large hand landed on his shoulder and squeezed. “Well, you don’t have to stand outside anymore.” Dez’s hand moved to his arm and tugged. “Come on. Kayleigh’s really excited to see you. And Pax, of course.”

      Sully took one more deep breath and followed Dez to the door, then into the house.

      A pounding of feet instantly greeted them as the seven-year-old rushed toward the door. Pax met her in the living room, insisting on being greeted first, and she obliged, wrapping her arms around his neck and scratching his ears.

      Even as she was hugging the dog, her eyes drifted to the entryway, to the two men standing there. She gave her dad a big, toothy smile, but it faded as her gaze settled on Sully.

      “Hood,” Dez reminded him.

      Sully pulled it down. He’d bought some new jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt for tonight, had brushed out his hair and tucked it back into a low knot, and he’d trimmed his beard. He knew he looked different from the last time Kayleigh had seen him, and he wondered for a moment whether he was too different. She’d been just five when he’d last seen her. Two years was a lifetime to a kid. Did she even remember him as anything more than a face in photographs and a depressing topic of conversation?

      Emotion snagged in his throat as her face broke into the biggest grin he’d ever seen on her face, tears forming in her eyes as she looked up into his. Then she was on the move, rushing him, not stopping until his waist was caught up in her vicelike hug.

      Sully hugged her back as he released the breath he’d been holding, the sound of it one of emotion and relief. Dez patted him on the back and moved toward the kitchen. Pax had already headed that way, his keen nose picking up on the smell of food preparation, leaving Sully and Kayleigh alone.

      Once she’d eased up enough he could pull away, he knelt in front of her. The last time he’d done that, they’d been more or less face to face. Now, he found he was looking up at her a little.

      “You got so big,” he said.

      “I’m probably going to end up as tall as Dad,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      He laughed. “I doubt it. No one’s as tall as your dad.”

      “You’re staying for supper, right?”

      “Yeah. I’m staying for supper.”

      “And after that? Are you staying?”

      “Overnight? Yeah, that’s the plan.”

      “And you won’t leave?”

      He shook his head, solemnly. He saw where this was going. He’d been a kid once, frightened of abandonment once he’d finally met the Braddocks—the family he’d always dreamed of. The one he’d been terrified of losing.

      “I won’t leave,” he said.

      “You left before.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t think I had a choice. I know I hurt you, and I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Mom and Dad explained. I wish you hadn’t gone, but I’m happy you’re back now. Do you like meatloaf?”

      “Your mom’s? Yeah, it’s the best.”

      “I help her, you know.”

      He laughed and stood up, the inside of his chest warming as she took his hand in hers. “Then you’re a really good cook.”

      She looked up at him, big green eyes and an impish smile.

      “Not really,” she said. “Grandma wishes I was, but I’m better at sports.”

      She released his hand in the kitchen, running to her dad so he could scoop her up in his arms. Soon enough, she would consider Dez’s big hugs the stuff of little girls, and would rail against them. But, for now, this was the way things were supposed to be, and Sully was glad to see she was fine with it.

      Sully stood a moment, taking the few seconds to watch his family before Eva or his mom noticed him. He watched the scene playing out, the one he’d dreamed, not so long ago, of being a part of. He’d stood outside the house that Christmas, watching the people he loved getting on with life without him. It had been comforting, knowing they were okay—at least in that moment—but it had hurt too. He hadn’t come back since, not until Aiden had led him to Dez in the cemetery.

      Being here now, it was almost as if nothing had changed. And that was a far bigger comfort than anything he’d witnessed that lonely Christmas.
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        * * *

      

      He took a quick drive that night, after Kayleigh had been tucked into bed.

      Lachlan had provided the address, and Sully told himself he was going over only to check, to make sure Nora wasn’t still out there, looking to get back at the people who’d hurt her and her son.

      Emory Davis had played no role in the offence, other than being born to one of the two men responsible. But Nora hadn’t seen it that way. She’d targeted him, whether because of his resemblance to his father, or out of a twisted desire to take a child from Hackman as he had taken hers.

      But really, the reason Sully was now standing outside the tiny rented house was altogether different. It wasn’t about Emory at all.

      It was about her.

      The living room curtains were open, allowing Sully to see Ara sitting next to Emory on the sofa. She was tucked up next to him, head on his shoulder, long, black hair spilling over his chest. She looked beautiful.

      She looked… happy.

      He tried to think back, through their time together as an on-again, off-again couple. He tried to remember a time when she looked as happy with him.

      He couldn’t.

      She’d loved him. He knew that. But she’d cared for him in a way a person cares for an abused animal. She’d tolerated his standoffishness, his frequent need to withdraw, his moodiness. She’d loved him in spite of it. And he’d come to realize too late he loved her for that.

      But she’d never worn that expression on her face, that look of utter peace and contentment, like her world was in order, and she was the one in control of it.

      Emory had helped her find that. As much as Sully wanted to hate him, he couldn’t. If Sully truly cared for Ara, he couldn’t begrudge her this happiness.

      What he could do was what he chose to do.

      He walked away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      St. Matthew’s Cemetery was one of the oldest in town.

      Surrounded by a lush border of pine and spruce, planted long ago by the church’s earlier parishioners, it provided everything Sully looked for these days when out in public: privacy and shadow. With his hood pulled over his head, he was able to watch the burial service for little Ben Silversmith in safety.

      Only one person knew he was here. Dez stood at his shoulder, arms crossed over his barrel of a chest as he watched the scene. Five days had passed since the discovery, four days since Hackman had broken down and confessed to what he’d done. He’d insisted, Lachlan had informed them, on Lonnie’s having been the one driving that night, when they’d struck and killed the young mother. Whether Forbes had bought the story, or just wanted the case wrapped up was anyone’s guess. It didn’t really matter. Hackman had been charged with criminal negligence causing Ben’s death and causing an indignity to a dead body in the cases of both mother and son. He’d fast become one of the most despised men in the city, the newly solved cold case—the discovery of both Ben and Lonnie Debenham in the midst of the haunted woods—the talk of the town, and the headline on every paper, TV newscast and radio broadcast.

      Already, Lachlan had learned Hackman lost his job at Lockwood. He’d been invaluable all these years to Dr. Roman Gerhardt, but even he, it seemed, had his limits. He had a reputation to maintain, after all—even if just the one he presented to the outside world.

      “Do you think this is going to help?” Dez asked. “Burying Ben, I mean.”

      “If you’re asking whether I think it will give Nora the peace she needs to move forward, I don’t know. Hopefully. When I went out there yesterday to help Lonnie cross over, I didn’t see her anywhere.”

      “I don’t get it. If she knew where her son was buried, why not just lead you there? If that’s what she wanted, it would have been easy to get it. Unless, of course, she didn’t know where they’d put Ben.”

      “She knew,” Sully said. “You told me the area around the grave was completely dead. Spirits as angry and dark as she is, they’re like poison. They stay in the same area long enough, you’ll see signs of it. I think she was rooted there. She probably drew strength from that place, from the feelings it brought out in her. She watched those men bury her son, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do to stop them. Not then, anyway. She found a way to get back at them later, though.”

