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PROLOGUE

Caribbean Sea—Devil’s Island

“Why did the last work crew leave?” Curtis asked John as he caught up to him.

John didn’t answer for a moment as he hacked his way through the overgrown jungle trail that led up to the Thornhill Manor. Curtis backed up a few feet away from John, away from the swing of his blade.

“Why would they just leave like that?” Curtis asked again.

“There were some accidents,” John answered as he cut at the brush in their way.

“What kind of accidents?” Curtis asked.

“You’ll see.”

Curtis fell back a few more steps. He could tell that John wasn’t going to say any more on the subject, and he wasn’t going to press him. Curtis carried a duffel bag with supplies inside that they would need for their seven hour stay on Devil’s Island: metal clipboards, paper, pens, digital cameras, various handheld tools, flashlights, energy bars, a first-aid kit, and three battery-powered walkie-talkies. Rob carried a cooler full of bottles of water and Gatorade.

They had made the twelve mile journey to the island by boat, and Curtis was still feeling a little queasy from the bunny-hopping jaunt across the Caribbean waves. They had tied the boat next to a rickety pier that ran a hundred feet out into the water, and then they began their trek up this trail that wound its way to the top of the hill where the Thornhill Manor waited for them. The Manor was abandoned, empty now for nearly seventy years. But the locals that Curtis had spoken to before getting on the boat told him that just because people didn’t live on this island didn’t mean that it was uninhabited; they told him that there was something on this island, something very bad. Curtis had passed the stories off as locals trying to scare an outsider and figured they were all having a good laugh about it right now. But now that he was here on the island, their warnings seemed somehow plausible. There was a feeling of dread here, like a pressure on his chest. Of course the relentless humidity and the altitude of the hill they were climbing might also have something to do with the pressure on his chest.

The day was already hot, the muggy air stifling—Curtis felt like he was trying to breathe through a wet towel. The world around them was silent except for the sea breeze rustling through the leaves and a few seagulls screeching from somewhere up in the endless blue sky above the canopy of the trees. Curtis lifted his hardhat up and wiped at the sweat on his forehead.

“You doing okay?” Rob asked Curtis.

Curtis nodded even though he still felt sick to his stomach. They were only going to stay on Devil’s Island long enough to document things and see where Templeton Enterprises stood with this renovation project at the moment—a seven hour stay at the most. Two work crews had come to renovate the Thornhill Manor over the last few months and both of those crews had abandoned the project abruptly without getting much work done. He couldn’t wait for this little trip to be over with. He wasn’t happy that Mr. Templeton had pulled him away from a project in Atlanta, but when Mr. Templeton personally requested you, well, then you packed your bags or you could start looking for a new employer.

But talk about shit jobs—this was definitely one of them.

Rob walked beside Curtis with that ever-present smile plastered on his face.

At least somebody is having a good time here, Curtis thought.

Rob was in his late twenties, a lean and fit man; this little hike through the jungle up the side of a mountain was not a problem for him. He was a personal friend of Mr. Templeton’s son and he had actually volunteered for this trip, probably thinking it was some kind of adventure.

Curtis watched John in front of him. John hacked at the brush that had already started growing back over the trail that the previous construction crews had carved out of this jungle. John was fifty-five years old, but his body was hardened and somehow preserved by decades of construction work. He had blue eyes the color of the Caribbean Sea that this island sat in the middle of and those eyes were set deep in his tanned and wrinkled face. His steel-gray hair was buzzed military short and he could practically crush a man’s bones with a handshake. He wore a thick black vest with multiple pockets over his T-shirt despite the heat and he wore a white hardhat with the word BOSS stenciled on the back of it in big black letters. He seemed more than fit enough for this hike. He seemed able to do anything he wanted.

Curtis felt out-of-place here as he struggled to keep up with these two men, struggling to catch his breath with each step higher up the mountain.

• • • • •

Twenty minutes later they emerged from the stifling jungle and saw the Thornhill Manor. It was ancient and massive, three stories of cracked stucco walls that were crisscrossed with vines. Shutters barely hung on next to broken and cracked windows. The windows were so dark they looked like they had been painted black. On the second and third floors there were a few questionable balconies with iron railings around them.

The whole building, and the weedy lawn all around it, was surrounded by a seven foot tall iron fence with spikes on top—the fence looked like something out of an old-fashioned horror movie.

John led Rob and Curtis up the wider trail through the brush to the gates in the fence that were decorated with fancy scrolled ironwork. He pushed one of the gate doors open and it screeched out a protest into the thick air.

They walked down a pathway of paver stones that were nearly invisible under the overgrown weeds and grasses. In the middle of the stone walkway, halfway to the entrance of the Thornhill Manor, was a cracked and tilted stone fountain that was now brownish-green with mildew stains; it looked like it had once been the centerpiece of this walkway. The tiers of the fountain were filled with black water. As they walked past the fountain, Curtis swore he saw slimy things squirming around in the black muck.

An elaborate front porch ran the length of the front of the manor, the roof supported by massive Doric columns that were white a long time ago but now were greenish-gray with mold and mildew. The structure looked like the front of a decayed southern plantation home—like it had been ripped right out from under the cottonwoods and oaks of a sprawling lawn in Mississippi and then dropped down here in the middle of a jungle.

John stopped at the steps that led up to the wide front porch and he stared at the giant double doors; most of the red paint on the doors had peeled away a long time ago. He pulled out a pouch of tobacco from one of the pockets of his vest and stuffed a plug into his mouth. His eyes were on the front doors the whole time as he chewed his tobacco for a moment, almost like he was really thinking about this, like some gut instinct was nagging at him to reconsider entering the manor now that he stood so close to the mouth of it.

Curtis hoped John might be reconsidering this whole thing. “Is this place safe?” he asked.

John glanced back at Curtis and Rob who stood shoulder to shoulder a few steps behind him. He spit a stream of brown tobacco juice down onto a bunch of weeds as high as his knees and the brownish saliva hung in strands on the leaves. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and turned back to the steps. “Let’s see what we got inside,” John said over his shoulder as he climbed the steps, his worn-out work boots thudding on the wood floorboards.

Curtis and Rob glanced at each other. Rob smiled, shrugged, and fell in step behind John.

John pushed through the double doors of the Thornhill Manor. Both doors were molded from solid wood and decorated with intricate scrolls and designs. All of the finishes were overdone in Curtis’ opinion.

They entered a gigantic gloomy foyer. The ceiling, twenty-five feet above them, was decorated with ornate crown molding. This massive foyer was obviously the area where the workers had kept a lot of their materials. A stack of drywall was leaned against one wall. Piles of raw lumber were stacked against another wall. There were lines of PVC pipe, rolls of electrical wire, and a wood pallet that held bags of mortar and stucco.

In a corner there was a collection of various construction tools hastily piled together: saws and other power tools, jackhammers, tool belts, shovels, picks, hand tools, and hardhats. Power cords still lay snaked out across the hardwood floors. It was almost like the workers had abandoned their tools and ran for their lives from this place.

“Why did they leave all of their stuff behind?” Curtis asked.

He didn’t get an answer from John.

“I understand if they wanted to leave,” Curtis continued. “But who would leave all of their tools here?”

“They took some of the equipment with them,” John said. “The generators, the cement mixer, the welding machines …”

“But not everything,” Curtis said. “Look at all of this stuff.”

Rob set his cooler down near the open front doors and took out a bottle of water. He opened it and drank half of it down. The heat and humidity seemed to shimmer in the air just beyond the doorway, but inside the Thornhill Manor the air seemed drier and cooler. It was just … different. After Rob screwed the cap back on his water, he walked over to an easel that held a poster board with an illustration on it of what the Thornhill Manor would look like after renovations were done: The Oceanview Resort.

The foyer, which could’ve fit a small house inside of it, had archways leading off to different rooms. One archway straight ahead of them at the far end of the room led to another cavernous and murky room. Another archway to their right led to a different room.

Something on the floor caught Curtis’ eye—a small dark stain. And then another small dark stain. Lots of them. There were some larger stains among the little drops everywhere.

“Is that blood?” Curtis asked.

John stepped up beside Curtis and stared down at the dark spots on the wood floor. He spit out a stream of tobacco juice, adding his own dark stains. He wiped at his mouth and the gray stubble on his jaw.

“What the hell happened here?” Curtis asked.

“Come on,” John said, ignoring Curtis’ question. “We got work to do.”

John opened up the duffel bag that Curtis had dropped down on the floor. He handed each of them a metal clipboard, a flashlight, and a digital camera.

“There’s a map of this place inside the clipboards,” John told them.

Curtis opened up a metal clipboard and saw the computer printout of a map on top of a stack of papers inside. The map consisted of four pages stapled together, one page for each floor of the Thornhill Manor; the bottom page was the basement beneath them.

“We’ll start upstairs,” John told them and then led them into the next room to the right; it was a massive room called “The Ballroom” according to the diagram of the manor that Curtis peeked at inside his clipboard.

The ballroom seemed to go on forever. A row of tall windows looked out onto the front porch, but many of them were boarded up with sheets of plywood. To the left, in the distance, was a twin set of wide stairs that rose up into the air and met each other at the second floor balcony. Each end of the balcony led to a hall that disappeared into the gloom of the second floor.

They climbed the closest set of stairs to the second floor. The wood creaked under their work boots, but the steps felt solid enough.

At the top of the stairs, they stood next to the railing of the balcony and looked down at the vast ballroom below them. Curtis could almost see nineteenth century people twirling around on the parquet floors, women in elaborate dresses and long white gloves, men in dark suits and slicked-back hair.

They followed John down the hall to the left and John stopped in front of a closed door on the right-hand side of the hall. The door had a number on it: 204. There were more doors to more rooms farther down the hall, disappearing into the darkness. All of the doors were closed.

“You two start here,” John told them. “Write down the room number and description on the paper with your name and the date on top. Use the cameras to take a few pictures of each room and take notes. You guys start with these rooms down this hall, and I’ll start with those rooms down that hall over there.” He pointed at the hall that began at the other side of the balcony. “Each of us to a room. That way we’ll get this done a lot faster.”

Curtis was all for getting this job done faster. This place gave him the creeps, and the stories he’d heard in the bar last night from the locals back on the main island sure weren’t helping. He couldn’t help feeling that John and Rob were as nervous as he was about being here no matter how much they tried to pretend they weren’t.

“Document everything,” John told them. “Note any work that’s already been started, and note any work that still needs to be done. If a room needs to be gutted, note that. Mr. Templeton wants an accurate record of where we stand with this renovation.”

Rob and Curtis nodded.

“Okay,” John said and handed them each a walkie-talkie. “No chit chat on these, use them only if you need to.”

They nodded.

“Let’s get to work. And we’re all going to be careful here. No accidents.”

Just then a tremor shook the whole manor for a few seconds. Wood creaked and moaned, making loud shifting and popping noises behind the walls, ceilings, and floors.

“What the hell’s that?” Curtis asked as he looked up at the ceiling, expecting to see cracks opening up along the plaster. He stood with his legs apart and bent at the knees like he was ready for the floor to collapse at any moment. “You sure this place is safe?”

John ignored Curtis’ concern. “The sooner we get started, the sooner we go back home,” John said and then walked away with his clipboard tucked under one arm, his flashlight, walkie-talkie, and digital camera tucked into the pockets of his black vest.

Curtis and Rob walked down the hall a little ways and stopped in front of the next two closed doors across the hall from each other. On the right side was Room 214 and right across from it was Room 213.

Rob nudged Curtis and whispered at him, mimicking John. “If there’s bubble gum on the wall, note that.”

Curtis couldn’t help barking out a nervous laugh, but then he glanced down the hall to make sure John was well out of earshot.

“Relax,” Rob said with his constant smile, and then he clapped Curtis on the shoulder. “We’ll be done with this before you know it.”

Curtis nodded. Rob was right. He just needed to relax and focus on his job. He opened the door to Room 214 and entered the nearly-bare room. There were a few scraps of wood next to one wall but there was nothing else in the room except loose plaster all over the floor.

He looked up at the peeling ceiling and then at the stained walls. There was no closet in this room and there was only the one window that looked out onto a solid green wall of leaves from the trees.

His boots thumped on the floor as he took a few more steps to the center of the room. There was another slight groaning sound from somewhere deep inside the walls as the structure continued to settle. It wasn’t as loud as before, but it was still worrisome. This building was a hundred and fifty years old and it had been sitting vacant in the heat and humidity of this island most of those years. Curtis could imagine termites and dry rot weakening the lumber over the years, but the inspections had come back okay—he had read the reports himself before coming to the island.

Something was wrong with this place—Curtis was sure of that now. He felt funny here, but he couldn’t exactly describe the feeling. He felt jittery, nervous … like he was on the verge of panic, like all of his nerve-endings were screaming at him to run.

He surveyed the room quickly. The walls definitely needed re-plastering and the wood floors needed to be sanded and stained. The only major damage in the room was a large hole in the wall, near the far corner and right down at the floor. The hole was about two and a half to three feet in diameter, Curtis guessed. It would’ve almost looked like a gigantic mouse hole from a cartoon except for the cracked plaster and broken wood lathe around the edge of it that looked like jagged teeth.

There was something odd about that hole in the wall.

Curtis ventured closer for a better look, and when he got close enough he saw that there wasn’t any structural wood beyond the lathe and plaster that he could see. No bottom plates or wood studs. Had all of the wood behind the plaster rotted away?

He got right up next to the hole and squatted down in front of it. He pulled out his small flashlight, turned it on, and shined it into the darkness.

And then the flashlight slipped out of his fingers as the strength drained out of his body.

Oh God no …. There was something coming …

Curtis screamed.

The door to Room 214 slammed shut.

• • • • •

In Room 213, Rob jotted down notes on the paper attached to his clipboard.

“Loose plaster,” he said to himself as he wrote the words down. “Noted.”

He heard Curtis’ screams from across the hall.

“Oh God, help meeee!!!”

Rob dropped his clipboard and ran out into the hall. The door to Room 214 was closed.

“Hold on, Curtis!” Rob screamed as he jiggled the door handle—but the door wouldn’t budge, it was like it was welded shut.

Rob beat on the door. “Curtis! Answer me!!”

All he heard from behind the door was a crashing sound like something (or somebody) was being thrown around the room. And then he heard more of Curtis’ screams, no words this time—only screams.

Rob grabbed the walkie-talkie from his belt with a trembling hand, nearly dropping it. He pressed the button on the side and yelled into it. “John! You need to come quick! Something happened to Curtis!”

A hiss of static blared from the walkie-talkie, and then John’s voice: “Shit. I’m coming.”

• • • • •

John ran down the hall; he was fast for a man his age. He was afraid something like this was going to happen, especially with someone as nervous and clumsy as Curtis. Images ran through his mind of Curtis falling through a rotted section of the floor.

As he ran past the stairs that led down to the ballroom, he swore he saw some kind of movement down there out of the corner of his eye, something in the shadows, something very large but quick for its size.

But he didn’t stop, and he didn’t look down there—he needed to help Curtis.

He got to Room 214. Rob was still pounding on the door and jiggling the door handle.

“What happened?” John asked, not even out-of-breath from his run.

“I don’t know,” Rob answered. “I was in the room across the hall and heard Curtis screaming. I came across the hall, but I can’t get the door open. Curtis won’t answer me, and I don’t hear anything in there anymore.”

John pushed Rob out of the way and tried the door handle. He twisted it, putting all of his gorilla-grip strength into it, but the handle wouldn’t turn—it was like it was frozen solid.

John gave up twisting the door handle. He pounded on the door. “Curtis! Are you hurt?”

No answer from inside the room. The whole house was eerily quiet.

“He was screaming,” Rob blubbered. “He was screaming for help, and then I heard something crashing around in there.”

John backed up a few steps and looked at Rob. “I’m going to kick the door in.”

Rob moved out of the way.

John slammed his size twelve work boot into the door and he heard the satisfactory sound of the wood splintering, but the door still hadn’t broken free. He was about to kick again, but then the door opened slowly, the hinges creaking.