      “Or Lonnie, at least.”

      “And Hackman, through his son. He’s a crap father, but I do believe he loves Emory, even if it isn’t a healthy father-son relationship. Then again, it’s possible Nora targeted Emory only because she mistook him for his father. Time’s probably a weird thing on the other side. It might be they don’t even realize how many years have passed.”

      “You described seeing the baby once, the first time you met Lachlan. You didn’t mention his ghost again, though. Do you think he’s out there somewhere?”

      “I don’t think so. I think I was being shown an image of him. Everything she does is about him. My guess is someone came and got him, took him over soon after he died. I’m hoping whoever it was came and got her too.”

      “Hackman probably wants a little more than ‘you hope’ right now.”

      “Hackman can go to hell. I don’t care what he wants.”

      “Yeah,” Dez said. “Me neither.”

      Sully went back to focusing on the service. Nathaniel Porter stood graveside, his family around him as they at last lowered the tiny casket into the earth. There was a nip to the air today, a sign of winter on the horizon, but no one gathered at the grave seemed to notice. Burying a baby felt unnatural and wrong. Thirty years had passed, but no amount of time was long enough, not for a parent forced to say goodbye.

      “How’s Nathaniel handling it?” Sully asked. “Did you check in with him after you told him about finding his son?”

      “I called him yesterday. I don’t think Hackman needs to fear for his life anymore. Nathaniel’s more sad now than angry. But grief’s a hard thing. It changes from day to day. There will be days he’ll want nothing more than to see Hackman’s face at the end of a gun barrel.”

      “I can understand that. I still can’t believe they released him from custody.”

      “He has no criminal record, and he’s not considered a flight risk. Plus, the case is thirty years old and, as far as the world’s concerned, he’s been a model citizen. You and I know better, but not many people know the things we do.”

      Sully shrugged. Fair point, but it felt better, thinking of Hackman behind bars where he belonged.

      “At least he lost his job,” Dez continued. “That’s something, right? He won’t be in a position to hurt anyone else in Lockwood. Without him, Gerhardt’s got to get another orderly onside.”

      “He will,” Sully said. “He’ll convince them it’s for the patients’ own good, or he’ll make it worth their while financially. I don’t put a whole lot past people. Not anymore.”

      “Not everyone’s bad, Sull.”

      “I know that. But there are plenty of people prepared to look the other way instead of doing something to help.”

      Dez’s elbow dug into Sully’s arm. “Good thing the world’s got you and me then, huh?”

      Sully looked away from the gravesite, met Dez’s eye with a smile. “Yeah. Good thing.”

      He lingered there a moment, drawing some peace from his brother before returning his gaze to the cemetery through the trees.

      What he saw turned his blood cold.

      “Damn it.”

      “What?” Dez asked.

      She stood removed from the crowd, but near enough to observe what was happening. Hair limp and straggly over her face, long dress covered in dirt and stains.

      But it was her hands that drew Sully’s attention. They were clenched into fists.

      “Sully, what?”

      “She’s still here,” he said. “And she’s pissed.”

      “Shit. Now what?”

      “It’s not over for her, Dez. I think there’s only one thing left for her. And if we don’t stop her, she’s going to finish it.”
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      Sully would have rather been anywhere else as he and Dez pulled into a spot on the street in front of Hackman’s apartment building.

      Dez was already on the move, sliding out of the driver’s seat. “Wait here. I’ll make sure he’s okay.”

      But Sully wasn’t about to sit out here, doing nothing. Ghosts, those were his patch. Dez couldn’t do anything to help, not this time. Sully was out the passenger-side door and headed for the building’s entrance and its callbox when a hand around his bicep stopped him.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Dez demanded. “You can’t let him see you.”

      Sully looked up, scanned the windows. The feeling he’d had, the one that had drawn him here, was proven correct as he spotted Nora peering down at him through her curtain of hair from the window of a fifth-floor apartment.

      “She’s going to kill him, Dez.”

      “I don’t mean to sound like an asshole, but so what? After everything he did, everything he put you through—”

      “I’m not like him. I can’t be like him. Don’t you get it? If I turn into the kind of person who’s okay with other people suffering and dying, I’m on a slippery slope to becoming something I don’t want to be. I have to do this. I have to stop her.”

      Whether it was the desperation in his voice or whatever was visible in his eyes, Dez bought it. He led the way to the callbox, pressing the button for Hackman’s suite. The sound of static suggested the man had pressed the button, but his voice sounded fuzzy when it came.

      Fuzzy and panicked.

      “Who is this?”

      “Dez Braddock. I—” Dez hadn’t had the chance to finish when a loud buzz from the front door indicated they’d been granted entry.

      “That can’t be good,” Sully said, following Dez through the entrance and to a stairway on the left side of the lobby.

      They took the stairs two at a time, both puffing for air by the time they reached the fifth floor. Sully sprinted after Dez to an apartment midway down the hall.

      “Your hood,” Dez warned, just before he pounded on the door.

      There didn’t seem much point. Sully had spent enough time with Hackman to allow the former orderly to identify him by voice alone, but Sully obliged anyway, getting the hood up just as Hackman yanked the door open.

      He looked wild, eyes wide and covered over by a sheen of tears.

      “She’s here!” he exclaimed. “Jesus Christ, she’s here!”

      “Where?” Dez asked.

      Sully didn’t need the help. He could see her, standing at the end of the short entrance hall.

      He pushed past Dez and Hackman, approaching the spirit.

      “You need to let this go,” he said. “You need to stop. This isn’t going to fix things.”

      Behind him, he could hear Hackman questioning Dez, a whole new level of shock in his voice. “Is that Sullivan Gray? It sounds like—It can’t be.”

      Dez said nothing, and Sully knew he wouldn’t. It was Sully’s secret to reveal, after all, one he’d have no choice now but to share. He’d revealed himself, hood or no hood.

      It couldn’t be avoided. Not if he wanted to keep from ending up like the hangman.

      His focus shifted fully back to Nora. She’d command all of it, no way he could afford to spare any on anything else. She was furious. He could feel it. Furious and intent on seeking this last revenge on the man who’d helped to end her son’s life.

      “Nora, this has to end. You’re not going to get what you want this way. Your son’s gone into the light. You need to go to him. You can find peace there. But the more you give into anger and hate, the more you trap yourself here. Don’t do this. Please, don’t do this.”

      Her focus had shifted, face turned from Hackman to Sully. She was listening, and that was a start.

      “You weren’t always like this,” he said. “And you deserve better than being stuck here, trapped by all this rage. Your son is waiting for you. Leave this alone and go find him. Hackman will be punished for what he did. He’ll face justice. You don’t have to do this. Please.”

      The fury had abated, and he had the sense of curiosity having taken its place. He suspected she’d never been faced by someone like him before, someone who could see her, who didn’t fear her.

      She watched him from behind the hair for a long moment, as if thinking, considering what he’d said, questioning whether his request was worth granting. She was quiet for so long, he found himself beginning to hope maybe he’d gotten through.

      He should have known nothing was that easy. Not with someone like her.

      He felt it as she tried to meld her emotion with his, felt the rage beginning to root itself within him. But he was prepared this time. She’d done this in the woods. Once he’d nearly run himself to his own death; the second time, he tried to attack his own brother. Not again.

      He took a breath, falling back on Raiya’s old lessons, seeking strength from the protective wooden cross gifted to him by Marc. He drew his thought inward, identifying the anger and separating it from his own feelings. It wasn’t him. She wasn’t him.

      Another breath and he was free of her.

      “I won’t let you overpower me, Nora. Not again. Now, please, listen to me.”

      But she wasn’t falling to his power either. Her mouth, just visible to him behind the veil of hair, opened wide as if to scream. Fiery orange light poured from the opening, the colour of her rage.

      She rushed through Sully, delivering a psychic body blow that put him on his knees. He turned his head at the sound of Hackman’s strangled cry, watched as she leapt onto him, her hand disappearing inside his chest where his heart must be.

      Sully drew himself to his feet, watched as Hackman fell to the ground, clutching at his chest. Dez, in the hallway on Hackman’s other side, met Sully’s eye, the dread clear on his face.

      “Sully?”

      Sully’s eyes shot back to Nora. “No.”

      He closed his eyes, drawing his energy together, focusing all of it on her. He wouldn’t allow her to kill anyone else. He couldn’t. Not while he stood here and did nothing.

      He’d been possessed by Harry Schuster in the past, and he remembered the feeling of temporarily occupying his own body with the spirit. He’d been able to hold onto himself that last time, the time Hackman had joined Lowell in that near-fatal attack. He knew, rather than hoped, he could do it again.

      He focused on the feeling of her, the essence of her spirit. Her rage made it easy to find her, even through closed eyes.

      He envisioned pulling her energy into himself, drawing it back, off of Hackman, toward him at the opposite end of the hall. He knew he was getting somewhere when he heard a pained sigh come from Hackman, followed by a series of gasping breaths.

      It was all Sully and Nora now. He refused to release her, drawing her spirit back, back, closer to him. He could feel her panic now, her fear at being controlled. He felt it, then let it slip away. Her emotion couldn’t touch him now.

      A cold chill bit into him as her energy met his, then joined it fully. The ghost was no longer in front of him, but inside him, much as Harry had once been. But this wasn’t an invasion, or an attack. This was all him. He was in control. She was in his control.

      He could hold her. If he wanted to, he could hold her here forever.

      Grant himself the power to do anything. Already, he could feel it, the doubling of his energy much as he’d felt that day with Harry. He had the strength of two now.

      If he could corral more, his power would be infinite.

      A voice came to his ears, Hackman’s strained voice. “What the hell? He’s glowing. How the hell is he glowing?”

      Sully’s eyes shot open. Fear, now his own, enabled her escape. She fled from him, rushing back down the hall, toward the still-fallen Hackman. She paused over him, reaching down one last time into his chest as if to defy Sully. Hackman cried out, clutched his chest, then was still.

      Nora cast one look back at Sully, then disappeared from sight.

      Dez knelt at Hackman’s side, fingers moving to a pulse point in his neck. “He’s alive. Help me get him to his couch.”

      Sully took one arm, Dez the other, the two of them wrestling the large man to the living room sofa while Dez called 911 en route.

      “I’m a former police officer,” he advised the operator after he provided the address and a quick rundown of the situation. “I know my First Aid and CPR. Just get some help here. I’m going to hang up so I can look after him.”

      Dez disconnected as they eased Hackman onto the couch.

      “As soon as we hear the siren, get out of here,” Dez told Sully. “I don’t know what we’re going to do, though. He saw you, Sull. He knows you’re alive.”

      “Nothing I could do different. She didn’t give me any options.”

      As if on cue, Hackman’s eyes shot open, whipping around the room as he tried to sit up.

      Dez pushed him back to laying. “Take it easy.”

      “Where is she?”

      “She’s gone,” Sully said. “For now, anyway.”

      Hackman eased himself back down under Dez’s hand, eyes closing again. The rush of adrenaline faded, and Sully found he saw not an enemy, but a middle-aged man, pale and weak.

      Dying.

      Hackman was dying.

      His breath was shallow, the gaps between them too long. Even so, he managed to open his eyes, to draw them to Sully’s face, partially concealed beneath the hood.

      “I want to see your face,” he said.

      Sully obliged, drawing the hood around his shoulders and tucking loose hair behind his ears.

      “It’s you. But I thought—”

      “You were wrong.”

      “You tried to save me,” Hackman said. “After everything. Why?”

      The answer was simple. “I’m not you.”

      Hackman closed his eyes and took a breath, a long, gasping one. It released quickly, so fast Sully initially thought it was his last. But Hackman opened his eyes, looked back up at Sully.

      “I feel so weak.”

      “An ambulance is coming.”

      “I don’t think I’m going to be around when it gets here. Don’t want to be. Tell them I don’t want to be saved. Will you do that?”

      “I doubt they’ll take our word for it,” Dez said.

      Hackman ignored him, keeping his eyes on Sully’s face. “Did a lot of things I’m not proud of. But it wasn’t all my fault. Dr. Gerhardt, your uncle, they’re hard men to argue with. Dr. Gerhardt insisted on those experiments, him and Braddock and the other guy, the one who always came in the mask.”

      “Lowell?” Dez said. “What the hell are you—?”

      But Sully’s thoughts were stuck on the other part of Hackman’s statement. “The guy in the mask. Who is he?”

      “Don’t know. Never saw him. All I know is he’s helping to fund the experiment.”

      Sully’s heart pounded with the arrival of answers. “Gerhardt’s work with psychic patients?”

      “Lowell’s drug tests. He developed something that’s supposed to open the mind, allow people to see things they ordinarily don’t. Some sort of—” He broke off, took a raspy breath, as if the act of speaking was taking a round out of what was left of him. “Psychoactive drug.”

      “Why us?” Sully asked. “Why psychics?”

      “Your minds are more open. They figured the risk would be decreased. It might be too much for a normal person, but with people like you, they could do things, experiment with dosages without worrying they’d break your mind.”

      “They were breaking my mind,” Sully said. “Or didn’t you notice?”

      “I noticed. But I didn’t care. Not then.”

      “You do now?”

      “I don’t want to die with this on my conscience.”

      “That last day, before I went into Lockwood. You and Lowell—”

      “He wanted you dead. He blackmailed me into helping him. He’s terrified of you.”

      “Jesus, what—” Dez started. But Sully, acutely aware of the limited time, cut in.

      “He’s terrified of me?”

      “Some sort of prophesy. He pretends he doesn’t believe, but he does. He’s the most superstitious man I’ve ever met. When you didn’t die that day, we knew we’d have to make sure you never had the chance to tell anyone. He insisted on higher doses, thinking it would eventually be too much for you, that it would destroy your brain. But it didn’t.”

      “I need someone to tell me—” Dez said, but Sully shushed him as Hackman continued.