Curtis was curled up on the floor just inside the room, his face a roadmap of deep scratches. He scrambled up to his hands and knees. His eyes were so wide and insane, and it was like he wasn’t even seeing them … he just wanted to get out.

John grabbed Curtis by his armpits and pulled him all the way out into the hall like he weighed as much as a child.

“What the hell happened in there?” Rob screamed at Curtis.

No answer from Curtis.

Rob took a few steps towards the open door, about to enter the room. But then he stopped cold as he stared at what waited inside the room.

John looked past Rob into the room; he saw the same thing Rob was staring at. It couldn’t be real. Nothing like that could be possible.

The door to Room 214 slammed shut.

“We gotta go!” John screamed at Rob. “Help me with Curtis.”

Rob finally moved into action. He helped Curtis up from the hallway floor, grabbing one of his arms, getting him on his feet. Curtis was mumbling the whole time about something being inside the walls. The blood from the lacerations on his face was mixed in with his sweat, all of it dribbling down and staining the front of his shirt. His fingers were ruined, bent and cut, smeared with blood like he had been fighting that thing inside that room.

Something slammed into the hallway wall from the inside, pushing the plaster out. There was a small hole there now with cracks radiating out from it—and a glob of dark blood oozed out of the hole, dripping down the wall.

“Let’s go!!” John yelled.

Rob and John each grabbed a side of Curtis and ushered him down the hall. He was trying to walk on unsteady legs, but they wanted him to move faster and they were dragging his feet across the floor.

As they ran down the hall, something pounded on the walls from the inside, pushing the plaster out, following them down the hall, keeping up with them as they ran.

They got to the stairs and shuffled down the steps as quickly as they could while still holding on to Curtis. They nearly tumbled once, but they kept their balance at the last moment.

They got down to the first floor and then ran across the ballroom, their work boots thundering on the parquet floorboards, their hardhats and clipboards long forgotten now, left upstairs.

Once again, John thought he saw quick flashes of movement in the shadows out of the corner of his eye, but he wouldn’t let himself look, he wouldn’t let whatever was moving around in the darkness distract him from his one and only mission right now—escaping this place. And he really didn’t want to see what was lurking in those shadows after what he had seen in that room up there. He wasn’t sure if his mind could handle anything else right now.

When they ran through the archway into the foyer, the front doors slammed shut.

John didn’t waste a second, he let Curtis go and bent down in one smooth movement and picked up a two-by-four wood stud. After four long strides towards the tall window to the left of the doors, the twin of the window on the other side, he threw the piece of lumber like a spear and smashed the glass of the window. He didn’t even slow down, he dove right through the jagged hole in the glass and landed on the wooden floorboards of the wide front porch in a shoulder roll like a stuntman in the movies, and then he popped back up to his feet. He turned back to the window, waiting for Rob and Curtis.

But they hadn’t followed him through the window.

• • • • •

Rob had stopped because Curtis had stopped walking. Curtis had turned around, watching the archway to the ballroom.

Rob could hear something rushing down the stairs in the ballroom, making loud crashing noises. It was moving fast and it was big.

“Curtis, come on! We gotta go!”

Curtis was frozen with fear.

Rob grabbed Curtis and pulled him towards the busted-out window. Rob couldn’t face what he had seen up there again, he was afraid his mind might snap like Curtis’ had. He was afraid if he saw that thing again his mind might never come back, he might never move again.

“It wants us,” Curtis whispered to Rob. “It wants us to stay here.”

Rob dragged Curtis through the foyer towards the window. Curtis seemed to snap out of his delirium and moved on his own as Rob held on to him.

“Come on!” Rob yelled at him. “We need to get out the window!”

Rob pushed Curtis forward and he tumbled out of the window like a ragdoll, catching his pants leg on a jagged piece of glass, shredding the cloth of his pants and tearing at his skin. But he rolled out of the way on the floorboards.

Rob was about to jump through the shattered window, but he heard something stomping through the house. It sounded so loud, it sounded so close. He was sure he was about to feel something grab him from behind and drag him back into the darkness of the manor.

No, don’t let it get me! Rob’s mind screamed as he launched himself through the broken window, missing the sharp teeth of glass sticking up at the edges. He landed on the floorboards and felt a painful snap in his right shoulder, a bone popping out of place. He screamed as he writhed on the floorboards, holding his arm that had gone instantly weak. It tingled with pain all the way down to his fingertips.

John didn’t care. He yanked Rob up by his injured arm in one quick movement that popped Rob’s shoulder back into place.

“The gates are closing!” John yelled at Rob.

Rob could already hear the squeal of the heavy iron gates as they swung slowly shut in the stifling hot air. He helped Curtis to his feet and they shuffled down the porch steps, and then ran across the weed-covered stone path. They passed the leaning fountain with its black murky water where something swam and splashed around inside—they looked like little oily eel-like creatures.

The gates were almost closed, but John ducked through and held one of the gates open for as long as he could so Curtis could slip through. Then Rob tried to squeeze through.

Rob’s mind screamed with panic as he struggled to squirm his way through the closing gates—he couldn’t have escaped that house just to be stuck here at the gates. He pushed his body through with one final shove, afraid for a moment he was going to be crushed between the iron gates … but then he was free.

Curtis was staring at something in the knee-high weeds and grass only a few feet away. And then Rob saw it too—something was moving around underneath the grass, disrupting the dark and wet soil, trying to claw its way out.

Oh God … no …

John grabbed his machete from the trunk of a small tree where he had left it and ran for the trail that led back down the mountain to the dock. Rob helped Curtis up and they followed John into the brush.

The vines and branches slapped at their arms and faces as they ran—it was almost like the vines and branches were alive, trying to coil around their arms and legs, trying to hold them, trying to keep them here on this island. John struck at the vines with his machete, hacking off lengths of vines and branches as the juices spit out at them with a sickly-sweet smell. In the deeper brush of the jungle Rob heard something crashing through the foliage, keeping pace with them as they ran.

After twenty minutes of running down the mountain trail, they made it to the rickety boat dock that stuck out from the tropical plant life into the sea. Curtis ran down the floorboards of the pier and collapsed into the boat, lying down in a fetal position, crying.

“The line!” John yelled as he jumped down into the boat behind the wheel, already pulling the keys out of his pocket.

Rob untied the rope that was wrapped around a cleat and then he hopped down onto a vinyl bench seat as John pulled the bumpers in and then jammed the key into the ignition and twisted it. The boat’s powerful motor roared to life. John slammed the shifter forward and the boat took a sharp turn, almost colliding with the jungle coastline. But he got the boat under control in time and turned them back out towards the sea. They raced away from Devil’s Island, their boat bouncing on top of the cresting waves that rolled endlessly towards the island’s coast.

Rob glanced down at Curtis who was curled up on the floor of the boat, the cuts and scratches on his face dripping blood, his eyes wet with tears. And then he looked back at Devil’s Island as they sped away—he could see the top of the tiled roof of the Thornhill Manor above the trees at the top of the hill … just a splash of orange among the sea of green.


CHAPTER ONE

New York City—Mr. Templeton’s office

Mr. Templeton stood at one of the plate-glass windows that looked down on New York City thirty stories below. An ominous ceiling of iron-gray clouds hung over the city. He held his cordless phone up to his ear. He did not like what he was hearing.

“Okay,” Mr. Templeton said and pressed a button on the phone to disconnect the call. He felt like throwing the phone across his five thousand square foot office. But he didn’t. He didn’t lose his temper. He never allowed himself to do that.

Mr. Templeton was a tall and slender man, bordering on painfully thin. He had a full head of silver hair. He was a strong man, a controlled and disciplined man, and he would see this problem through somehow. He would find a solution. He always did.

Matthew Spivey entered Mr. Templeton’s office through the oversized double doors. He didn’t make a sound as he closed the doors. Spivey was the physical opposite of Templeton—short, pale, soft and pudgy, almost completely bald.

Mr. Templeton walked back to his massive and immaculate desk; it was a century old behemoth rescued from a London office before a demolition. He set his cordless phone back in the cradle, a deliberately gentle movement, a willful defiance to the fury that raged inside of him.

“Only one major injury, the other two had some minor cuts and bruises,” Mr. Templeton said to Spivey, repeating what he’d been told on the phone.

“I’ve got their statements right here,” Spivey said. He opened a file in his hands, pretending to scan it, but he had already committed the entire report to memory in case his boss wanted to hear the details. “Their accounts are … a little far-fetched.”

Mr. Templeton stared at Spivey. “I sent John Langston down there … he’s the furthest thing from far-fetched.”

“Yes, sir,” Spivey answered and swallowed hard. “I’ve already begun working with the two of them about the story of the accident that Curtis Sheffler suffered, making sure we’re all on the same page. Insurance payments are already being set up for Mr. Sheffler’s family and I’ve found a replacement for him on the Atlanta project.”

Mr. Templeton nodded. That was all good. Spivey was good—that’s why he was paid so well.

“Where do we proceed from here?” Spivey asked after a long silence. He held the file in front of him, clutched in both hands. He stood like a sentry waiting for his orders.

Just then Mr. Templeton’s secretary’s voice blared from the intercom on his desk. “Mr. Templeton, there’s someone here to see you.”

He jabbed the button on the intercom. “I thought I told you no appointments.”

“Yes, Mr. Templeton. He doesn’t have an appointment.”

“Then why are we having this conversation?”

“Uh … it’s Nick Gorman.”

Mr. Templeton didn’t answer. He was about to tell his secretary to send Mr. Gorman in, but the heavy double doors of his office swished open silently and Nick Gorman entered the office, leaving the doors wide open behind him.

The secretary appeared in the doorway. She gave Mr. Templeton an apologetic look. He nodded at her, letting her know that it was okay. Her face flooded with relief as she pulled the doors closed.

Fifty-seven year old Nick Gorman walked across the vast space towards Mr. Templeton with the energy and boldness that he was known for. He was fit for a man his age. His mane of dyed brown hair was combed back with gel and he was clean-shaven. He wore a suit coat over a crisp white shirt, but no tie. His coat was unbuttoned, the top three buttons of his shirt undone revealing hairless bronzed skin from too many trips to the tanning bed.

Mr. Templeton stepped out from behind his desk and extended a hand in greeting.

Nick grasped Mr. Templeton’s hand and gave it a firm shake. “I’m Nick Gorman.”

“Yes, I know who you are, Mr. Gorman.” Mr. Templeton had heard of Nick Gorman—who hadn’t? He was one of the most famous film producers and investors in Hollywood, practically a living legend. He’d started out as a director over thirty years ago, and after a string of early box-office hits, he got into producing. He started his own micro studio, teaming up with two other heavyweight producers, but he eventually bought them both out. It seemed like everything Nick Gorman touched turned to gold, until a few recent box-office bombs crashed his highflying studio back down to reality. But Mr. Gorman wasn’t hurting at all. Maybe he didn’t have quite as many billions as Mr. Templeton did, but he wasn’t too far away from cracking the Forbes list.

Nick was also known for his daredevil hobbies: skydiving, spelunking, racecar driving. He’d rented the Daytona Beach Speedway for a whole day for a birthday celebration a few years back and wrecked his racecar into the wall on the third turn. Even though the crash into the wall had been horrendous, Nick Gorman had come out of it with only a few bumps and bruises—that wreck had been a microcosm of his life; even when what seemed like a disaster struck, Nick Gorman seemed to come out of it unscathed. In a later interview after the racecar accident, he made light of the whole thing, shrugging off his miraculous survival and vowing to keep pushing the envelope. Many people in the media either loved Nick Gorman or they hated him.

Mr. Templeton didn’t love or hate Nick Gorman—he really had no opinion of the man; he’d only met him briefly a few times at some gatherings where his business and Hollywood had overlapped. He had seen many of Nick’s early films, but he didn’t have the time or interest to bother with movies anymore. Mr. Templeton just wondered what Nick Gorman was doing in his office unannounced.

“Your latest project,” Nick finally said as if answering the question in Mr. Templeton’s mind as he walked past the obscenely large desk towards the twelve foot high plate-glass windows and the multi-million dollar view of New York City. “The Thornhill Manor.”

“The Oceanview Resort,” Mr. Templeton corrected. “That’s what it’s going to be called when we’re finished with it.”

“If you finish it,” Nick said with his back to Mr. Templeton and Spivey.

“We’ve had a few setbacks.”

“Yes, I’ve heard about the accidents,” Nick said. He looked back at Mr. Templeton, flashing him an unnaturally white smile, showing him that everything was still friendly here, no need to get ruffled.

Mr. Templeton never got ruffled. Still, he was curious about what Nick Gorman wanted. But he would play this game of mental jousting and remain patient for a few more moments. “How did you hear about the Oceanview, Mr. Gorman?”

“Please, call me Nick. I’ve heard a lot of things. I’ve also heard that two of your renovation crews had to leave the island … quite suddenly.”

Mr. Templeton nodded. No sense lying about it since Mr. Gorman seemed to know the truth anyway. “We can’t keep a crew down there long enough to get anything done. The locals won’t even go near the island so all help has to be flown down there from the U.S.”

“That’s because the island is haunted.”

Mr. Templeton chuckled. “That’s what the locals say. They call it Devil’s Island.”

Nick looked back out the window like some petty concern down there among the masses had just garnered his attention. He was silent for a long moment as he stared out the window.

Mr. Templeton and Spivey glanced at each other. Spivey just shrugged slightly. Mr. Templeton was growing weary of Mr. Gorman’s theatrics … he was done with the game, ready to get to the point now. “So why are you here?” he asked with a smile. “You’re obviously interested in the Oceanview. Do you want to film a movie there?”

“Actually, I’d like to buy it from you,” Nick said as he turned and walked back towards Mr. Templeton.

For the first time in quite a while Mr. Templeton was shocked, and for a moment he was at a loss for words. He usually tried to keep a stoic poker face during any kind of negotiation, but he was sure that Mr. Gorman saw the surprise on his face. He felt flustered, caught at a disadvantage … and he didn’t like feeling like that.

“But I have a few contingencies,” Nick said.

Mr. Templeton nodded, his curiosity certainly piqued. “Go on.”

“I’d like to inspect the island first,” Nick said as he approached Mr. Templeton. “I want to go down there with a team of my own.” He pulled out a folded stack of papers from an inside pocket of his suit coat and slapped them down on Mr. Templeton’s desk. “This is my offer. I think it’s fair. And like I said, everything is contingent on an inspection of the property. I have twenty days to retract the offer if the investigation turns up anything not to my liking.”

Mr. Templeton picked up the papers and leafed through them. The offer was a little more generous than he had anticipated, but he didn’t dare let it show on his face.

“Come on, Mr. Templeton,” Nick said. “Let’s not play games. We both know that’s more than fair. You’ll be rid of your problem and make a nice little profit at the same time. You’ll be able to move on to other projects that won’t be such a … headache to you.”

“How soon do you want to go down there?”

“As soon as I can. I already have a team ready.”

Mr. Templeton stared at Nick with an amused expression for a moment. With all that had happened down on the island, he could see the allure for someone like Nick Gorman, a chance to prove the existence of the supernatural which he had brought to life so many times on film throughout his career. Funny how things could change so quickly … here he had an island he thought was worthless only moments ago and now it had some value to someone else. Maybe he could get out of this headache, as Nick Gorman had called it, unscathed … yet he couldn’t let on how eager he was to dump this property.

Nick was apparently done with their negotiation, already walking towards the double doors. “Sell it to me,” he said over his shoulder, “Or you could always send a third renovation team down there.”

Mr. Templeton had already made up his mind to sell to Nick Gorman. He believed successful people made decisions quickly and they trusted their gut feelings and acted on them. “Give me some time to look the offer over.”

“Talk with your lawyers,” Nick said when he reached the doors that Spivey had already opened for him. He looked back at Mr. Templeton with a smile. “But please get back to me soon. As you’ll see in the paperwork, my offer’s only good for the next twenty-four hours.”

• • • • •

Nick left Mr. Templeton’s office and headed for the private elevator after nodding at the secretary who gave him a sickeningly sweet fake smile.

He pressed the button for the elevator doors and they swished open automatically. He stepped inside and pushed the button for the ground floor. His car and driver were waiting for him out on the street in front of the building. His driver would take him to the airport where his private jet, the smaller one, was fueled up and ready to take him back to Los Angeles.

As Nick rode down in the elevator, he could hardly contain his excitement. He was so close to closing this deal and purchasing the island; he was sure Templeton was going to sell. But Templeton obviously didn’t know that Nick had tried many times to purchase the island from the Thornhill family in the past, but the Thornhills had vowed never to sell to him. They seemed to despise not only the sci-fi and horror movies he’d directed and produced over the years, but they actually seemed to hate him personally, like he was some kind of gutter trash who had swindled money out of people over the years by pedaling his perverse films onto them. Nick didn’t come from Old World Money like they had, like Templeton had, and the Thornhills made sure that it was plainly obvious he wasn’t in their league. They also made it obvious that they suspected that Nick had nefarious reasons for wanting the island, perhaps to turn it into a sideshow circus, a freak show horror entertainment park.

But now, through Templeton, the island might finally be his. His offer was fair, but he would’ve paid double that amount, triple … and he had to be prepared for a counteroffer from Templeton in the next few hours.

Obviously Templeton hadn’t done his research about the island, or if he had, he didn’t believe the rumors about the place.

But Nick believed the rumors, he believed in the secret on that island … a secret that could change the world.


CHAPTER TWO

Los Angeles—Nick Gorman’s studio offices

“I need that team!” Nick told Kristen as he entered his offices off of Wilshire Boulevard. He marched past the main reception area into a large office where Kristen sat typing on the computer at an L-shaped desk molded into the corner.

“Yes, sir,” Kristen said. “Good morning, Mr. Gorman.”

“Good morning, Kristen,” he said as he walked back out of her office and then marched towards his massive corner office. “And I thought I told you a thousand times not to call me sir.”

Kristen nodded and smiled. She finished up the e-mail she was working on, sent it, and then spun around in her office chair to the desk behind her. She opened a drawer and pulled out a stack of files.

Nick entered his office and closed the door behind him. He shed his sport coat and laid it over the back of an antique eighteenth century French chair. He walked to his desk which already had a few scripts stacked up on it—gifts from Kristen. His office was huge, it took up the whole corner of this modern building and a wall of windows looked out onto a sprawling Japanese garden dotted with ponds of koi fish and arched bridges constructed from redwood that spanned them.

The wall to the left of the windows was made up entirely of bookcases with a large flat screen TV built into the middle of it. Some of the shelves were stocked with books, but most of the shelf space was taken up by scripts with the titles scrawled on the spines in black marker. More scripts and coverage reports were stacked up on the floor in the corner. His office was tasteful, but a little cluttered and disorganized compared to Kristen’s work area. He left things on the floor and tucked away in the corners with strict orders not to neaten his office or organize anything. He liked the disorganization—it was a system he had cultivated over the years; an order to the chaos that only he could see. There was always chaos in the world and he believed that one needed to be part of that chaos to survive in it, not fight against it.

The walls of Nick’s office were adorned with framed posters of movies he’d made, all of his early hits including Ancient Enemy. There were signed photos of the greatest actors and directors he had worked with. A few pieces of original artwork hung among the posters and photos. He had a signed Rolling Stones album cover sealed in a frame behind glass. He even had a small piece of the wreckage from the racecar that he’d crashed at Daytona mounted on the wall … a testament to how fragile life was, a testament to how many times a person could press one’s luck.

He paced his office floor, waiting for Kristen to get the presentation ready. He’d told her who specifically he’d been looking for to join his team and he’d left it up to her to find each one of them and convince them to sign on. She was great at her job, the best production assistant he’d ever had. She had an instinct for knowing exactly what he wanted, like she could read his thoughts before they had even formed fully in his own mind. A P.A. like Kristen was a rare find in Hollywood, especially someone who didn’t seem to have ulterior motives and career desires of her own.

Templeton’s people had called while Nick was in the air somewhere over the Midwest. They claimed that their team of lawyers had looked the paperwork over and approved it, but Nick imagined that Templeton had made up his mind right there in the office when he’d presented his offer.

And now, after a two day inspection of the island, it would be his.

Nick couldn’t believe he was actually about to go down there to that island. He’d tried so many times to make a deal with the Thornhill family for the island and the manor built on it, but they would never budge on their decision. The island and the manor had been abandoned for nearly a century now and it had remained in the Thornhill family all of that time. With the island’s remote location and its dark history, the island was practically unsellable—and it had always been unattainable to Nick.

Until today.

Somehow Templeton had talked the Thornhill family into selling. Nick didn’t know how he had done it, and he didn’t care. All that mattered was that the island, and what was on it, was practically his now.

Templeton didn’t know what he had on that island; if he did, then he would’ve been sending every resource at his disposal down there to uncover the truth.

Nick walked back to his desk, and even though he felt a little queasy from his latest treatment, he couldn’t contain his energy right now. He was always pumped up after a successful deal; it was a natural high for him, as thrilling as a freefall from an airplane or driving two hundred miles an hour at the Daytona Speedway.

Kristen entered Nick’s office. She wore a gray business suit that fit her athletic body snuggly, yet didn’t reveal too much. She stood arrow-straight, the files clutched in her hands—she was professional, the epitome of efficiency.

“I’ve got everything set up in the screening room,” Kristen said.

• • • • •

Moments later Nick sat in the screening room. He sat in his usual seat, in the third row of the six rows and right on the aisle. The lights were low and the screen was still dark. Kristen sat across the aisle from him, her laptop and some files set on a small plastic folding table that she’d brought into the screening room. She had a remote control clicker in her hand. She pressed a few buttons on the laptop and the screen at the front of the room turned a bright blue, ready for images to be displayed.

“This is the team you asked for,” Kristen said. “All of them have been contacted and all of them are ready to go.”

She clicked the button on the remote control and a photograph appeared on the giant screen. The photo was of a middle-aged African-American man. A bit of gray was beginning to show in his mustache and goatee, and his hairline was starting to recede a little. His face was lined with wrinkles that circled his intelligent eyes. His expression was neutral and a small smile showed no humor. There was a sadness in his eyes.

“Dr. Warren Savage,” Kristen said. “A childhood prodigy who attended Cal Tech at sixteen years old. He has a PHD in quantum physics and he’s published several important papers on quantum theory and string theory. He’s had seven bestselling books, countless speaking engagements, and he even had a PBS special about quantum theory six years ago.”

Nick nodded as he leaned back in his theater seat, studying the man’s face on the screen.

“But everything changed for Dr. Savage after his only child, a daughter named Erin, died a year and a half ago at the age of seventeen. His work took a bizarre turn then. He had been openly skeptical of all things paranormal his whole life, but after what happened to his daughter … he changed his mind. A year ago he and his wife divorced and he went to the University of Texas to teach. Some have criticized his lectures for being rather … controversial.”


CHAPTER THREE

University of Texas

“I ask you … what is reality?”

Dr. Warren Savage paced back and forth in front of his class, all of the students hunched forward, hanging on his words.

A white screen was pulled down in front of the blackboard that took up most of the wall behind Warren, the blackboard filled with equations. The overhead lights were dimmed just enough to see the images on the white screen easily.

Warren stepped over to his laptop and pressed the mouse pad. On the screen appeared a digital illustration of a cardboard panel set on top of a table which was several feet away from a blank wall. In the animation, a strong beam of light was shined at the cardboard panel which had one long vertical slit in it about an inch wide. The light shined through the slit creating a slit of light on the wall behind the cardboard panel.

“This is a simple experiment to perform,” Warren said as he looked at the animation on the screen and paused it. “It’s called Thomas Young’s Double Slit Experiment. As we can see here, when we cut one slit into the cardboard panel and shine a beam of light through it, what happens?”

Warren looked at the class.

Most of the students had their hands raised.

“You,” Warren said and pointed to a blond-haired male student.

“There’s a slit of light on the wall behind the cardboard,” the student said, smiling like this was some kind of a trick question.

Warren smiled back at the young man. “Obviously that’s correct. But what if we cut out another vertical slit exactly like the first one right next to it? Two vertical slits, the same size, an inch or two away from each other, side by side. What will we see on the wall when we shine a light through them?”

The student looked around at the other students for help with a bashful smile. “Two slits of light?” he said and shrugged.

“Wrong,” Warren yelled. “If we cut two slits in the cardboard and shined a light through, we would see many slits of light.”

Warren pushed a button on his laptop and the animation changed; there were now two slits in the cardboard. The light beam shined through the two slits, creating many slits of light beyond the cardboard. Then the computerized animation showed the experiment at the quantum level, showing the photons that passed through the two slits in the cardboard, the photons colliding with each other, eventually producing a wave of light that caused ripples and lines of lights to appear on the wall instead of only two slits of light.

He walked away from the laptop, pacing again in front of the class. “Why are there so many slits of light on the wall from only two slits in the cardboard panel?” He asked the question almost like he was asking himself.

The class mumbled among themselves—no one ventured a guess.

“This exercise proves that there are other particles interrupting the photons as they travel through the two slits in the cardboard.” He paused for a moment. “Antiphotons.”

Warren hurried back to the laptop and pressed a button. “And it gets even stranger when you make four slits in the cardboard.”

Professor Heinz, a short and balding man with a potbelly, entered the classroom and stood by the door. His clothing always seemed to look wrinkled and disheveled. He watched as Warren continued his lecture.

Warren glanced over at Professor Heinz, but he didn’t acknowledge him in any way. He already knew why Heinz was here, and he knew what Heinz was going to say to him.

“At the subatomic level,” Warren continued, “particles blink in and out of existence all the time. Where do they go? Where do they come back from? Alternate universes? Different dimensions?”

Warren rushed over to his large wood desk and rapped his knuckles on the top of it like he was knocking on a door. “Everything we see, everything we touch, everything we know of is built on these unstable particles—these particles that are here one moment and gone the next.” Warren smiled as he stared at his class. “Even we are made of these particles.”

The class was stunned.

“So I ask you again,” Warren continued. “What is reality?”

Professor Heinz hurried over to Warren with a nervous smile plastered on his pale face. “Thank you, Dr. Savage. That was a very … uh … a very unique lecture.”

Warren ignored Professor Heinz and looked at his class. “Are there any questions?”

Half of the students raised their hands.

“I need to see you outside right now,” Heinz whispered to Warren.

“Hold those thoughts,” Warren told the class. “I’ll be right back.”

Warren walked briskly to the door and Professor Heinz hurried to catch up to him. They stepped out into the hall and walked a few feet down from his classroom door.

“Warren, what are you doing in there? We can’t let you lecture on that kind of stuff.”

“Why not?” Warren had heard this argument already from Heinz and the other professors here many times now.

“Because it’s science fiction. It’s not proven. It’s just conjecture.”

“No, it’s reality, and you know it. From the farthest reaches of the universe to the smallest particles, everything’s still a mystery to us. Everything—all of reality—is stranger than any of us could’ve ever imagined.”

“I understand the particle physics of it, I know it’s real, but you can’t go in there and talk about alternate universes and different dimensions like they are facts.”

“I’m only offering suggestions, trying to get these students to open up their minds.”

“Yeah, to an afterlife. To a Great Spirit. To a God. That’s not science.”

Warren controlled his anger as he stared at Heinz.

“Warren,” Heinz said, his expression softening. “You’re one of the most brilliant scientists I’ve ever known. Why are you doing this? Why are you publishing this stuff? Lecturing on it? You’re going to ruin your career.”

Warren didn’t respond.

“I know you want answers to what happened to your daughter, I can understand that. I just don’t want to see you flushing a great career down the toilet.”

Heinz didn’t know anything, Warren thought. It wasn’t just that his daughter had died; it was the things that had happened afterwards. There were some things that he’d seen and felt that he could tell Heinz about, but why bother? Heinz would only think he was crazy.

The cell phone clipped to Warren’s belt vibrated.

Heinz looked annoyed at the intrusion as Warren glanced down at the number on his phone and held up a finger with an I-need-to-take-this gesture.

“Dr. Warren Savage speaking,” Warren said as he answered his phone. He walked a few steps away down the empty hall with Heinz’s eyes on him the whole time.

“Yes, I’m still available,” Warren said.

A pause as he listened on the phone.

“I’ll be there shortly.”

Warren hung up his phone and turned to Heinz who looked at him with pity.

“I need that time off that I told you about. I’ve already arranged to have Professor Kingston handle my classes for the rest of the week.”

“Warren …”

“I have a family emergency to attend to.”

Warren didn’t wait for a response from Heinz; he turned and walked back towards his classroom door.

“Please don’t do this, Warren.”

But Warren didn’t respond to Heinz. He had been approached by a woman named Kristen a week ago. She had given him an opportunity to be a part of a team that was going to film a documentary on a supposedly haunted island in the Caribbean Sea. But this was much more than some Sci-Fi Channel ghost hunting show. This was going to be an actual scientific investigation into paranormal phenomenon. It was being funded by the famous director and producer Nick Gorman and there would be experts in their fields on the team. Kristen had told him there was practically a guarantee of finding proof of the afterlife on the island they were going to. The money they were offering him for his participation was very generous—more than a year’s salary for him—but Warren didn’t care about money anymore. This wasn’t about money, this was about proving to himself, and to everyone else, that his daughter was still alive in some form, in some other state of being.

He would find his proof there … he was sure of it.


CHAPTER FOUR

Los Angeles—Nick Gorman’s offices

Nick watched the screen as Kristen clicked the button on her remote control. Warren Savage’s photograph on the screen was replaced with a photograph of a pale man in his late forties. The man’s expression was pinched in annoyance on his fleshy face, his features seeming to pull in to the center of his face in a frown. His cheeks were jowly, his mouth was a razor-thin slit, and his dull gray eyes seemed cold and calculating.

“And this is—”

“My skeptic,” Nick finished for her.

“Yes, he’s one of the most famous debunkers of the paranormal in the world,” Kristen continued her speech from the notes on top of the files. “He’s the one who debunked the Torrington case in London last year, and he proved the famous psychic, Esmeralda, to be a fake.”

“Nigel Cromwell,” Nick said in a low voice. “I can’t believe you convinced him to come along.”

Kristen couldn’t help beaming with pride.

• • • • •

Stamford, England

Two rough-looking men in their late fifties entered the pub. They made their way through the crowd of rowdy drinkers and football fans in their team colors cheering at the TV screens over the bars. The two men walked to the back of the pub where Nigel waited for them at a corner table, sipping a shot of whiskey.

The two men sat down at the table without a word to Nigel.

Nigel held up his whiskey glass and a weary-looking cocktail waitress worked her way through the crowd with three shots of whiskey balanced on her tray. She set them down on the table and walked away without a word or a smile.

“What’s wrong with her?” the taller and thinner man asked as the waitress walked away.

Nigel smiled at the man. “She thinks I’m rude.”

The two men downed their whiskeys in one swallow and set the empty glasses back on the table top at the same time like they were identical twins even though they didn’t look very much like each other. But Nigel had been informed that these two men were practically like brothers; they had worked together for decades and they were the best at what they did.

Both men stared at Nigel, ready to get down to business.

“I heard you two are very experienced at this sort of thing,” Nigel finally said.

“What’s the job?” the taller man asked. He seemed to be the spokesman for the duo.

Nigel plucked a folded piece of paper from an inside pocket of his suit coat. He unfolded it carefully and laid it on the table, smoothing it out flat. The paper was blank.

The two men stared down at the blank paper in front of Nigel.

Nigel took his time removing a Montblanc pen from another pocket inside his suit coat. He drew a circle on the piece of paper. He paused and looked at the men.

They stared at Nigel.

“That’s it?” the taller man asked.