      “Anyone else, it would have killed. Not you. I don’t know how, but you kept coming. You weren’t supposed to leave that place alive. I was relieved when I heard you’d been killed.”

      The sound of a siren had been drawing closer as Hackman spoke. It was now likely just down the block, closing in. Sully would have to leave quickly if he didn’t want to be found here.

      Hackman drew in a ragged breath, then flailed around with a hand until it caught Sully’s. He grasped it, squeezing Sully’s fingers as if a lifeline. “Is there a Hell? Am I going there?”

      “I don’t know what comes after this,” Sully said. “I don’t have the answers.”

      “I’m sorry. For my part in what happened to you. I was wrong. I should have done something. And I’m sorry for what I did to the woman and her baby. I didn’t mean for anyone to die that night. You need to believe me.”

      What Sully believed was he was looking down at a man about to die who was seeking absolution. Sully had taken the place of a minister, offering Hackman his own version of last rites, helping him make his peace with a life of sin.

      He had every right to refuse Hackman his forgiveness. But he didn’t have the heart. He’d once feared this man, had dreaded seeing him come into his room at Lockwood, had looked up into his sneering face as he’d restrained him for the shot of what he now knew was Lowell’s drug.

      This was no longer that man.

      “I believe you,” Sully said. “And, for what it’s worth, I forgive you.”

      Hackman managed a weak smile and a slight nod. He took another raspy breath and refocused his gaze upward. The light of recognition settled in his face. “I see my mother.”

      Once more, his chest rose with breath. Then it released, rattling from his throat.

      No more breaths followed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          27

        

      

    

    
      Sully waited in the park down the street, hood pulled up and head bent down as he sat, hunched, on a bench.

      A cold wind blew, shaking the remaining leaves from trees and causing him to zip his hoodie up to the throat and draw his outer jacket more tightly around himself.

      But it wasn’t completely the wind at fault for the chill that ran through him. He’d just done something he’d never known possible: he’d effectively possessed a ghost. He’d overpowered her, pulled her into himself.

      He’d started to become the hangman.

      But he had other problems, at least one of which was driving down the block toward him now. Hackman had revealed his secrets, had provided a deathbed confession. But he’d also confessed Lowell’s secrets and Sully’s. Dez, now pulling to a stop across from the park, would demand an explanation.

      Sully could no longer avoid giving him one.

      He stood and made his way to the SUV.

      “Not here,” Dez said as soon as Sully was inside. “Don’t talk to me yet.”

      He was upset. That much was clear. Exactly how upset remained to be seen.

      Sully didn’t have long to wait. The drive back to their apartment was less than fifteen minutes. Dez bypassed Emily’s, foregoing a reunion with Pax in favour of towing Sully inside their suite.

      Pax would have to wait. Dez, it seemed, wasn’t about to put this off for another second.

      The door barely had a chance to slam shut behind Dez when he launched into an interrogation. “What the hell was he talking about?”

      “Which part?”

      “You know damn well which part. The part about Lowell.”

      Sully took a breath, then moved to sit at the kitchen table, using the few seconds to think through how best to start. But there wasn’t a best way, so he simply launched into it. He told Dez everything: how Lowell had drugged him before his admission to Lockwood, leaving him more vulnerable to the possessions by Harry Schuster; how Lowell and Hackman had tried to kill him; how Lowell had been there and watched as Sully was tortured inside the Blue Room. He left out the other parts—for now. Dez would sense something missing. Sully knew that as well as he knew his brother.

      He also knew the look on his face now. He’d gone red, a kettle about to boil. Dez could yell, and Sully had been at the receiving end more than once.

      Only what he got was worse. The more dangerous, deceptively calm growl. “Why the hell didn’t you bother to tell me about this before?”

      “I told you I was trying to protect you.”

      “From Lowell? I don’t get this, Sully. I really don’t get this. Why would he do this? I know him. He’s no killer.”

      “You don’t believe me.”

      “I believe you. But I don’t understand. Why? Why would he do it? Someone like him, he wouldn’t take a step like that without some sort of warped reason.”

      There it was. A call to provide the rest of the story. Sully briefly considered lying, but thought better of it. He’d already held back far too much, had kept things from Dez he had every right to know.

      So he told him the rest. About how Lowell was responsible for the deaths of Harry and Betty Schuster—and quite possibly their son. How he’d killed Aiden. How he’d killed their father.

      As Sully spoke, the red left Dez’s face, leaving it so white Sully had to pause midway to allow Dez to sit heavily in a chair next to him.

      Now finished, Sully waited, watching his brother’s face as he struggled to process. It was all there in his expression—the confusion, the anger, the grief. Most of all, the disbelief.

      “I don’t…. No. He wouldn’t….” Another few seconds passed before Dez’s eyes drifted up to meet Sully’s. “He wouldn’t.”

      Sully gave him the only answer he could. “He did.”

      Another long pause. More processing. Then, “Why?”

      “I don’t know, Dez. I know why he killed Dad, and I know why he killed Harry and Betty, and possibly Thackeray. And I know why he tried to kill me. It was all about Aiden, about us figuring out what he did. But that’s the part I don’t understand, that I’ve been trying to get to the bottom of. Aiden was just a little kid.”

      “And you’re sure? You’re absolutely sure?”

      “Dad didn’t die of a simple heart attack. I’ve seen him. Lowell didn’t shoot Dad full of epinephrine to try to save him. He did it to cause his heart to fail. And Aiden, he showed me what happened to him. He showed me Lowell holding him under the water at the creek behind the house.”

      “And you didn’t think I had the right to know this?”

      “That’s not why I didn’t tell you.”

      Dez’s moods had always been interchangeable, rising and falling like waves. Within his last question, he’d left stunned behind, had moved back into anger.

      He stood, shoving the chair back so that it rocked a little on its back legs. It managed to stay standing, which was more than Sully thought he was capable of at the moment. The admission had left him drained, and he knew he was going to face more grief before this was over.

      Dez paced several times, a feat made difficult by the combination of long legs and small space. He was burning off energy, trying to hold his anger in check, to avoid saying or doing something he’d regret.

      Then he started to go for the door.

      Sully leapt up, grabbed his arm just as he reached for the handle. “Where are you going?”

      “To see Lowell.”

      “No.”

      “Get off me.”

      “No. Not now. Not while you’re like this. You’ll do something you’ll regret.”

      “What, you think me beating Lowell to death with my bare hands is something I’d regret? Fuck off. Let go of me. Now!”

      Sully had a choice to make. He could let Dez go, could let him find Lowell while taking with him every bit of rage he was now experiencing. Or he could try to draw some of that rage back on himself. It wouldn’t solve everything, but it might take enough wind from Dez’s sails to lessen the risk.

      “Dez,” Sully said. “Your problem right now is with me. Just let me have it.”

      He’d said the not-so-magic words. Dez spun on him, towering over him as he barked out his fury. “I had a right to know about this! And I didn’t need your fucking protection! I needed the truth, and you kept it from me. They were my family! All this time, I’ve been seeing Lowell’s face, trying to be polite, when I should have been smashing it in.”