“That’s part of it,” Nigel said and grinned at them like a shark that’s spotted a meal thrashing in the water. He drew out the rest of his request on the paper and then slid it across the table to them.

The two men stared down at the paper for a long moment like they were weighing their options.

“Can you do that?” Nigel asked them.

The men glanced at each for a second, almost like they were using some kind of sibling telepathy to communicate with each other. They both shrugged and looked back at Nigel. “I suppose so,” the taller man said. “If the money’s right.”

“Oh, the money will be right,” Nigel told them.

The two men glanced at each other like they were communicating telepathically again. Then the taller man looked back at Nigel. “We’ll do it.”

“Splendid,” Nigel said and he snapped his fingers at the waitress as she hurried by with a tray of empty glasses and mugs. “Another round please.”

• • • • •

Stamford, England

The next morning a large group of people had gathered in front of a wheat field just outside the city limits of Stamford. Two police vehicles and a news van were among the vehicles.

Glenda Day, a beautiful young news reporter, stood in front of her cameraman. She held a microphone with the news station logo on it. She wasn’t happy about being here for this “fluff” piece of news. She was a serious reporter and she wanted to work her way up through the ranks quickly. But that wasn’t going to happen with silly assignments like this. She couldn’t believe Roger had sent her all the way out here for this stupid story.

But she was still determined to do her best.

“Ready?” her cameraman asked as he watched her through the camera.

Glenda nodded. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Three, two, one … rolling.”

Glenda smiled into the camera, feigning excitement and joy, a honed skill. “The citizens of Stamford are understandably on edge with the latest crop circles appearing just last night as they slept.”

Becky, Glenda’s assistant, hurried across the grass and walked right up to Glenda. She hated to interrupt Glenda during a broadcast but she had just received news that couldn’t wait. She knew she would get the demon glare from Glenda, but if she could just tell her the scoop before she endured a stream of insults …

“For God’s sake, Becky,” Glenda growled. “Can’t you see that the camera is rolling?”

“Yes, of course. But you might want to hear this.”

Glenda stared at her assistant for a moment, her gaze burning into her. “Well?”

Becky leaned towards Glenda and whispered into her ear.

Glenda froze as she listened, and then she smiled.

“Cut this,” Glenda told the cameraman. “We need to get the helicopter out here.”

• • • • •

An hour later Glenda and her cameraman were in the news helicopter, hovering over a different wheat field on the other side of Stamford. Glenda wore a safety harness and sat by the open side door of the helicopter, speaking directly into the camera over the roar of the blades.

“The very latest in a rash of crop circles is down below us. Only this time the message is much different.” Glenda flashed a knowing smile. “I think the aliens may be trying to tell us something.”

Glenda moved out of the way as the cameraman scooted forward and panned the camera down to the wheat field below. He zoomed in a little on the field, but instead of the typical crop circles usually found, the word HOAX had been carved into the field of wheat in giant letters.


CHAPTER FIVE

Los Angeles—Nick Gorman’s offices

The photograph of the word HOAX stamped down in the middle of the wheat field was still on the screen.

“Who’s next?” Nick asked.

Kristen pushed a button on the laptop and a grainy photograph of a slim and attractive woman in her early twenties appeared on the screen. The photo looked like it was taken some distance away without the woman being aware of it.

“This is Laura Coleman and it took a while to find someone like her … someone with her abilities.”

Nick nodded as he stared at the young woman on the screen. Laura was in mid-step in the photo, walking down a small-town street, and she was turning back towards the camera like she knew someone was following her and watching her, but not certain from exactly where.

“She’s twenty-two years old,” Kristen said, glancing down at her notes. “She lives with her Aunt Dorothy in McMinnville, Tennessee. She works part time at an insurance agency. But in her spare time she tries to help the police find missing people.”

“She’s a Finder,” Nick said.

Kristen nodded. “She finds things: things people have lost, missing persons … dead people.”

• • • • •

Bledsoe County, Tennessee

A torrential rain poured down as Laura navigated her way down a muddy hillside, sliding a little. She had to grab the trunk of a small tree to help keep her balance. After a few more careful steps, she reached the bottom of the hillside only a few yards away from the bank of the raging creek now swollen with rainwater that wound its way through these hills.

Laura stood in the rain, concentrating for a moment. She even closed her eyes and let the feeling come to her. She was close now—she was sure of that.

In her mind she saw a woman’s terrified face in the last moments of her life. She saw blood splattered on the woman’s pale face, her mouth opened wide in a scream, her veins bulging.

Laura felt the terror … the hopelessness … the pain …

She opened her eyes and turned to her right. She hurried downstream, trying to be careful, but still hurrying over the rocks at the edge of the water. After five minutes of walking the narrow path of jagged rocks, the creek bank widened considerably. She was relieved to be farther away from the churning water. She walked across the rocks and scraggly brush to the base of a hill that rose up to the trees which stood like a line of soldiers above the wall of mud.

Halfway up the hill there was a collection of brush that didn’t look natural.

It wasn’t natural and the woman was buried under that hastily assembled brush.

In her mind Laura saw more flashes of the murder victim’s last moments. She saw the woman leaving a bar in the late night hours. The woman was stumbling a little, almost too tipsy to walk. She was with someone, a man who was laughing along with her. They were having a good time.

But Laura could feel the man’s mind. It was squirming and wriggling with evil—it was the only way she could describe it. The man’s name was Johnny Lee Harlin and he was thinking of what he was going to do to this woman in a few hours. Things he had done to other victims many times before.

The man was getting a tingling sensation as he anticipated strapping the woman down to the wood table in the large shed behind his house. He was picturing the ropes pulling tight across her body, creaking as she struggled against them … the rag stuffed deep down into her mouth, strips of duct tape plastered over her mouth to hold the rag in place.

She would be trapped there. Helpless. She could struggle and scream all she wanted. She could cry and beg with her eyes. But it wouldn’t do any good. She couldn’t escape. She couldn’t persuade him in any way not to begin cutting her flesh away in small pieces. And when she looked up into his eyes and realized that there was no escape for her, then he would see the hopelessness in her eyes—that was the moment he was waiting for, that moment when she knew her life was over.

Laura saw more quick flashes of the torture in her mind. She squeezed her eyes shut, wishing she didn’t have to see it, but now that she was so close to finding the woman’s body, she couldn’t stop the onslaught of horror radiating from the dead soul.

Knife blades. A drill. Other power tools. Pliers. A blow torch.

Johnny Lee Harlin had taken his time with her.

It was like the dead woman’s voice was whispering to her now. He took his time and I couldn’t stop him. I couldn’t get away. I wanted it to end … I just wanted to die so it would all stop, but it just went on and on …

Laura managed to push the images and the dead woman’s voice away for a moment. She hurried over to the bottom of the hill and looked up at the unnatural collection of dead brush halfway up the hillside.

She was about to scramble up the hill and pull that brush away even though she already knew that the woman was there. But then she froze when she heard a familiar voice from behind her.

“Laura Coleman. I knew you’d be down here.”

Laura turned to face Sheriff Dawson. He was a solidly-built man shrouded in a yellow slicker over his police uniform. His hat was soaked through from the torrential downpour and he didn’t look happy.

“How many times have I told you not to get involved, Miss Coleman?”

Laura glanced back up at the muddy hill as she wiped her wet blond hair out of her face. She didn’t answer him.

“I know you’re just trying to help,” Sheriff Dawson said, “but we have a job to do here. We can’t let you jeopardize your health and safety.”

Laura felt a sudden flash of anger surge through her. “Your men are looking in the wrong spot. I know Johnny Lee Harlin talked to you, I know he told you where the body was hidden, but he lied to you.”

For a moment Laura thought she would see the familiar look of doubt in the sheriff’s eyes. She’d been trying to help the sheriff’s department and local police stations in eastern Tennessee for years now. She didn’t want national attention, she didn’t want money, she just wanted to help catch these sick animals who killed people and she wanted to help find the victims that they buried, the victims and the evidence that they thought was so cleverly hidden that no one would ever find them. But she could find them—she could always find things.

“Johnny Lee Harlin lied to you,” Laura said again. “His latest victim is buried up there on that hillside underneath that brush. It was supposed to be a temporary burial spot; he was supposed to come back and move the body—and do other things to it. But he hadn’t planned on getting caught yet.”

As she yelled at the sheriff over the pounding rain, she saw his men approaching through the downpour, materializing out of the rainy grayness. Two of the men had shovels gripped in their gloved hands; one of the men carried a large black tarp folded up under his arm.

“You followed me,” Laura said, not even sure if the sheriff could hear her words over the din of the rain. “You know I’m right,” she said louder, and she knew he’d heard her this time. “You know I can see this. You knew I would find this woman. You used me.”

The sheriff showed no reaction as his men gathered behind him. He stared at her with emotionless dark eyes. “Go home, Laura. We’ll take it from here.”

What else could she do? She wanted to argue with him, but instead she just walked away from the sheriff and his men, nearly slipping in the mud along the way.

She made her way back across the rocks as the path beside the river narrowed again, going back the same way she had come. The raging river was a rush of noise to her right. Moments later she found the hillside she had crawled down a little earlier, the rain already washing away her tracks. She pulled herself back up the hillside, using the brush and small trees like handles to hold on to.

She got to the top of the hill and saw her tiny Honda parked at the side of the road. She could already see the flashing blue and red lights at the top of the hill before she’d even climbed over it. Sheriff cars, a coroner’s van, and a forensics van were all parked up and down the road that had been empty when she’d first gotten here. Two officers stood beside the police car closest to Laura’s car, but they didn’t seem alarmed or surprised to see her climbing out of the trees, covered in mud, her clothes soaked and clinging to her shapely body.

Were those knowing grins on the police officers’ faces? Smug smiles?

Laura crossed the two lane road and got inside her car. She knew she was getting mud all over the place but she had anticipated that. She had laid down newspaper on the floor mats and an old blanket over the driver’s seat. The blankets and paper should keep most of the mud from getting all over the place. She pulled her car keys out of her pocket and sighed. She started her car and hit the windshield wipers and the defrost—the windows were already beginning to fog up from her quick breaths.

She checked her cell phone and saw that someone had left a message. It wasn’t a phone number that she recognized.

But she knew it was the woman named Kristen from Los Angeles—she could feel it before she even listened to the voicemail message.

She pressed the button on her phone with her damp fingers and put the voicemail on speaker. She listened to Kristen’s voice on the message asking if she was still available to go with the documentary film crew down to the Caribbean to investigate a haunted manor on an island. Kristen had told Laura before in an earlier conversation that they needed her help and that she would be compensated very well for her time.

Laura was nervous about going to the island. She’d hardly been out of Tennessee in her life, but the money was a huge incentive. She was going to be paid more money than she could make in two years at the insurance agency—maybe even three years. Her car needed work desperately: the air conditioner didn’t blow cold air anymore and the passenger window wouldn’t roll down at all now. But more than anything, she wanted to help her Aunt Dorothy out. She lived with her aunt, and between her aunt’s social security payments and the little bit of money that Laura made, they barely got by. She would love to help her aunt out with her medical bills.

But it wasn’t only the money that tempted her to say yes to their request. She wanted to be with people who didn’t doubt her psychic abilities, people who would believe in her, people who wouldn’t treat her like a freak or a wacko, people who needed her.

She put her car into drive and pulled away from the side of the road. She was already feeling a little better.


CHAPTER SIX

Los Angeles—Nick Gorman’s offices

Nick stared at the movie screen at the grainy black and white photo of Laura Coleman. She was a Finder and she was going to be the most crucial part of this expedition.

“Laura’s onboard and ready to go,” Kristen said from across the aisle.

“Good,” Nick answered. “What about Billy? Did you get a hold of him?”

“Yes. He’s coming back from a film shoot in Honduras.”

Nick already knew that. He also knew that Billy had gotten into some pretty bad gambling and drug problems with a local thug named Jimmy Izzo. Nick had paid Jimmy enough to stay off of Billy’s back for a little while, and Nick had promised to pay the rest of Billy’s debt if he agreed to join this film crew with him. Nick was pretty sure that Billy’s trip down to Honduras was a way to get out of town while Jimmy’s guys were looking for him. He probably hadn’t planned on ever coming back to L.A., which was a shame because Billy Toomer was one of the best cameramen and tech guys Nick had ever worked with. Nick wanted Billy on this team, and now Nick owned Billy—he felt at some point he was going to need Billy’s unquestioning loyalty on Devil’s Island.

“I got a hold of Billy,” Kristen continued. “He said he would drop whatever he was doing to work with you again.”

Nick smiled—he was sure that was true.

• • • • •

Los Angeles—Billy Toomer’s house

Billy unlocked and opened the door to his home and slid the two larger suitcases inside the kitchen. He still had his two smaller travel bags in one hand. He turned and watched the cab that had just driven him here from the airport pull out onto the street and speed off into the night. Billy entered his home and closed the door. He locked the deadbolt while still holding two of his travel bags on his arm. He’d taken a lot more bags with him than usual because he hadn’t been sure when he was going to be able to come back.

Thank God Nick had helped him out. And he was getting a good paying gig on top of it. He left the two large suitcases by the door. He would be heading back to the airport soon so why bother unpacking.

He remembered Kristen’s call.

The thought of seeing Kristen again brightened him up a little. They had worked on a few film shoots together and even had a little bit of a fling. But it hadn’t worked out in the end. Maybe they could try again.

Billy set his travel bags on the kitchen table and dropped his keys into the dish on the counter. He sorted through the stack of mail that had been stuffed into his mailbox, throwing most of it away. And then he headed right for the refrigerator.

His place looked as neat as he had left it. At least it hadn’t been ransacked by Jimmy’s boys while he’d been gone. The house was a rental, just a little bungalow, and he didn’t own too many valuables, but he still didn’t want everything trashed. He had already sold most of his movie memorabilia collection (most of which he had stolen off of film shoots) to finance his gambling habit and his taste for pain pills, so there wasn’t much money left.

He was tired and relieved at the same time, like all of the stress had melted off of him now that Nick Gorman had helped him out. Things were brightening up and maybe his luck was changing; maybe getting back together with Nick and Kristen was a good omen. They’d had a lot of good times on the set.

Kristen had said something about going down to a haunted island in the Caribbean Sea to shoot a documentary with Nick. Billy hadn’t realized that Nick had gotten into docs now, but oh well, he didn’t believe in that paranormal shit—but it was always trendy. It didn’t really matter, Billy would’ve gone to a film shoot in Chernobyl if Nick had asked him to after he had helped him out of this jam with Jimmy Izzo.

Billy opened his fridge and grabbed a cold bottle of beer. There were only four left—he would need to go to the store soon. And he didn’t have too many pills left. Maybe he would run over to Darrell’s house and get a thirty day supply now that he knew he had some money coming. At least Darrell might front him a ten day supply.

After cracking open the beer and entering the living room off of the kitchen, Billy stopped in his tracks. The beer bottle nearly slipped out of his fingers. A man was sitting in the recliner. He was leaned back and comfortable. He wore a dark suit and sunglasses even though he sat in the dark. The most disturbing thing was that the man had a nine millimeter pistol with a silencer attached to it resting on one thigh.

“Hello, Billy,” the man said.

Billy couldn’t speak for a moment, fear drying up his words.

“Jimmy sends his regards,” the man said with a smile.

A shuffling noise from down the hall turned Billy’s eyes towards a hulk of a man stepping out from the darkness. He was at least six foot four inches and his black T-shirt and pants were stretched across taut muscle. His head was clean-shaven. He had the brow of a caveman and the smile of an executioner.

Billy turned back to the smaller man with the gun who sat patiently in the recliner, his eyes hidden behind the sunglasses. “I … I paid Jimmy back,” Billy lied. He knew it was a lie. He knew that Nick Gorman had paid some of the money back to get Jimmy off of his back, but not everything. Nick wanted him on his crew down in the Caribbean before the debt would be paid off in full.

“Mr. Izzo,” the man corrected. “You call him Mr. Izzo.”

“Mr. Izzo,” Billy repeated. “We’re all squared up now.”

“Part of the money has been repaid, but you still owe more.”

“I know,” Billy answered with panic in his voice. “I know, but I’m going to have it. I just got a great gig with Nick Gorman. I’m sure you’ve heard of him. I’m working on one of his films. I’m going to have the rest of the money, I swear.”

The man in the suit sighed like he hated this part of the job. “It’s true that part of your debt has been paid, but we’re still worried about the rest of it.”

“You’ll get it. I swear.”

The enforcer began walking towards Billy, cracking his knuckles.

“Please,” Billy said. “You don’t have to do this. After I pay Mr. Izzo back, you’ll never hear from me again.”

“We just want to make sure you remember that you still owe Mr. Izzo,” the man in the recliner said. His fingers tightened around his pistol and Billy knew what that meant—he was screwed. He couldn’t run and he’d never be able to fight back. He felt like some schoolyard wimp giving in to the bullies and letting them make their statement to the other kids.

He set his beer down on the nearest side table and looked at the enforcer who was smiling at him now.

“Please,” Billy whispered. “Not too bad.”

The enforcer swung his fist and it connected with Billy’s jaw. The pain was instantaneous and bright motes of light danced in his eyes. He felt himself falling to the floor, but he also felt numb, his body going weak. The last thing he remembered was being kicked in the stomach.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Los Angeles—Nick Gorman’s offices

“So the team’s ready,” Nick said.

“Yes,” Kristen told him.

“Good. What about a leader? I need the best. Did you get a hold of Shane Edwards?”

Kristen pressed the button on her remote control and the grainy photograph of Laura on the screen was replaced with a photo of a ruggedly handsome man in his mid-thirties.

“There’s just one catch,” Kristen said.

Nick raised his eyebrows. “A catch?”

“Shane Edwards quit ghost hunting about four years ago.”

“He quit? I mean I heard about his show being cancelled, I remember that shitstorm, but … but he quit everything?”

“Yes.”

“So … what did he say when you talked to him?”

Kristen just stared at Nick.

“What’s wrong? You did get a hold of him, didn’t you?”

“He’s a tough guy to track down.”

“Don’t tell me you can’t find this guy.”

Kristen couldn’t hide her smile. “Yeah, I found him.”

“Where?”

“He went back to Louisiana. To a marina. He lives there on a houseboat.”

“So what did he say?”

“I haven’t been able to reach him by phone or e-mail. It’s like he’s cut himself off from the world.”

“Then go talk to him in person,” Nick said and stood up from his seat. “Fly to Louisiana and get Shane Edwards to join our team.”

“I could have someone else go down there—”

“No. I want you down there talking to him personally.”

Kristen couldn’t hide her shock. “What about The Boneyard production I still need to work on? And your doctor appointments?”

“None of that’s important right now. Forget everything else. Have Julie and Aaron take over that project for now.”

“Julie and Aaron?”

“I’m sure they can handle it.”

Kristen wasn’t so sure.

“This is the most important thing we’re working on right now,” Nick told her. “I need that team in Florida by tomorrow morning. And I need Shane Edwards leading that team.”

Kristen was speechless for a moment as she stood by her laptop, the last photograph on the screen showed a satellite photo of the boat marina in Louisiana where Shane lived. “We have people at our offices in New Orleans—” Kristen started, but Nick cut her words off.

“No. I said I want you down there. I want you to talk to Shane face-to-face. I want you to convince him how important this documentary is. How important it could be for reviving his career. Give him whatever he wants. Double what he was getting for his show before it got canceled. Triple it if you have to. Just get him on board.”

Nick stormed out of the screening room.

Kristen only nodded as she watched Nick walk away. That was a lot of money he was offering Shane. She had a pit of nervousness in her stomach that felt like a rock was sitting there. She didn’t know why she was so nervous, why she had such a bad feeling about all of this.

She closed her laptop and unplugged it from the power source. The gigantic screen went black. She didn’t need to make reservations for airline travel, she knew that Nick would let her use one of the company jets.

There had to be more to this than just filming some documentary down on a Caribbean island. Nick was practically abandoning all other productions and not taking on anything new right now. He was pumping a huge sum of money into this documentary and devoting all of his time to it.

What was down there on that island that Nick wanted so badly?


CHAPTER EIGHT

Los Angeles—Nick Gorman’s offices

After the meeting with Nick, Kristen went right back to her desk and finished up her e-mails and a few other tasks as quickly as she could. She tidied up her area, turned off her computer and then went to Julie’s office at the other end of the building.

She knocked on the doorframe even though the door was halfway open. Julie was on the phone and she smiled when she saw Kristen standing there. “Come in,” she mouthed the words to her.

Kristen entered the small office. She had the folders and the latest draft of the script from The Boneyard production cradled in her arm.

“Okay,” Julie said on the phone, holding up a finger for Kristen to wait. “Okay. Okay. Listen, I gotta go. I have someone here waiting to see me.” Pause. “Yes, it’s someone important.” She smiled at Kristen. “A director I can’t name,” she said into the phone and laughed. “Okay. Okay. I will. Okay. Okay. Bye.”

Kristen sat down in one of the overstuffed chairs in front of Julie’s desk. She laid out the folders on her desk.

“Can you believe that guy?” Julie said. “Can’t get him off the phone. I’m glad you came by. A lifesaver.”

Kristen smiled at Julie. She liked Julie and Aaron, but she wasn’t sure if they were the right people to be putting in charge of this project. But she wasn’t going to argue with Nick—you never won an argument with Nick.

“Nick asked me to put you on The Boneyard production for a few days.”

“Me?” Julie asked with obvious shock.

“Well, you and Aaron.”

“Wait …” Julie’s face fell with feigned shock, and maybe even a glimmer of hope. “Oh my God, don’t tell me that you’re leaving …”

“No,” Kristen said. “Well, yeah. I have something else Nick wants me to work on.”

“God, it must be important.”

Kristen just nodded, not willing to divulge any details. Nick didn’t want anyone else in the office knowing about their project down in the Caribbean just like Nick didn’t want anyone else knowing about his cancer treatments. Nick could be very secretive about his projects and about many aspects of his life, and everyone who worked at his production company knew it. And Julie knew better than to pry.

“Oh God, for a second there I thought something happened,” Julie said and Kristen could feel the invisible tentacles reaching out from Julie, trying to suck some tiny piece of information from her, some crumb of gossip that she could nibble on.

“No, everything’s fine,” Kristen said, hoping to quell Julie’s suspicions, but she was sure rumors would be flying over drinks later.

“But what about the Silverberg thing I’m working on now?”

“You’ll just have to juggle it for a few days,” Kristen told her. “I don’t think I’ll be gone long.”

Julie showed a tight and fake smile. “I will juggle.”

“Here’s everything I’ve got on the production,” Kristen said, nodding down at the folders on Julie’s desk. “If you need any help, just call me.”

“Got it,” Julie said and smiled even wider. She was always smiling.

Kristen left Julie’s office and drove home to her small house in the Hills. On the drive there she called the pilot and instructed him to have one of the two jets ready. He had only landed a few hours ago with Nick from New York, so he was still on standby.

She drove into the driveway of her home. It was a small three bedroom ranch-style home at the bottom of the Hollywood Hills. It was only fifteen hundred square feet on a small lot, but the house was already worth over a million dollars because of the insane real estate market here lately.

After packing an overnight bag and a travel bag, she got back into her car to fight the traffic on the freeway to the airport.

• • • • •

Two hours later Kristen was onboard the small jet as it sped down the runway and lifted up into the air. She was the only passenger. Jessica, the attendant, strolled down the aisle and asked Kristen if she wanted anything to eat or drink.

“Just a bottle of water for now, Jessica,” Kristen told her. “Thanks.”

Jessica showed a smile of perfect teeth and left Kristen alone.

Kristen stared out the window as she relaxed in the luxurious chair.

After Jessica walked back up the wide aisle and gave her the bottle of water, Kristen was alone again. She stared out the window, watching Los Angeles drop down below her as they cruised up into the air.

She took her IPad out of her travel bag and fired it up. She flipped through saved items until she came to the file on Shane Edwards.

Shane Edwards was born in Elyria, Ohio. He had lived there until he was twelve years old. When he was twelve something terrible had happened and he and his family moved to Louisiana. The story went that Shane and his friend Michael Lachance were dared by some other boys to enter the Cranston House, a supposedly haunted house at the edge of town. The boys met at the Cranston House on a late afternoon and twelve year old Shane and twelve year old Michael entered the house, breaking in through one of the ground floor windows. After a few hours, Shane and Mike hadn’t come back out. The other boys were getting nervous, and when they heard the screams from inside the house they ran.

When the police got to the Cranston House, they found Shane waiting outside. He was shook up and he told the police that he’d seen “Old Lady Cranston” inside that house. But Old Lady Cranston had been dead for decades. Then Shane told the police that he had entered the home with his friend Mike, but he couldn’t find Mike anywhere.

The police found Mike thirty minutes later; he was hiding in a dark corner of one of the living rooms, sucking his thumb. His face was covered with deep scratches. He had wet his pants. He was unresponsive and traumatized. The police asked Mike over and over what had happened inside the house, but he never told them. He never told anyone. He never spoke again.

Mike ended up in a mental institution and Mike’s parents blamed all of the boys involved in the prank, but they blamed Shane most of all. They believed that Shane did something to traumatize Mike while they were alone inside the house. Even though the police questioned Shane several times, no charges or lawsuits were ever filed. Shane’s family moved to Louisiana a few months later.

In Louisiana, Shane grew very close to his grandmother (his mom’s mother) who introduced Shane to the world of the paranormal. Rumors were that Shane’s grandmother was a local psychic, holding the occasional séance and telling fortunes with playing cards.

And that’s when Shane’s fascination with the paranormal really began to grow. Maybe he was searching for an answer to what he’d seen in the Cranston House, or maybe he was looking for an answer to what had happened to his friend Mike inside that house.

After high school, where Shane excelled in his studies and was a starter on the varsity football team, he went to a local community college. He took prerequisite courses while working fulltime at a friend of the family’s construction company. But two years later, after the death of his grandmother, Shane began to perform investigations of the paranormal on his own. He started his investigations in his own area of Louisiana, benefiting from the reputation his grandmother had built. But a few years later he branched out to other states and he quickly became famous in ghost hunting circles. He was known to lock himself inside of haunted locations, paying someone to chain the doors shut while he spent the night in an abandoned building. He was also known for his techniques of antagonizing the spirits, something he claimed to have learned from his grandmother.

Eventually Shane wrote a book about his experiences at these haunted locations. He called his book Extreme Ghost Hunting. In the introduction of the book Shane credited two things for his lifelong interest in the paranormal: his traumatic experience inside the Cranston House when he was twelve years old and the time he’d spent with his grandmother.

Shane’s book Extreme Ghost Hunting became a surprise success for a few reasons: the evidence Shane had collected at the haunted sites was some of the best results ever recorded, and he already had a pretty large social media platform. His good looks and charm didn’t hurt him, either. His book was successful enough to catch the eye of TV producers in Hollywood. This was five years ago when ghost hunting shows were trending. He signed on with some producers to do a show called Extreme Ghost Hunting, titled just like his book.

The TV show did well in its first season compared to most of the other ghost hunting shows. But at the beginning of the second season there were some disputes between Shane and his producers. And that was when the producers were caught doctoring footage and the show was canceled. Shane’s career was ruined.

Kristen clicked on one of the episodes of Shane’s former TV show that she had downloaded on her IPad. She watched the black screen for a second as it loaded, and then the show started.

The show opened like a lot of the other ghost hunting shows did; there was some spooky music and a montage of chilling images and iconic symbols of hauntings: crooked tombstones in an overgrown graveyard, dilapidated structures, abandoned buildings, brick tombs, underground tunnels. And over these images, Shane narrated: “My name is Shane Edwards and I’ve been searching for the paranormal all my life. I’ve seen things most people wouldn’t believe, and I’ve even caught some of it on film. And now I scour the globe in search of the most haunted places on Earth. I go alone, with no camera crew, no production team—only me and my own cameras.”

Kristen fast-forwarded a little to a shot of Shane fixed with a camera harness that had a camera facing out from his chest, and a smaller camera attached to a steel rod that focused on his face as he walked the dark halls of an abandoned building.

A seasick feeling came over Kristen as she watched Shane walk through a dark building with the camera aimed at his head; Shane’s head seemed to remain stationary as the background bobbed and reeled by in a blur with every movement he made. And as he walked the dark halls, everything, even his face, was shot in the greenish glow of night-vision.

“I had Hal, the superintendent of the property, lock me in this building for the night,” Shane said into the camera. “He wrapped chains around the door handles and locked them shut with a padlock.”

There was a grainy flashback shot in black and white of Hal wrapping the chains around the door handles and locking them with the padlock.

Back to Shane:

“I am locked in this building. I am totally alone with …” and here Shane paused dramatically as he looked around, the dark background spinning wildly with his movements. “… with whatever might be in here.”

Kristen watched a little more, but she couldn’t help the shudder that rippled through her body. She wasn’t sure if she could do what Shane had done … lock herself inside an abandoned building alone at night. She wasn’t even a believer in the paranormal, but the idea of being alone in the dark frightened her.

She shut off the IPad and sat back for a moment in the luxuriously comfortable chair, listening to the drone of the jet as it flew through the air high above the ground.

Her mind drifted back to the meeting she’d just had with Nick and she wondered again what he might really be after on that island.

She grabbed her IPad again and Googled legends about islands in the Caribbean. A list popped up in a nanosecond. The usual stuff: hauntings and ghost stories, pirates and buried treasure, ghost ships and sunken vessels, voodoo, zombies, the Bermuda Triangle. She scrolled down through a few pages but she didn’t find any mention of Devil’s Island.

Kristen clicked on a few of the websites about Caribbean Island legends, but they didn’t answer the question of why Nick would be so intent on finding something on this particular island. Nick wouldn’t be dropping everything to go film a documentary on a supposedly haunted island. Nick produced feature films, not cable channel documentaries. He was interested in the paranormal so maybe he believed that this place was really haunted. Could that be it? A documentary that absolutely proved the existence of ghosts would be groundbreaking.

Still, was that reason enough to actually purchase the island?

She looked back at the list of Google suggestions. Buried treasure? Nick had more money than he could ever spend in his lifetime so the money wouldn’t be a draw for him. But then there was the notoriety of finding buried treasure, especially if it was from a famous pirate. But if it was buried treasure he was after then he would’ve brought a different crew down there, not a ghost hunting crew.

Voodoo and zombies didn’t make much sense, either. And neither did the Bermuda Triangle.

Nick had always been an adventurer and a risk-taker. Kristen believed that Nick secretly wanted to make discoveries that no one else had ever made before, explore new and forbidden territories. But underneath it all, Nick was still a pragmatic businessman. His adventures were for himself in his own free time, and he didn’t usually mix them with his business life. No, she thought, he wouldn’t invest all of these resources and drop everything else if there wasn’t something down there on that island that he wanted very badly.

She thought about the research she had done on the small island and the Thornhill Manor that stood on it.

It had been gruesome research. Terrible things had happened on that island and in that manor, if the accounts she’d researched were to be believed. She shuddered again just thinking about the horrible things that she’d read.

Thank God she wasn’t going there.


CHAPTER NINE

Barstow, Louisiana—boat marina

Kristen, dressed in a dark business suit/skirt and black high heels, walked down the wide walkway of the pier. She walked past a line of boats that ranged from yachts to fishing boats to recreational boats. She was about to enter a small building constructed right on the pier. The building was covered with old wood siding, some of it mildewed and rotting away in the humid air. An ancient sign was fixed over the top of the door proclaiming this place as Krabby’s Korner. It looked like some kind of combination of diner/bar/bait and tackle place.

But before she reached the doors of Krabby’s Korner, she saw a man dressed in a ragged T-shirt, stained pants, and yellow rubber boots that went up to his knees. She supposed he was some kind of dockworker. She changed her mind about the building and hurried over to the dock worker, intercepting him before he could go inside.