      “That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

      “Shut up! Shut up, Sullivan. I’m not done.”

      The use of his full first name had Sully looking up, eyes snapping onto Dez’s. He didn’t use that name, not unless things were really bad between them.

      “You lied to me. You lied to me. Not about some stupid thing you did that you knew I wouldn’t like. You lied to me about our family. Our family. That’s sacred. You don’t lie about that ever. I had a right to know about Dad and Aiden. You knew how desperate I was to know what happened to my brother, how and why you were seeing him. Now I find out you had the answer all this time, and didn’t tell me. What the hell am I supposed to do with that, huh?”

      “I found out just before Lockwood. I couldn’t tell you then.”

      “No, you chose to fake your own death and put me through an even greater hell. And you’ve been back a while now. Not once, not once in all that time did you bother saying something about this.”

      “I wasn’t sure you could handle knowing the truth.”

      The words, for some reason, proved a tipping point. Dez came at him, seizing handfuls of his jacket and slamming him back into the wall. The impact rattled his lungs, Dez’s fists pressed hard enough into his chest to leave bruises.

      “I couldn’t handle knowing? Newsflash, you moron. I couldn’t handle what you put me through. All these years, I trusted you, I relied on the fact you’d never lie to me.”

      “I didn’t lie, Dez. I just didn’t tell you everything.”

      “Which is the same thing. Every day, every goddamn day, I think about them.” Tears formed in Dez’s eyes, and he let them fall, making no effort to release Sully to wipe them away. Sully felt his own emotion rise to meet Dez’s, answering tears gathering along his lower lashes as he held Dez’s watery glare. “I miss them. I miss them so damn much. And I missed you. Or I missed the person I thought you were. But you…. I don’t know you. I don’t know who the hell you are.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The Sully Gray I knew would never have held back something like that. He wouldn’t have lied to me.”

      He released Sully, so abruptly he nearly lost his balance. “I’m done with this. All of this. I miss Eva and Kayleigh. I’m going home. You can do what you want.”

      “Don’t go like this, okay? Can’t we talk about it?”

      “I’m done talking. And I’m done with you. Leave me the hell alone.”

      Dez moved back toward the door. Sully rushed after him, grabbing for his arm again. They needed to discuss this, to fix what Sully had inadvertently broken.

      He didn’t see the fist coming, felt it before he knew what was happening. The impact sent him across the room, his body landing hard against the coffee table. The rickety legs gave way beneath his weight, and he laid there a moment, mentally scanning himself for significant injury. Dez had punched him before, but never this hard. He’d always pulled his punches for Sully.

      Not this time.

      Then came a second blow, verbal this time.

      “Roman Gerhardt is your father. Ask Emily.”

      Then Dez was gone.
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      “What was all th—oh, dear.”

      Emily’s question stopped midway, and Sully knew his appearance was likely the cause. His jaw hurt, was probably already starting to bruise and swell. And he’d given up trying to control the tears.

      She pulled him into a warm hug right there, in the doorway to her little apartment, while Pax nudged and then pressed against his leg. She held him until he’d regained a little control, until the shaking stopped. Then she led him inside.

      Settling into a spot at her kitchen table, he waited while she poured the requisite tea. She didn’t fill the space, letting him filter through his thoughts. He had a lot of them. None of them good.

      She held her silence until she was sitting across from him. Then she placed a hand over his. “You and your brother had a fight.”

      He nodded, taking a moment to stroke Pax’s head. The dog had yet to leave his side, rooted there like the big, furry guardian he was. “A bad one.”

      “You told him, didn’t you?”

      “About Lowell? Yeah.”

      “And he didn’t take it well.”

      “He hates me.”

      “He doesn’t hate you. He’s angry. That’s understandable. But he’ll get past it. You’re family, after all.”

      “I don’t think that’s enough this time. He thinks I betrayed him. And he’s right. He had a right to know, and I didn’t tell him.”

      Emily patted his hand. “I know it doesn’t feel like it now, but it will pass. He’ll come back to you. You’ll see.”

      “I don’t think so. Not this time. He said he’s done with me. And he punched me. Hard. He’s never hit me like that before. That means something.”

      The statement seemed to form a reminder for Emily, and she levered herself up from the table to shuffle over to her freezer. “It means he’s angry. He needs to stew a little, that’s all.”

      Sully watched as Emily pulled out a bag of frozen vegetables and wrapped them in a tea towel. “He wasn’t stewing. He was boiling.”

      Emily returned to the table, pressing the makeshift cold pack against Sully’s jaw. “So he’s boiling. Eventually, water boils dry. He’ll run out of anger soon enough, and he’ll be back.”

      Sully shook his head. “I don’t think so. It was different this time.”

      “It feels that way because you’re directly involved, and you’re hurting. But you did the right thing, Sullivan, and you’ll see that soon enough. I’m sure of it.”

      Sully heaved a sigh, and moved on. There was something else on his mind. “Dez said something right before he left. He told me Roman Gerhardt is my father, and that I should ask you. What was he talking about?”

      “Oh dear.”

      “What? It’s not true, is it?”

      Her hand reached out to him, and he had to switch the hand he was using to hold the peas on his face so he could meet her request. Her fingers wrapped around his, their warmth slowly dissipating the chill within his.

      “I told you how you were born inside Lockwood, how your mother was a patient there. But I didn’t tell you how you were conceived. Your mother was abused by Dr. Gerhardt. He sexually assaulted her.”

      “No.”

      “It happened a number of times. From what I could tell, he targeted her.”

      “You mean, I’m only here because my mother was raped? And he’s…. No. Oh, God, no. He can’t be. He can’t be my father.”

      “He’s not a father, not in any way. He’s a monster. You might be biologically tied to him, but it’s nothing more than that. Your father is Flynn Braddock. Always remember that.”

      “I know, but…. God, what does that make me?”

      “It makes you the same person you have always been. You are Lucky’s son. She loved you, Sullivan. Not in spite of how you came to be, but because of who you were to her. She loved you fiercely, and she was prepared to die to protect you. That’s who you are. You are her child. Hers.”

      “I guess I can’t blame anyone for not telling me, huh?”

      “Desmond wanted to protect you, the same way you tried to protect him from the pain of the truth. And I had to honour his wishes. But I nonetheless share the blame in keeping this from you, so I’m sorry.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry about. I understand. I can even understand why Dez didn’t tell me. I can’t blame him for keeping secrets when I kept my own from him, can I?”

      She smiled, shook her head. He smiled back.

      “What are you planning to do now?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I need to think. A lot’s come to light today, and I don’t know what to do with it.”

      “I meant about your brother.”

      Sully nodded. Of course she’d meant that. “I need to give him some space. I’m hoping it won’t be long, but it might be. In the meantime, I’m going to have to accept being on my own again.”

      “You’re never on your own,” Emily said. Her fingers squeezed his gently as she gave him a warm smile. “You’ve got me.”
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      Clouds covered the moon, casting the night in darkness as Sully skirted the manmade pond.