“Excuse me, sir.”

The old man stopped and his leathery face broke into lines of wrinkles as he smiled at her. A few of his front bottom teeth were missing and she had to tear her eyes away from those vacant teeth.

“What can I do for you, pretty lady?”

“I’m looking for this man.” Kristen pulled out a photo of Shane Edwards from her purse and handed it to the dockworker.

He studied the photo for a moment in his grimy fingers.

“His name is Shane Edwards,” she told him. “Do you know him?”

The smile left the dockworker’s face as he stared at the photo. “Yeah, I know him.”

“I need to find him. Can you tell me which boat he lives on?”

The dockworker eyed Kristen. “You a cop or something?”

“No.”

“Lawyer?”

“I work for a man named Nick Gorman. You might have heard of him before. He’s a director and producer in Hollywood. He’s made a lot of movies.”

The dockworker gave no indication that he’d heard of Nick.

“Anyway, I have a business proposition for Mr. Edwards.”

The dockworker handed the photo back to Kristen. “I don’t know about all this. He doesn’t like to be bothered.”

Kristen shoved the photo back into her purse and pulled out a hundred dollar bill. She handed it to the dockworker.

The man took the money and crumpled it down into a pocket of his dirty work pants.

“I’ll tell you which boat is his,” the man said. “But you can go bother him. Not me.”

• • • • •

Fifteen minutes later Kristen stood in front of Shane’s sloppy and neglected houseboat—it looked to her like an old trailer home set on top of a boat. The name of the boat had been painted recently over the rusty aluminum siding and it should’ve been obvious: Ghost Ship. She could’ve saved a hundred dollars and roamed around until she’d found it, but it was Nick’s money anyway, and fifteen minutes saved was worth it.

Shane’s boat was squeezed in between two other boats that were nearly as neglected as his.

Kristen boarded the boat carefully, stepping across a two foot gulf between the pier and the end of the boat. She held onto the metal railing on top of the fiberglass wall and steadied herself as the boat rocked slightly. She wished she would’ve worn a different pair of shoes.

She walked across the littered deck to a sliding glass door that had dark drapes pulled all the way closed beyond it. She stood in front of the glass doors, listening for any sounds from inside. And then she knocked on the glass.

“Go away!” a man’s voice yelled from inside.

Kristen knocked again.

“I said go away,” the man inside said again, but now he sounded much closer to the door.

“Mr. Edwards, my name is Kristen. I work for Nick Gorman. He has a job opportunity for you.”

“The Nick Gorman,” the man asked from right behind the sliding glass door, but he hadn’t pulled the drapes aside yet.

“Yes, that one.”

The drapes were pulled back and the door slid open quickly. Shane stood in the doorway. He was even more handsome in person than his photograph. He was tall and nothing but lean muscle. His Hawaiian shirt was open revealing a tanned six-pack of abs. But he was rough-looking; unshaven, hair messy.

His eyes were lit up with excitement. “What’s the job? Are you guys scouting for film locations? I can take—”

“It’s a haunting.”

Shane’s face dropped. “A what?”

Kristen continued quickly. “Mr. Edwards, please hear me out for a moment. I know all about you. I know you’re the best. And we need the best.”

“How did you find me?” He looked past Kristen at the pier, staring down past the line of boats like he was trying to spot someone. “Who told you I lived here?” he asked again and his dark eyes were right back on Kristen. “Was it Petey?”

“If we could just talk for a moment, Mr. Edwards …”

“Yep, it was Petey,” Shane grumbled.

Shane walked away from the doorway, but he left the door wide open. He disappeared into the gloom.

Kristen was about to enter, feeling like the open door was an invitation to her. But she looked down at the threshold, trying to be careful of her footing with her heels. Across the threshold of the door was a line of what looked like salt mixed in with a dark line of some other kind of substance.

“It’s just iron fillings and salt,” Shane said from inside. “They keep the demons out.”

Kristen smiled at him like it was a joke.

It was a joke, wasn’t it?

But the look in Shane’s eyes said that he wasn’t joking.

Kristen’s eyes were already beginning to adjust to the darkness inside the cabin as she entered. All of the shades were drawn over the windows. There were some clothes piled up in baskets in the corner like they were ready to be taken to the Laundromat. There were also religious items and trinkets all over the place; crucifixes and crosses hanging from lamps and hooks on the walls, small statues. A leaning bookshelf was crammed with books on demonology, ghost hunting cases, and several copies of the book Shane had written: Extreme Ghost Hunting.

Shane plopped down on a small lumpy couch against the paneled wall that had a coffee table in front of it that was littered with beer cans, a few more books, and a plate of leftover food. It looked to Kristen like he probably slept on that couch.

She glanced at the small kitchen that was only steps away from the coffee table. The sink was overflowing with dishes. There was a box of cereal and a bowl and a spoon next to it. There were more beer cans and a Big Gulp cup cluttering the small counter space, a dead plant in the corner.

“Sorry … the maid quit,” Shane said.

A collection of cameras and recording equipment caught Kristen’s eye. The equipment was stacked up on a chair next to a doorway that must lead to the bedroom and bathroom.

“Is that your equipment?” she asked him.

Shane didn’t answer.

Kristen looked at Shane, her posture ramrod straight, her hands folded neatly in front of her. She tried her best to exude corporate confidence. She held her head high and she kept her eyes on Shane. “I know you’re having financial troubles, Mr. Edwards. I know you could use the work.”

Shane still didn’t say anything. He just watched her like he was an animal studying its prey and waiting for the right moment to pounce.

“You need the money, and we need you. We’ll pay you three times your normal fee. We’ll pay all travel expenses. We’ll supply any equipment or gear you need, and any supplies. Just make a list.”

Shane got up from his couch and walked towards Kristen. She tensed suddenly, but then she relaxed a little when he brushed past her and walked into the tiny kitchen.

Kristen turned and watched Shane. She took a step backwards, moving closer towards the open door which was a bright rectangle of light behind her in this gloom.

Shane ran a hand through his messy hair and then he looked at Kristen. “Sorry. Your job offer sounds great, but I can’t help you. I quit the business a few years back. I’m a joke in the ghost hunting business in case you haven’t heard. I actually used to have a TV show—”

“I’ve done my research, Mr. Edwards. I know all about what happened.”

“And you still want me?”

“Yes. We already have a team assembled.”

Shane looked surprised. “You have a team?”

“Yes. They’re all ready to go.”

“If you have a team, then what do you need me for?”

Kristen hesitated for a moment, and then blurted it out. “They’re a little … a little inexperienced. They need someone to lead them.”

“So what you’re saying is that you want me to lead a team of rookies.”

Kristen didn’t answer.

“Where is this haunting located?”

“We’ll go over all of the details once you’ve signed on.”

Kristen pulled out a pack of folded forms from her purse and walked over to the coffee table. She found a clean spot at the corner of the table and laid the papers down.

Shane still stood in the same spot at the edge of the kitchen. He glanced across the room at the papers and then he looked at Kristen. “What’s that? A release form or something?”

“Mr. Gorman asked me not to divulge anything until he was sure that you were on board. Once you are, I’m sure you’ll have access to any information that you need.”

“This is crazy. This isn’t how these things are done.”

Kristen turned and headed for the doorway. She looked back at Shane when she reached the doorway. “Think it over, Mr. Edwards. The minute you sign that contract, a third of your fee will be in your bank account.”

• • • • •

Shane watched as Kristen walked out through the doorway, stepping over the lines of salt and iron, and back onto the deck of his boat. She didn’t even give him a chance to answer—she just left.

He walked the few steps over to his coffee table and picked up the thick pack of papers which were folded neatly into thirds.

He closed his eyes and he could hear Kristen carefully stepping from his boat onto the pier.

And then Shane couldn’t hear anything at all, he couldn’t see anything at all, he was gone from his boat for a moment, his mind back at the Cranston House in Ohio …


CHAPTER TEN

Barstow, Louisiana

Shane Edwards stood inside his houseboat, but in his mind he was back in the dark living room of the Cranston House in Ohio.

He was twelve years old again.

Bobby and his friends had dared Shane and Michael Lachance to break into the Cranston House at the end of Dean Stills Road at the edge of town. Everyone knew the old abandoned house was haunted. Bobby and his friends all claimed to have entered the house before—it was part of the initiation to get into their club.

Mike was nervous, maybe even more nervous than Shane was. But both of them agreed to it.

They rode their bicycles to the edge of town where Bobby and his two friends were waiting. It was late afternoon already and the sky was overcast, one of those gray days where it looked like it could rain but never did. A cold mid-October wind was blowing the dead leaves around and they sounded like a thousand death rattles as they skittered down the road.

The Cranston House loomed behind the overgrown bushes and trees, just its roof visible above the dark vegetation. There were no other houses or buildings within a mile of the place—it was just them and that house way out here.

“You guys ready?” Bobby asked with a mischievous grin on his face. He looked at his friends and nodded, all of them grinning.

“Yeah,” Shane spoke up. He had been bullied all throughout grade school by Bobby and his friends, even chased home a few times. They were a year or two older than he and Mike were, two of them having been held back at least one grade, and they were much bigger. Shane had always been afraid of them. But now they were his friends, now they wanted him and Mike to join their gang.

And Shane wanted to be a part of their gang.

“You know the rules,” Bobby said. “No flashlights. And you have to spend at least an hour inside that house.”

Shane and Mike glanced at each other and nodded in agreement. Shane knew he was going to be in trouble for getting home after dark and past his curfew, but this was going to be worth it to be admitted into Bobby’s circle of friends. The days of being picked on in school would soon be over, he was sure of it.

It was nearly dark now, and Bobby gave Shane and Mike the go-ahead to walk towards the Cranston House.

Shane and Mike left their bicycles with Bobby and his friends and they walked across the lonely road towards the brush and trees. The house was set way back in the darkness and it took a few moments to get to the back of the house. Shane found a window that he could reach from the ground. He tried to open it and found that it was unlocked. He stacked up some cinder blocks he found near another corner and then pushed the window open. He expected to struggle with the window, figuring that it was probably stuck in place with layers of old paint or stuck from wood that had been warped by decades of weather. But the window slid up easily as if it had been oiled recently, as if the house wanted them to enter. The open window waited for them, inviting them in.

Shane looked at Mike, and he nodded. Mike’s eyes were wide, his mouth a tight slash in his pale face, his brow already shiny with sweat in the twilight. But he was ready.

They crawled through the window and stood there for a moment, letting their eyes adjust to the darkness. It was still somewhat light outside as the darkness of the autumn night was just beginning to take over the world, but even the dim light of early evening didn’t seem to penetrate the darkness of the house very much. They stood in a bare room on a hardwood floor. There were some old paintings stacked against the walls that had strips of wallpaper hanging down in tatters. All of the paintings had the backs of them facing them.

Shane nudged Mike and told him they should get going and get this over with. He was sure that Bobby would ask them questions about the inside of the house to prove that they had explored every square inch of it.

Shane was scared, but at the same time he was excited. He loved the feeling of the adrenaline pumping through his veins. It felt the same as when he rode the gigantic roller coasters at Cedar Point. But Mike didn’t seem to be feeling the same sense of exhilaration that Shane was.

They crept to the next room, and then to the next. There was a lot of furniture left behind in the home even though it had been abandoned for years. Much of the furniture was covered with dusty white sheets that looked like gray blobs in the darkness. The rooms seemed to lead deeper and deeper into the house, and Shane began to feel like he was trapped inside a maze of rooms that had no order or any kind of a sensible layout to them.

He lost Mike in the next room. He wasn’t sure how he had lost him, and he hadn’t heard a sound. Maybe Mike had stayed in the last room that they’d been in, or maybe he had wandered off to another room.

Shane whispered for Mike, but he didn’t hear a reply. Shane stood alone in what looked like a large living room. There was some furniture against the walls where more wallpaper was peeling and plaster was crumbling. There were a few boxes and bags shoved against the couch.

“Mike,” Shane called out.

No answer from Mike.

Then Shane heard a scratching sound in the darkness, like fingernails clawing at wood flooring.

He crept across the large living room, the floorboards creaking with each step he took. He thought that the sound had come from a chair ahead of him. It looked like a large wingback chair with a white sheet draped over it. The chair was facing a corner, like a parent had pushed the chair into the corner to punish a child.

Shane heard the scratching sound again.

Scratch.

Scratch.

Someone was in that chair making that noise. Was it Mike? Was Mike playing a joke on him?

He called Mike’s name again as he stood in the darkness, only ten feet away from the back of the chair.

The white sheet only covered half of the chair now; some of the white sheet was bunched up on the floor by the back wooden legs. When had the white sheet fallen down? Shane couldn’t remember it falling down.

He heard the scratching noise again. And now he saw what was making the noise. Dangling down from the side of the chair was an ancient, emaciated arm and hand that ended in long yellowed fingernails.

Scratch.

Scratch.

The fingernails scratched at the wood floor …

• • • • •

Shane snapped his eyes open, breathing hard, glancing around at the murky interior of the cabin of his boat.

He didn’t want to remember what happened next in the Cranston House that night. He didn’t want to remember any more of it.

It was okay, he told himself. He was on his boat. He wasn’t in that house.

Just the memory of the Cranston House caused an icy fear to squeeze him.

He tried to clear his head.

He still had the folded contract gripped in his hand.

Shane plopped down on his couch and ran a hand through his dark hair. His eyes settled on the two paperback books on his coffee table. On top of those books was a small stack of mail. All bills.

Overdue bills.

That woman, Kristen had been her name, she’d been right. He needed the money. He couldn’t pay these bills.

He jumped to his feet, pacing, his mind already racing with a list of what he would possibly need, conditions he would demand.

What was he doing? He couldn’t let this opportunity get away.

He searched the coffee table for a pen and then opened the thick stack of papers. He glanced through each page as quickly as he could, scanning the paragraphs, until he came to the last page—the page where he was supposed to sign.

• • • • •

Shane ran down the pier, his bare feet slapping on the wood as he sprinted. He hadn’t bothered to put on shoes or even button his Hawaiian shirt. He still gripped the contract in his hand like a baton in a relay race.

He spotted Kristen just past Krabby’s Korner. She wasn’t hard to spot—she stood out from everyone else around here, dressed in her expensive business suit and heels. Her long brown hair was tied up in a bun, and it looked shiny in the sunlight. She seemed to have an athletic body, and Shane guessed that she was a committed jogger.

“Kristen!”

She stopped and turned around. But she didn’t look too surprised to see him.

Shane caught up with her and stood in front of her, breathing hard, a thick sheen of perspiration on his forehead, chest, and abs from his short run through the humid Louisiana air.

“When do we leave?” he asked as he handed the folded stack of papers to her.

She accepted the papers with a small smile and tucked them down into her purse. “Tomorrow morning.”

“That fast, huh?”

She smiled. “That fast.”

She had a great smile, Shane thought and for a moment he was at a loss for words.

He looked back down the pier that he had just run and hitched a thumb back that way like he could see his boat. “Well, I need to go back and pack a bag. Lock up the boat. Make a few other arrangements. I need to make a list of equipment and supplies we’ll need.”

“I’ll wait for you, Mr. Edwards. I’m staying at the Bayou Moon Inn a few miles from here.” She handed him her business card. “My cell is on there. Call me in the morning. I’ll have a plane waiting.”

Shane’s eyebrows shot up. “A plane waiting?” he asked.

She nodded. “Mr. Gorman’s private jet … one of them.”

“I want a little more information before we leave.”

Again she smiled, but the smile was a little tighter this time. “Of course, Mr. Edwards. I’ll tell you everything I know before we leave.”

Shane nodded. “Just call me Shane,” he told her with a smile.

He couldn’t help feeling a little better about this.

How bad could it be?


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Near West Palm Beach, Florida—airport

The Gorman company plane glided down through the air and landed on the tarmac of the small airport ten miles outside of West Palm Beach. After the plane turned around, it coasted towards the hangars and other buildings at the other end of the landing strips.