      A handful of large properties overlooked the body of water, but he knew he could pass unseen.

      He’d done it before, after all.

      Staying low, he padded across the grass until he spotted the target house, then sheltered on the far side of its small boathouse.

      He recalled former judge Prescott Montague had once kept his handgun inside. The weapon had since been seized by police, involved as it was in a homicide. Currently free on bail conditions while he awaited trial, Montague had been prohibited from possessing weapons.

      Sully wasn’t so naïve as to rely on Montague obeying that condition.

      The boathouse was locked, and Sully next moved toward the house, keeping for the moment to the bushes framing the large yard. This would be the tricky part, getting inside. In Sully’s experience, good criminals were often keenly aware of their own surroundings and safety, largely because they’d been able to breach someone else’s. It was unlikely any windows or doors would be left open or unlocked on the ground floor.

      Sully had just spotted what he thought was a climbable portion of the house, thanks to a sturdy-looking bench and a balcony just above it, when Montague simplified matters.

      He emerged from the back door, scanning the darkened yard as he took several steps onto the lawn. His head turned in Sully’s direction, but his sight would never uncover the intruder, crouched as Sully was in the shadows of the shrubs.

      Sully waited until the man’s head had turned, then made his move.

      He knew how to move silently, and he made it easily to the side of the house. This would be the tricky part, would require more stealth than he was sure he possessed.

      With luck, Montague wasn’t running security cameras that would reveal him later.

      Pulling the hood as far over his head as he could without obscuring his own sight, Sully edged up to the corner and peered around. Montague was there, hands cupped to his mouth as he lit a cigarette.

      Now it was just a matter of waiting for the opportune moment.

      Montague gave it to him.

      A bench overlooking the lake had been placed midway down the gently sloping lawn, and the former judge made his way there, pulling his coat closed with one hand as he walked.

      Sully drew in a nerve-steeling breath, then left his place of concealment, keeping his eyes on the back of Montague’s head as he made his way toward the open back door.

      If Montague looked back to question his own lackadaisical security, it was too late.

      Sully, crouched low in the darkened kitchen, was already inside.
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      He delayed an hour, telling himself he was using the time to wait for his moment.

      As he stood inside the second-floor spare room closet, his rolling gut suggested a different story.

      The longer he stayed, the more anxious he became. The moment, if he was going to take it, was now. Montague was in the shower inside the master suite’s bathroom. Sully had done a quick reconnaissance of the second floor while Montague was outside, discovering both his current hiding spot and the place where he could confront the older man.

      He’d have to do it now, set himself up to come up behind Montague when he emerged from the bathroom.

      He could bail, make his way downstairs and out of the house. Go back the way he came and try to forget he’d ever attempted something this insane.

      But backing out wouldn’t get him the answers he needed.

      One more breath and he was on the move. The hallway to the left would take him to the stairs and the way out; the right would take him to the master bedroom.

      Sully went right.

      The master bedroom was bathed in light, curtains open. By day, the gold-coloured drapes would frame a view of the backyard and the shared pond. By night, all Sully could see was black.

      He reached through the doorway, fumbling along the wall with a gloved hand until he found the light switch. Concealing the room in darkness, and satisfying himself he wouldn’t be seen by anyone outside, Sully fully entered the room and waited the few seconds until his eyes adjusted.

      An antique wardrobe stood just the other side of the closed bathroom door, and Sully moved toward it, concealing himself on its far side.

      Another waiting game began as he listened to the sounds of the shower, of Montague shaving, of him brushing his teeth and using the bathroom one more time before bed.

      Then the door opened.

      Now or never.

      Montague stalled on the threshold between bathroom and bedroom, as if questioning how the room had gone dark. There were no bedroom light switches outside the bathroom door, and he headed for the door to the hall and the switch he’d find there.

      Sully beat him to it.

      He’d cut up Dez’s plastic broom handle before he’d left this evening, and he poked the end of it into Montague’s back, hoping the man would mistake it for the business end of a gun.

      “Don’t move.”

      Montague froze, started to turn.

      “I said, don’t move!”

      The former judge stopped, hands lifting to show they were empty.

      “Face the wall and stay there.” Sully worked to keep his voice abnormally hard. He’d practiced the tone before leaving Dez’s apartment, just to ensure he was capable of it. He was pleased to see the desired effect, the obvious fear in Montague’s movements.

      “I’m unarmed,” the man said. “My wallet’s on the bureau. If you’ll let me get it—”

      “I don’t want your money. I want information.” His cellphone was in his pocket, an app running on audio record. He used his free hand to pull the device a little farther out, then shifted a leg to hold it there, ensuring it was in a position to capture anything said.

      “Information about what?”

      “You told the police you had information on Lowell Braddock. I want to know what you were going to tell them.”

      “Who are you? Some competitor of his?”

      “Who I am doesn’t matter. Answer the question.”

      “Why should I? What’s in it for me?”

      “You stay alive.”

      “You’ll kill me if I don’t tell you? Is that what you’re telling me?”

      Sully stayed silent. He’d already essentially uttered a threat. No need to dig himself in deeper. As it was, he’d committed several criminal offences tonight. Anyway, he wasn’t sure he could convincingly answer Montague in the affirmative, making the stretching silence a far more effective response.

      Montague finally filled the gap, proving he’d need a little more convincing. “I offered the police information on Lowell if they saw to it the prosecutors cut me a deal. I haven’t been offered anything of the sort. I won’t say anything now.”

      “I think it’s pretty clear I’m not with the police or the prosecutors’ office. I don’t care about any deal. I’ve got my own reasons for being here. Tell me about Lowell.”

      Another pause, as if Montague was thinking it through. There was truth in what Sully had said, no way someone from the police or prosecutors’ office would turn up or send someone to menace an accused offender in his own home.

      This time, the pause ended the way Sully had hoped, with answers.

      “I don’t know exactly what you’re looking for, but I can tell you Lowell Braddock is not the man people think he is. He does all the good things, donating to charity and schmoozing the right people. But it’s a cover. He’s evil to the core.”

      “How evil?”

      “I believe he’s killed people, and more than once. And others have helped him cover it up.”

      “What others?”

      “You asked about Lowell, not anyone else.”

      “You brought it up. What others?”

      Another pause.

      “They call themselves the Circle. It started off as an alternative to the Freemasons, an organization for those refused entry. It began in the seventies and has been around since. Lowell joined a number of years ago.”

      “And you’re saying this Circle helped him cover up these murders?”

      “Not all of them. Some of them.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “I’m a member, joined shortly after it first formed. I’m now on the Grand Council, and I help decide who comes in. I know each of the current members, and I know who’s connected to whom.”

      “Who’s Lowell connected to?”

      “His most significant connection is the head psychiatrist over at Lockwood Psychiatric Hospital, Dr. Roman Gerhardt—also a member. They’ve been working together, I understand, on a drug trial that could have some serious money attached.”

      “Did they tell you about this drug trial?”

      “Not in any great detail. Roman told me if they’re successful, he will see to it the entire Circle benefits from the wealth and prestige. He saw it as a way we could legitimize the Circle, to bring us out of the shadows and show ourselves to be an organization of successful, intelligent men and women.”

      “You said Lowell killed people. If the Circle helped him cover it up, did it have something to do with this drug trial?”

      “I don’t know. I suspect it reaches back further than that. No one’s ever said this out loud, but I suspect he’s responsible for the death of a child. His own nephew, I believe.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Another member of our organization, a man known for his psychic ability, foresaw something years ago. It happened as Lowell was attempting to join the Circle. Harry was a teacher with an unusual talent for seeing things others couldn’t, and we used his gift back then to help us decide on our new members. It didn’t last long. Harry was already going mad. But he did predict something when he met Lowell, something about a ‘second son being our end.’ Harry described, to a tee, Lowell’s brother, described his having two sons, and that the youngest would cause the downfall of the Circle and everyone within it.”

      “And people took that seriously?”

      “You have to understand, Harry was gifted. Exceptionally so. We didn’t take him seriously when he first tried to join, and it proved to be to our detriment. He told us our then-president would be killed in a vehicle crash and that he would take others with him. He described the vehicles involved, the occupants of both cars and the nature of the fatal injuries each would sustain. Less than two weeks later, it happened. Clinton was drinking and driving, and he crashed his car into a van carrying a young family that matched, to a tee, the people Harry had described. We never doubted him again. His prediction about this second son was enough to make us all very, very nervous. He’d not only predicted Lowell’s downfall, but all of ours. He saw us behind bars or dead, each of us, including me.

      “I didn’t make the decision about the child. I wasn’t yet part of the Grand Council. But my understanding is they ordered Lowell to kill the boy.”

      “He killed his own nephew just to get into this stupid organization?”

      “Of course not. It’s not just about an organization. It’s about partnerships. He was struggling at the time to set up his own pharmaceutical company. He had some grand ideas, and he had the drive and smarts, but no capital. The Circle consists of many wealthy individuals. If he did as asked, he was guaranteed enough money to start up his own company, and to ensure he had majority interest in it. In return, he was told to eliminate the threat. He didn’t believe in psychics or prophecies, but he knew the Grand Council did, and that was tangible enough for him. And nothing’s more tangible to people like him than money and power.”

      “People like him, or people like you?”

      “I’ve always had money, and money brings power. What I didn’t have was the job I really wanted. Members within the Circle knew people, and they helped me secure a position as judge. I’ve never wanted, nor asked, for anything else from them, and they’ve never asked more of me than I was willing to give. At the end of the day, Lowell acted on his own. He didn’t have to do as asked. He could have just walked away.”

      “If the Circle was so concerned about Lowell and the people in his life, why let him in?”

      “As I said, I wasn’t in charge of the decision-making back then. But Harry saw wealth, and a lot of it, in Lowell’s future, and that was of great interest to the Grand Council. We’ve become quite a wealthy order since then, in no small part because of Lowell’s contribution.”

      “But you’re willing to sell him out.”

      “I’ve lost my job, but the law still means something to me. Lowell Braddock is the worst kind of man, the kind who will not only sacrifice those he loves for wealth and power, but the kind who thinks nothing of killing children.”

      “You’re about to stand trial for murdering a teenager.”

      “Who was sleeping with my wife.”

      “And who was a threat to your goals of becoming a Supreme Court judge. That’s a national position. Some local order consisting of rich people wasn’t going to help you get there.”

      Montague’s head started to turn. “Who are you?”

      “Face the wall.”

      But Montague’s curiosity seemed to have come to outweigh his fear. He turned, not to the wall, but to his assailant. Sully took a step back as Montague’s eyes darted to the supposed gun. The room was dark, but not quite dark enough.

      “That’s not even a gun. Who are you?”

      The time for talk had passed. The door was directly behind Montague. Sully made a run for it, pushing the former judge aside in the process.

      But Montague wasn’t going down that easily. Sully had only just made it past Montague when he was grabbed from behind. Montague yanked him back, using what felt like a leg to further trip Sully up so he ended up on the floor.

      In this position, the hood was useless, having slipped from his face. His concealment was secondary, escape his priority. He started to get up, but Montague leapt onto him, delivering two sharp, forceful punches to his head. Sully’s head reeled under the impact, so he was only just aware of the feel of Montague reaching for something and the subsequent beep of a cellphone key being dialled.

      The sound of a loud crack stopped everything.

      The side of Montague’s head exploded, blood and other matter splattering onto the side of the nearby duvet.

      Onto Sully.

      For a moment, Montague remained where he was, eyes wide but unfocused.

      Then he slumped to the side.

      Sully lay there, frozen as he stared at Montague. Dead. Shot.

      Shot. Someone had a gun and had just committed murder. Sully was a witness. He could be next.

      The thought drove him, had him shoving Montague off so he could get out from under the body.

      Sully’s phone had fallen from his pocket after Montague had thrown him to the ground, and he scrabbled around for it on the floor until his shaking hand settled over it. Ensuring it was indeed his phone and not Montague’s—he couldn’t afford to lose the information it contained—Sully stood and ran.

      Another shot rang out.

      It was clear who the target was this time.

      He made it to the door, into the hall. No idea where the shooter was, no idea if he was about to run headlong into him. He was pretty sure the gunman was outside the house; there had been no one else in the room, and the sound he’d heard was definitely that of a high-powered rifle.

      He forced himself to stop, sheltering in the enclosed hall a moment. The exit wound had been on the right side of Montague’s head. That meant the shot had been taken from the left.

      From the back of the house.

      The way Sully had come.

      Knowing now he’d have to scale the fence along the front of the house, Sully found the stairs as he shoved his phone safely into the depths of his jeans pocket.

      The front door was directly across from him once he reached the base of the stairs. He ensured his hood concealed his face as he approached it, keenly aware of the possibility of security cameras guarding the entrance. A quick glance through the window to the side of the door revealed nothing but a wide expanse of lawn and driveway. Plenty of room to be an easily visible target.

      In the house, though, he was a sitting duck.

      With no option, he unlocked and opened the door. Then he was out, racing across the lawn, running in a zigzag pattern to try to lessen the chances of being hit by a bullet.

      Another crack sounded, this one louder than the first two, no walls or windows to buffer the noise. He poured on some extra speed, the fence now within reach. It was high, but he had his own height and adrenaline in his favour as he sprang at it, catching the top in one leap. A boot against the wall helped propel him up and over, and then he was free of the yard.

      Sirens sounded in the distance, growing closer as he ran. There was a park nearby, one he’d not so long ago taken shelter within as he’d waited for Forbes to come and get him. That time, Sully had fled Montague’s under a similar hail of gunfire.

      But this time, he couldn’t call Forbes, no way the Major Crimes investigator would be able to keep Sully’s presence to himself. The last time, Sully had been there with Forbes’s knowledge, and he’d been the sole victim. This time, he was fleeing the scene of a murder. He knew how investigations worked. Until they had a chance to check him out and clear him of wrongdoing, he’d be a suspect too.