The plane stopped and the engines wound down. The pilot jumped out and hurried around to the side door. He unlatched it and pulled it down, a small set of steps opening up in the process.

Kristen de-boarded the plane first, then Shane.

The pilot opened a small door at the rear of the plane and pulled out an army-green duffel bag; he handed it to Shane.

“Thanks,” Shane said to the pilot and then slung the duffel bag over his shoulder. He hurried to catch up to Kristen who was already walking briskly towards the hangars.

They walked towards the nearest hangar where Nick Gorman waited for them. Nick wore kakis and a loose button-down shirt that wasn’t tucked into his pants; it was an outfit that looked like it was very expensive yet meant to look casual. He wore sunglasses and his overly white teeth practically gleamed in the sunlight. He stood there patiently, smiling as they approached.

“I’m so glad you took the job, Mr. Edwards,” Nick said, and he offered a hand in greeting when they were close enough. He took off his sunglasses and tucked them down into the pocket of his shirt.

Shane shook Nick’s hand. “The money was hard to resist. Call me Shane.”

Nick erupted in laughter, his laugh lines deep at the corners of his eyes in his tanned face. “I’m sure you’ll be worth every penny.”

Shane glanced over at a larger plane that waited on the tarmac, parked not too far away from the one he had flown in on. Both airplanes had the Gorman studio logo on them, but this plane looked much bigger and more luxurious—a private jet.

“Is that our ride?” Shane asked.

“Yes,” Nick said. “It’s being loaded as we speak. Everything you asked for on your list is already here.”

“That fast, huh?”

Shane glanced at Kristen who smiled at him.

“Kristen sent the list to my office and they handled everything from there.”

Nick walked towards the waiting jet plane and gestured for Shane and Kristen to follow.

Three men carried boxes of equipment and supplies to the cargo hold at the rear of the plane.

“We got all of the camera equipment you wrote down on your list, Shane; the best equipment money can buy,” Nick said as he walked a few steps in front of Shane and Kristen. “Latest technology.”

One man carried a cardboard box filled with cartons of table salt.

“I got everything you asked for—”

Nick plucked a carton of salt out of the box as the man walked by. Nick tossed the carton to Shane who caught it easily in one hand.

“—even all of this salt,” Nick finished.

“It can come in handy,” Shane said.

Shane tossed the salt back to Nick who caught it and dropped it back down into the box. The laborer had waited silently until the container of salt was replaced, and then he continued his march to the plane.

“You ready to meet your team?” Nick asked, beaming at Shane.

“I’m ready,” Shane said.

“They’re in the lounge.”

• • • • •

Shane followed Nick and Kristen into the lounge. A few dozen people sat around at the tables and a small bar. It was dark inside after being outside in the bright Florida sunlight, but it seemed clean and cozy. Two TVs, one at each end of the bar, aired baseball games with the sound turned down low.

Nick walked right towards the nearest table where Warren Savage, Billy Toomer, and Laura Coleman sat with drinks in front of them: Billy had a bottle of Budweiser in front of him, Warren had a can of Coke, and Laura sipped from a glass of iced water.

“I’d like you to meet Shane Edwards,” Nick said to all three of them at the table. Nick’s voice boomed inside the lounge; a few people turned to see what was going on but Nick didn’t even notice, accustomed to being the center of attention. “Shane will be leading this investigation,” Nick continued. “He’s had over a decade of experience, and I believe he’s the best there is.”

Warren stood up and extended a hand to Shane. “I’m Dr. Warren Savage. I teach physics.”

Shane shook the man’s hand. Warren looked older and confident, yet there was a child-like excitement in him brewing just under his distinguished demeanor.

Billy stood up next and offered a hand to Shane. “Billy Toomer. I’ll be shooting the documentary.”

Shane nodded and shook the man’s hand. “I should see the other guy, right?”

Billy looked confused for a moment, and then touched the cuts on his lip and nodded. “Yeah. I got in a little scrape, that’s all.” Billy’s eyes shifted to Nick for a moment and then back to Shane. “You want a beer? It’s on Nick’s tab.”

“No thanks, I’m fine.”

Billy’s attention shifted to Kristen. “Hi, Kristen. It’s good to see you again.”

Shane watched the two of them. Kristen smiled back at Billy, but it was a tight smile, a gesture of politeness. He guessed that there had been some kind of on-set romance between these two in the past.

“This is Laura Coleman,” Warren Savage said to Shane, breaking the awkward momentary silence. “She’s from Tennessee and she’s real shy. That’s about all I could get out of her.”

Shane looked at Laura who was still seated and smiling at him. “Pleased to meet you, Laura.”

Laura stood up and offered a hand in greeting to Shane. She was about to say something but her words were interrupted by Nigel at the bar.

“And she’s rumored to be a very powerful psychic,” Nigel said without turning around to look at them.

Shane was surprised by the voice. He knew that voice.

Nigel turned around with a cell phone in his hands and a humorless grin on his jowly face. A mixed drink sat on the bar behind him, sweating with condensation on a cocktail napkin. “While we’ve been waiting for you, I’ve been sitting here doing a little research on everyone,” Nigel said. “I found an article in a Tennessee paper about Laura Coleman helping the police find a missing woman’s body.”

Shane didn’t answer.

“This is—” Nick began to introduce Nigel but Shane cut him off.

“I know who he is,” Shane said. “Nigel Cromwell.”

“And I know who you are, Shane Edwards.”

A tense silence hung over them for a moment.

Kristen looked at Nick. He was beaming like this was going to be fun.

“I heard you weren’t in the ghost hunting business anymore,” Nigel said to Shane, and then he turned back to his drink and took a sip.

“I’m back in it now.”

“How convenient.”

Shane turned to Nick. “I’m sorry. I can’t work with him.”

“What’s the matter?” Nigel asked Shane with a mean smile on his face. “Afraid of being exposed as a fraud again?”

Nick jumped in before it got out of control. “Okay, everyone. That’s enough. I want to make it perfectly clear—Shane Edwards is our leader.” Nick let his eyes rest on Nigel for a long moment.

Nigel smiled, his lips razor thin. “That’s fine with me,” he said and gulped half of his mixed drink down.

“We’re all going to listen to everything Shane says while we’re down there,” Nick said. “Is that understood?”

Nigel, Warren, Billy, and Laura all nodded.

A short, heavy-set man walked up to Nick. He was dressed in light-colored clothing that was so wrinkled it looked like he’d slept in them. He carried a backpack, the strap slung over his shoulder. It seemed like the backpack was uncomfortable and heavy. He had sweat stains on his shirt and his brow was shiny with perspiration, his hair matted down to his forehead.

“Oh, I almost forgot. This is Harold.”

Kristen looked at Harold, then at Nick.

Nick smiled at Kristen and then looked at the others. “Harold Penski will be joining us on this excursion.”

Kristen looked at Nick. “Us? You’re going down there with them?”

Nick smiled at her. “No. We’re going down there with them.”

She started to protest, her mouth working as she tried to say something but her words had dried up with fear.

“I’ve already had a bag packed for you with some more suitable clothing and hiking shoes.”

Kristen shook her head no. “I … I don’t think I want to go down there,” she said in a low voice.

Nick stared at her with his cold eyes. “It’s not a request, Kristen.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

Near West Palm Beach, Florida—airport

After everyone finished their drinks, they went outside to board the jet.

Shane pulled Nick to the side before they started for the plane. “What’s Nigel Cromwell doing here?”

Nick looked down at Shane’s hand on his arm.

Shane pulled his hand away.

“I needed a skeptic with us on this film,” Nick finally answered. “Someone who can represent the skeptical side of things.”

“Nigel will do everything he can to hinder this investigation, anything he can to harass and ridicule us.”

Nick just nodded and smiled like he knew a secret that Shane didn’t know. “I think he will prove valuable on our little excursion. I want all sides represented on this film, both the believers and the skeptics. And I want the world to see the results.”

Kristen stood beside Nick and she still looked nauseated at the thought of flying down to a haunted island.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” Shane said, and he was really debating whether he should walk away from all of this.

“Shane,” Nick said and rested a hand on his muscular shoulder. “I know it may be tough putting up with Nigel while we’re down there, but I’m afraid it’s a necessity. And just between you and me, from the accounts of what has happened down there already, I believe there’s a very good chance that something supernatural is going on.”

“What accounts? I still haven’t been told where we’re going, what’s happened there, or any other details about the haunting.”

“I know. I needed secrecy until we departed. I hope you can understand that. These days secrets can be told with the swipe of phone.”

Shane waited for an answer to his question.

“We’re going to a small island in the Caribbean Sea,” Nick told him. “It’s about two hundred miles away from Grand Bahama Island. We’re only staying two nights there on the island, and I’m sure that will be sufficient to gather the evidence we need.”

“This isn’t how a normal investigation is run.”

“This is not a normal investigation,” Nick said in a low voice. “I can promise you that. And I must remind you that you signed a contract. And I must remind you that there is a—”

“—a walking away penalty,” Shane finished for him. He remembered.

“Of course you can still walk away if you want to. If you want to walk, now’s your chance. But think of it this way. This could be the opportunity to get your reputation back. I imagine that paranormal investigation has always been your true love, and it was taken away from you. Now, with the evidence we get on this island, and with a renowned skeptic and two scientists with us the whole time, there will be no doubt that what we capture on film is real.”

“You seem to be certain that we’re going to get something on film at this island.”

“Oh, I think we will. If what has happened down there in the last few months is any indication, I think there’s a one hundred percent chance.”

“And what has happened down there in the last few months?”

“You, and everyone else, will be filled in on all the details once we get down there. I plan on going over the history of the island and the recent strange events that have occurred there, narrating everything on film.”

Shane sighed and looked over at the waiting jet. All of the supplies, equipment, and bags had been loaded and the plane sat by itself on the tarmac. Billy, Warren, Laura, Harold, and Nigel stood in a group, ready to board the plane. Nigel looked back at them like he knew they were talking about him.

“Shane, we really need you there,” Nick said, drawing Shane’s attention back to him. “You’ve got more experience in these matters than all of us put together. You’re the best. I wanted the best, and now I’ve got him here.”

Shane didn’t respond for a moment, but he stared at Nick. “I run things down there,” he finally said.

“Of course,” Nick said and smiled. He slapped Shane on the shoulder again. “You will be our leader the whole time we’re on the island. Everybody has been made aware of that.”

Shane nodded, but he didn’t feel convinced that Nick Gorman was the kind of man who would relinquish any bit of control to someone else. He walked towards the plane and he couldn’t help feeling like he’d been suckered, but he wasn’t quite sure how it had happened. And he couldn’t help feeling that there was more to the story about Nigel than Nick just wanting a skeptic there with them.

• • • • •

Kristen pulled Nick to the side as Shane walked towards the jet.

“I really don’t think I can do this,” Kristen said. And she really felt nauseous. Her hands were shaking, her legs felt weak.

“You’ll be fine,” Nick assured her.

She knew that there was going to be no arguing with Nick. He’d made up his mind, he’d given his orders and that was it. But she still felt sick to her stomach.

“Who’s that other guy you brought along?” Kristen asked, trying to focus on something else. “You didn’t tell me about him.”

“Harold?”

“Yeah.”

“Just someone I asked to come along.”

“For what reason?”

“He’s a scientist.”

“Dr. Savage is a scientist.”

“Well, Harold Penski is another scientist.” He gave her a secretive smile and slipped his sunglasses back on. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and gently guided her towards the airplane. “Come on. Don’t be afraid. You’re about to embark on the greatest adventure of your life.”

Kristen walked along with Nick, but her legs still felt like jelly. She couldn’t help thinking about the things she’d read while doing her research of Devil’s Island, the things that had supposedly happened there over the last one hundred and fifty years.

Two nights, she told herself. It was only for two nights. She could handle that, couldn’t she?


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Nick Gorman’s private jet

Shane and Laura sat next to each other in seats that were the size of a living room recliner and even more comfortable. Ahead of them was a section of four large seats, two of them facing the other two—Nigel, Billy, and Warren sat in this area. Down the cabin a little was a couch where Harold had stretched out with his backpack. And beyond the couch there was a chair on each side of the cabin with a built-in table in front of it. Nick sat in one chair and Kristen sat in the other one across the aisle from him, her laptop out and she was already pecking away at the keyboard. Shane watched Kristen for a moment, hard at work on something, her attention fully absorbed in her laptop screen.

The jet had taken off a few seconds ago and Laura stared out the window, watching the tarmac drop away at an insane rate of speed. The jet’s engines roared, but the sound was muffled inside the cavernous interior of the jet.

Shane watched Laura as she stared out the window. “You ever been on an airplane before?”

Laura turned and smiled at Shane. She shook her head no. “Is it that obvious?”

“A little. You nervous?”

Laura’s smile faded. “Yeah, I guess. How about you?”

“Not about the flight,” he answered.

She just smiled and looked back out the window, staring down at the world below getting smaller and smaller.

“You’re a psychic,” Shane said.

Laura shrugged, apparently a little embarrassed by that term. “I can just … kind of see things. It’s not like I have a choice.”

“I know. My grandmother was a psychic.”

“Oh really?”

“Yeah. She used to read people’s fortunes with cards.”

“Tarot cards,” Laura said, nodding.

“No. She actually used playing cards.”

“Playing cards.”

“You know, like a regular deck of playing cards. Like you’d play poker with. Or Go Fish.”

“How did she tell people’s fortunes from playing cards?”

Shane shrugged. “I don’t know. She never really explained it to me. But I watched many times when she read people’s fortunes. A lot of those people seemed convinced that she was seeing their future.”

“What about you? Did she ever read your fortune?”

“I never wanted it read,” Shane said. “She knew that.”

“She’s gone,” Laura said it like it was a fact and not a question.

“Yeah. She passed away when I was in high school.” He paused for a moment. “I really miss her sometimes.”

Laura smiled at him, her eyes narrowing a little. “Would it embarrass you if I told you that I’ve seen you on TV before?”

Shane smiled. “No. I get that a lot. You watched Extreme Ghost Hunting?”

“Yeah. The whole first season.”

The only season, Shane thought.

“I really liked it,” she said.

“I just want to say that all of that stuff about me helping to fake those shows … it wasn’t true.”

Laura nodded like she already knew that and then she looked out the window again.

• • • • •

In the seats ahead of Shane and Laura, Warren and Nigel sat in the seats facing each other.

“Are you a ghost hunter, too?” Nigel asked Warren after he took a sip from the largest metal flask of liquor that Warren had ever seen.

“No,” he said and smiled at Nigel. “I’m a physicist.”

But of course Nigel probably already knew that from the research he’d been doing on his phone in the airport lounge.

“Any special area of physics?” Nigel asked.

“Quantum physics,” Warren said. “I’ve written a few books, used to do some speaking engagements. But now I teach at the University of Texas.”

“Texas?” Nigel said. “That doesn’t strike me as a university on the cutting edge of quantum physics. I would’ve thought MIT or Cal Tech or something.”

Warren could see that Nigel operated without a filter, just blurting out whatever came to his mind. He seemed like a man who didn’t care if he hurt people’s feelings, and maybe he was a man who went out of his way to do just that, then passing it off as some kind of dry humor. He probably got away with it most of the time. “You’d be surprised,” Warren told him. “We’ve got a pretty advanced science department there.” He didn’t want to tell Nigel that he’d been turned down to teach at many other schools because of some of the papers he had published.

“I think I’ve seen one of your specials before,” Billy said to Warren. He sat beside him in the aisle seat. He had a bottle of beer in his hand. The stewardess had offered all of them drinks before they took off from the airport and Billy had asked for a bottle of beer and Nigel had requested another mixed drink (even though he was still taking nips from his flask). Warren wasn’t sure if these two guys were going to be okay to walk once they got to the island.

“Didn’t you have a special on …” Billy was snapping his fingers in the air like he was trying to recall the name.

“On PBS,” Warren said.