      He couldn’t afford to be either a witness or a suspect. Not now. Not when the stakes had grown so high.

      Police would scour the neighbourhood, would be on the lookout for a gunman. So Sully did the only thing he could.

      He ran.
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      Making it back to Emily’s car wasn’t easy.

      The area was crawling with cops by the time he reached the vehicle, and he was now grateful to a neighbourhood that had made parking closer an impossibility.

      His hood would now be a hindrance rather than a blessing, making him a figure of suspicion to investigators on the lookout for a murderer. He’d already taken his gore-spattered outer coat off and turned it inside out, and tucked his gloves inside its pockets. He wouldn’t discard it here. He knew where he had to go, and no one would come looking for evidence there.

      His hoodie still appeared clean, so that stayed on. He pulled the hood out of the way and tied his hair back as neatly as possible. Emily’s car was another story. There was nothing he could do to help it fit in all that well in this neighbourhood, so all he could do was hope for the best.

      He made it back without incident to the Riverview area, making one last stop at the apartment building. He’d have to drop off Emily’s keys and get Pax, but he needed to do something else first.

      Dez had left his laptop behind, and Sully logged into it to upload his audio file. He reviewed it quickly within the corresponding laptop app, allowing himself a relieved sigh as he discovered the audio was not only there, it was of good quality. He made a quick edit, removing the initial portion in which he’d threatened the disgraced judge. No need to compound his existing problems. Then he downloaded the edited version onto his phone and logged out of Dez’s computer.

      He’d start a fake email account, send Forbes the file that way. Sure, there was probably a way to trace it, but it would slow the police down long enough for him to get out of Dodge. Where he was going, no one would follow.

      Leaving his phone to charge, he grabbed a quick shower, ridding himself of Montague’s gore. His outer jacket, he’d discovered upon removing it, was similarly splattered, and he thanked himself for having picked up a new coat at the goodwill store a couple of weeks ago. Freshly showered, he placed his bloody clothes into a plastic bag and stuffed those, the few clothes he owned and what was left of Pax’s dog food into his duffel bag.

      He took another minute to pick up the pieces of the broken coffee table, leaning the splintered surface and two snapped-off legs against the wall. He wanted to leave a note for Dez but, hand poised over a notepad on the kitchen counter, he couldn’t think of anything better to write than, “I’m sorry.”

      He took one last look at the small apartment, then shut off the lights and left, closing and locking the door behind him. He paused a moment, looking down at the keys in his hand before crouching and sliding them under the door.

      Then he went to get Pax, hoping Emily hadn’t yet gone to bed. If she had, he’d have to wake her up. He couldn’t wait for morning.

      Relief flooded him when Emily answered the door almost immediately, the sound of the TV in the background.

      Her eyes grew large behind her glasses as she looked Sully up and down. “You aren’t leaving?”

      “I have to. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but I need to find somewhere to lie low for a while.”

      “Are you in trouble?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t done anything wrong, but I’m in the middle of something big. I don’t want anyone caught in the crosshairs, and I can’t afford for anyone to find me until I figure out how to handle things.”

      “Why don’t you talk to me? Maybe I can help.”

      “You’ve already helped more than you know. Right now, I need to handle things alone.”

      “Maybe you don’t. That’s what friends and family are for.”

      “Friends and family have already been killed because of this. I won’t risk anyone else. I need to handle this myself, Emily.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I can’t say. The fewer people who know, the better. It will be safer for everyone that way.”

      “You know you can trust me, don’t you?”

      “I know. It’s not about trust. It’s about me not being able to live with myself if anyone else gets hurt.” He paused, worked a smile onto his face, instilled in it as much warmth as he could muster. “I want to thank you for everything you—”

      “Don’t,” she said. “Don’t you say goodbye to me, Sullivan. You’ll be back. You can tell me then.”

      She closed the distance to him, drawing him into a hug. He embraced her, making an effort to commit the moment to memory. Where he was going, this might well be the last kind human contact he’d have for a while.

      “Take care of yourself,” Emily said. “Remember there are people here who care about you. We’re here to help you whenever you need it.”

      “I know,” he said. “That means everything to me.”

      He released her, looking down into her eyes, this tiny, warm, brave woman who’d saved him as a baby and had protected him ever since—even without his knowing it.

      Now it was his turn to protect her. Her and everyone else he loved.

      Pax waited patiently behind Emily, brown eyes solemn as if he sensed the gravity of his human’s mission. Sully patted his leg and Pax came toward him, pausing at the threshold to allow himself a final head rub from Emily.

      Then he followed Sully into the hall.

      Down the stairs.

      Out the door.

      Into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Afterword

        

      

    

    
      Thanks so much for reading! I am continuing to work on the next books in The Sullivan Gray Series, and would be pleased to keep you updated on future projects and release dates. I’m also working on a few snippets and short stories that provide added content to the series—currently available only to my subscribers.

      One other huge bonus for subscribers: if you haven’t yet read Black Candle, it’s free to those who join my mailing list. Whether or not you already own Black Candle, a growing anthology of Sullivan Gray short stories, entitled Haunted Past, is also available as a gift to subscribers. Visit my website at hpbayne.com to sign up.

      Both Black Candle and its sequels Harbinger, The Dule Tree and Crawl are also available to buy straight from Amazon in both e-book and print formats (check out my Amazon page here). I have also put together an e-book box set of Books 2-4, which includes a link to get Black Candle and/or Haunted Past for free. If you don’t yet own those books, the box set is excellent value.

      The books in The Sullivan Gray Series are intended as standalones to some extent, each with a plot that wraps itself up by book’s end. But there is a deeper plot that threads throughout the series so, for that reason, the books are best read in order.

      I wanted to take a moment to thank my family and friends for their incredible support. I continue to hear from people I grew up with who are reading the series, and I’m so grateful to have so many awesome people in my corner.

      I also want to thank all the readers who have taken a chance on this relatively new series (and author!). You folks are the best, and it’s because of you and your support that I actually enjoy dragging my butt out of bed several hours before my day job to work on this series. I couldn’t have continued without you guys, so I thank you from the bottom of my heart.

      A big thanks also, as always, to my sharp-eyed editor Hannah Sullivan, my cover designer Fiona Jayde (and her assistant Elizabeth) and to my team of advance readers. All of you help to ensure each of the books is all it can be and more, and I am so very grateful to you.

      Last but not least, a huge thank you to my parents, who not only brought me into this world, but have fostered my creativity throughout my life. My mom has always been the first set of eyes on my books, and I can always count on her to point out what needs fixed as well as what works. My parents have been there with me throughout this journey, and I can’t think of two people I’d rather have at my side. I know many authors who are not nearly so lucky, so my deepest thanks and love to both of you.
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      Fascinated by ghost stories and crime fiction, H.P. has been writing both for well over two decades, drawing on close to two decades as a crime reporter. Raised on a farm on the Canadian Prairies, H.P. enjoys reading, portrait drawing, travel and spending time with family and friends.

      For more information, visit H.P.’s website at hpbayne.com.
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