“That’s right.”

“By God!” Nigel said. “I’ve seen that, too. When was that?”

“About five years ago,” Warren told them.

“You’ve been on TV, too,” Billy said to Nigel, pointing at him.

“Yes,” Nigel said, feigning bashfulness. “Quite a few times.”

“I guess we’ve got a bunch of TV stars here,” Warren said.

“Not me,” Billy said. “I just film them.”

Warren’s eyes darted over to the couch along the cabin wall where Harold Penski was sprawled out. He had chosen the couch rather than taking the last available seat of the four—that seemed significant to Warren. It seemed like Harold was content to stay out of their conversation, avoiding any socializing at all. He just leaned on an elbow, staring down at his cell phone, playing with it. Warren wondered what Harold was doing on this expedition, what exactly he was contributing. Harold hadn’t been properly introduced to them like everyone else had. Warren couldn’t help thinking that Nick Gorman was being a little secretive about the man’s purpose here.

• • • • •

The plane ride lasted less than an hour and then they landed at a small airstrip on a large tropical island.

Shane got off the plane and stepped down onto an airstrip that was just a length of cracked concrete that led straight into the jungle. He inhaled a breath of the humid island air, the salty taste of the ocean dancing on his tongue. He couldn’t see the ocean from the airport, but he knew it couldn’t be too far away.

Local islanders dressed in shorts and old T-shirts ran up to the plane and unloaded the gear and equipment from the plane. They carried all of it to three waiting older model SUVs.

They were driven to a seaside port that was nestled in a cove with hills of green vegetation rising up sharply into the blue sky on both sides. They parked near a rusted hulk of a fishing boat that was docked beside a long wooden pier. Booms rose up from the rear of the ship behind the pilothouse and second level deck, cables and nets hanging down from them.

They got out of the vehicles as men from the fishing boat rushed over to get their gear and equipment out of the trucks.

Nigel stared at the boat for a moment as it rocked gently on the waves next to the pier. An older Islander stood at the railing of the boat, his dark hands clasped behind his back, his posture as straight as a lamp post, his dark eyes staring right down at them.

“That’s the best boat your money could get?” Nigel asked Nick.

Nick walked over to him. “On short notice, yes.” He carried a wooden box that was a little bigger than a shoebox tucked under his arm. It looked fancy with inlays and scrollwork, and it looked a little heavy. It also had a small padlock on the brass clasp.

“I find that hard to believe,” Nigel said with a smirk.

“You want the truth?” Nick asked and locked eyes with Nigel.

“That would be nice for a change.”

“This is the only captain who was willing to take us to Devil’s Island.”

“How dramatic.” Nigel’s eyes shifted down to the box under Nick’s arm. “What’s in the box?”

“It’s a surprise.”

“Why do you have it locked?”

Nick walked away without answering him.

“I thought we were telling the truth now,” Nigel called after him.

Nick still didn’t answer.

Nigel watched Nick as he walked away. “Let the games begin,” Nigel said under his breath.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Caribbean Sea

Forty-five minutes later the fishing boat chugged through the ocean waters, leaving the large tropical island in its wake, the crystal clear blue shallower waters near the shore turning into the darker blues of the deeper waters.

After the equipment and baggage was secured away, the boat hands disappeared into the crew area underneath the upper level deck and pilothouse, leaving Nick and his team alone on the cluttered deck.

Warren Savage found a shady spot underneath an awning that jutted out from the pilot house above. He sat at one of the metal tables that were bolted to the wood deck. All of the tables looked like they were ready to fall apart, the legs barely attached to the tabletops with metal twine and ragged pieces of duct tape.

He glanced around at the others. He saw Nick and Kristen sitting together at another table not too far away from him. Nick was leaning back in the shade, possibly napping with his sunglasses on. He had that small wooden box that he’d been carrying around with him down by his feet. Kristen was tapping away on her cell phone, having given up on the laptop now but still focused on her work.

Billy Toomer was stretched out on a dirty towel laid down on the deck near the bow of the boat. He had his shirt off and he was basking in the sun. He was lean, all bone and muscle, a man with a naturally high metabolism, Warren thought. Seagulls flew all around their boat, following them from the dock on the island and screeching in the air. Warren was waiting for one of the birds to drop a bomb on Billy’s chest, but the man didn’t seem too worried about it. Maybe he was sleeping off his beer buzz.

Shane stood by the railing for a moment by himself, staring out at the ocean in front of them, but then he walked towards the steps that led up to the pilothouse.

Harold sat by himself and stared out at the ocean. He had his large backpack with him at all times like he was afraid to be separated from it.

Laura stood by herself next to the railing on the other side of the boat; she stared out at the endless ocean, her blond hair blowing in the breeze. Nigel Cromwell made his way across the cluttered deck to stand right beside Laura.

Warren looked away from Laura and Nigel. He pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and opened it. He took out the worn photo of his daughter, Erin. He brushed his thumb over the photo and struggled to hold back the tears.

God, he missed her so much.

• • • • •

Kristen typed out a text on her cell phone, and then she stopped typing, frowning down at the screen. “I’m losing signal out here,” she told Nick who leaned back in his chair with his eyes closed, his sunglasses now tucked down into the front of his button-down Hawaiian shirt.

“Why don’t you take a break?” Nick told her without opening his eyes to look at her.

“But …”

“Take a break,” Nick insisted.

Kristen sighed and shut her phone off. She would restart it in a few minutes—maybe she would get a signal then. Before boarding the boat, she had changed out of her gray business suit/skirt and heels into a pair of jeans, a thin T-shirt, and the hiking boots that Nick’s people had packed for her. These weren’t her clothes from her house—they were brand new—so she assumed Nick had one of his army of assistants do some last-minute shopping for her in West Palm Beach. All of the new clothes had been packed neatly into a brand new suitcase and matching duffel bag, some designer brand that Kristen had never heard of before.

Obviously Nick wasn’t going to be much in the way of conversation right now. Kristen looked over at Laura. She thought about walking over there and talking to her since she was the only other woman on this boat, but Nigel had beaten her to it. He stood right beside Laura at the railing of the ship and they were talking.

Kristen looked back down at her phone. She turned it on again, hoping for a signal, but there wasn’t one. She shut if off again, wishing that she could get a signal out here so she could bury herself in her work and distract herself from the thought that she was going to spend two nights on Devil’s Island.

But most of all she wished that she wasn’t even here.

• • • • •

Laura stood next to the rusty metal railing, staring at the ocean. She heard footsteps approaching and then she saw Nigel right beside her. He stood there for a few minutes gazing out at the sea, but she could tell he was itching to say something to her. Then he looked right at her with a smug smile. “It’s beautiful out here, isn’t it?”

Laura smiled back at him and nodded. She looked right at Nigel as she tried to brush the hair out of her eyes; the constant wind was blowing her hair everywhere. “Yes, it is.”

“You’ve never even seen the ocean before today, have you?” Nigel asked her.

She could smell the alcohol on his breath even from a few feet away, yet he didn’t sway at all even though the ship was rocking back and forth on the waves.

“How did you know that?” she asked him.

“It’s what I do,” he answered. “I pick up on the slightest details that others miss. I can tell a lot about people in a few seconds, by what they say, their body language, their eyes.”

Laura nodded, suddenly feeling a little uncomfortable next to this man. She looked back out at the ocean. The color of the water was growing even darker the farther away they got from the island.

“That’s how I catch liars,” Nigel continued. “And hoaxes. And believe me, whatever hoax Nick Gorman has planned on this island that we’re going to, I’ll figure it out.”

Laura just nodded and stared at the water again. She couldn’t help feeling a little awkward and nervous next to Nigel. He was imposing and she felt like he was leaning into her space even though he really wasn’t that close to her.

She closed her eyes and let her mind reach out towards Nigel. Images popped into her mind like flashes on a film and she instantly felt fear and terror. In her mind, Laura saw a tall and very thin man standing at the end of a long dark hallway. The tall man seemed to be clothed in a long dark overcoat that was tattered and hugged his body. He wore a tall hat that made him seem even taller, and the brim of his hat kept his face hidden even deeper in the shadows. The tall man was just standing there in the darkness, the top of his hat nearly touching the ceiling, and his head was actually bent forward a little so the top of his hat wouldn’t scrape the ceiling. Laura couldn’t see the tall man clearly in this momentary flash in her mind, but she could feel the terror just from the man’s presence. She had no way of knowing how she knew this, but she was sure that the tall man was already dead. He was a dead man standing at the end of the hall …

Laura opened her eyes and looked at Nigel.

Nigel had seen the Tall Man before in his past, Laura was sure of it now. He’d seen him plenty of times. And now she had seen one of his memories, something that had terrified him as a child. But she couldn’t see everything … only bits and pieces. These were memories that Nigel Cromwell kept hidden deep down in the darkness of his memory, buried there and protected by walls of rational explanations that he’d built up over the years to explain what he’d seen as a child.

“Who is the Tall Man?” Laura asked him.

Nigel’s pudgy face went slack and suddenly pale under the bright sunlight as he stared at Laura in pure shock. But he recovered very quickly; that familiar pinched fake smile appeared suddenly on his jowly face. But he still couldn’t quite hide the surprise in his dark eyes. And Laura could still feel the fear coming from him like heat from a radiator.

“I … I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

“When you were a child, you saw someone called the Tall Man. That’s what you called him … the Tall Man. You saw the Tall Man at the end of a hallway.”

“How … how …” Nigel let his words flutter away into the ocean breeze, uttering a few sounds like he wanted to say something more but couldn’t form the words. For the first time since Laura had met him, he was tongue-tied.

Laura looked back out at the vast expanse of ocean in front of them. Nigel didn’t mind doing background checks about her life, and everyone else’s life, on his cell phone while they were in the airport lounge, but he sure didn’t seem to like it when someone dug around in his past—even if it was trapped in his own memories.

Nigel seemed like he wanted to say something, like he wanted to try to explain or rationalize what she’d just asked him. Laura could feel the frustration coming from him. But a moment later, he just turned and walked away.

“I’ll leave you to the view,” he said, but she could hear the tremor in his voice.

And now Laura was alone, just like she wanted to be.

• • • • •

Shane climbed a set of rusty metal stairs up into the pilothouse where the Captain stood at the wheel and instrument panel. The Captain puffed on an old pipe that jutted from the corner of his mouth. He was a short and compact man made of gristle, muscle, and bone. His face was like an ebony mask that had become cracked with weathered lines over the years. He never looked Shane’s way once as Shane entered the pilothouse.

“Ocean’s behaving herself today,” Shane said after a long moment.

The Captain nodded. “So far,” he said in his Island accent. “But there’s a bad storm coming soon.”

Shane hadn’t heard anything about a storm coming, and he had checked before getting on the plane this morning. “But the weather reports said—”

The Captain turned his fierce eyes on Shane, interrupting him. “Weather man don’t live out here. He don’t know, does he?”

Shane just nodded, saying nothing. He looked away from the Captain and stared out through the dirty windows in front of him. The boat rocked and creaked along the waves, the motor somewhere below chugging along.

The Captain stared at Shane for a few seconds. “This island you’re going to, it’s a very bad place.”

Shane looked at the Captain; they locked eyes.

“The dead don’t stay dead there,” the Captain continued.

“What do you mean by that?” Shane asked.

The Captain shook his head and stared at Shane like he was staring at a doomed man. “I can’t say any more. You must be very careful when you get there. You must be very careful. That’s all I can say.”

The Captain looked back at the window, out at the calm sea, and he wouldn’t say any more.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Devil’s Island

The Captain docked the large fishing boat right up next to the rickety pier that ran almost forty yards from a cove at Devil’s Island out into the deeper waters. The boat hands brought the gear and equipment down onto the rotting floorboards of the pier, stacking up the boxes, camera cases, bags, crates, a portable generator, and red plastic cans of gasoline. They worked like an assembly line, and when they were done, they hurried back onto the boat. Shane and the others had grabbed their own bags and the sleeping bags that Nick had provided.

Kristen felt seasick as she stood on the rotting pier, watching the large boat rock up and down gently on the water. She swore she could actually feel the wood shifting underneath her feet from the waves lapping against the pilings that held the wood pier up out of the water. It was worse than being on that rusty old boat.

She looked at Nick and then at the others who waited on the pier.

The Captain stared down at them from the railing of his boat, not venturing down onto the pier at all. His mouth was just a slash in his dark face, his pipe hanging from the corner of it.

“Aren’t you going to help us carry our gear up to the Thornhill Manor?” Nick asked the Captain.

“This is as far as we go.”

“Our agreement was—”

“We’ve met our agreement!” the Captain snapped.

“How much extra do you need to help us with our gear?” Nick asked with a cocky smile.

“No amount of money,” the Captain answered. “This is as far as we go.” The Captain looked from Nick to the others standing near him and the stacks of boxes, cases, and crates. “I’ll be back in two days as we agreed. If you’re here on the dock, then I will take you back.”

The Captain walked away from the railing … the conversation over.

Kristen’s heart skipped a beat. If we’re here on the dock? What did he mean by that?

“Looks like we’re on our own from here,” Nick said and smiled at Kristen and the others.

“Uh … what did the Captain mean by if we’re here on the dock in two days?” Kristen asked Nick.

He just shook his head, dismissing her question with an annoyed smile.

Nick walked over to the nearest stack of plastic camera cases and picked up his locked wooden box that he’d set there moments ago. He had carried the wooden box down to the pier from the boat himself, guarding it protectively just like Harold was protecting whatever was inside his backpack. Nick set his wooden box down on top of another cardboard box of supplies and picked both of them up, cradling them in his arms. He looked at everyone with a beaming smile. “Everyone grab something and let’s get going.”

• • • • •

All of them hiked up through the same trail that John had hacked his way through only a week ago. All of them carried a box of gear and Billy and Shane carried the portable generator, each carrying a side.

Kristen carried a small cardboard box with her laptop balanced on top. She hurried up the jungle path to walk beside Nick.

“I still can’t get any kind of a signal out here,” she told Nick. “Nothing on my phone at all.”

“Then consider yourself on vacation for two days,” he told her.

“But I need my cell phone. What about The Boneyard film?”

“It’s being taken care of. You put Julie and Aaron on it. Remember?”

Yeah, she remembered. But she wasn’t as confident about their abilities as Nick seemed to be. Nick had changed drastically over the last year, his obsessiveness with his films had waned somewhat and it was replaced by an even more passionate pursuit of stimuli and discovery. And she knew what had changed him—his diagnosis.

“What about your doctor appointment?” she asked, ducking out of the way of a palm leaf hanging down from the jungle. “The second opinion you wanted. The test results?”

Nick stopped abruptly and stared at her, his smile faded away. “I already got the results.”

Kristen didn’t know what to say for a moment. “You … you got them? Why didn’t you tell me? What did they say?” She asked the questions but she could tell by the expression on his face that it hadn’t been good news. Nick’s true expression was a ghost under the façade of the confident smile that he presented right now.

Nick turned away from her and started walking again. Laura and Nigel had passed them as they stood there for a moment, working their way up through the brush ahead of them. The canopy of tree branches created a ceiling of green vegetation high above their heads, blocking out the intense light of the sun. Warren and Harold weren’t too far behind her and Nick on the trail, and Billy and Shane were bringing up the rear, lugging the generator up the steep hillside path.

“Consider yourself on a paid vacation,” Nick said over his shoulder as he began walking again.

Kristen hurried to catch up to Nick again.

“Have a little fun in your life,” Nick said as he walked, staring straight ahead, carrying the cardboard box in his arms. He was breathing heavily.

Kristen looked at Nick in a new light now. She had always thought of him as so vibrant, a tanned and lean man of health. But now his skin looked a little paler, a little grayer, his eyes a little weary, his muscle tone sagging just a bit. Was it just a trick of the sunlight that filtered down through the tree branches, or even a figment of her imagination, or was it something that she just hadn’t wanted to see before? She couldn’t imagine Nick dying … sometimes he seemed larger than life to her, immortal somehow.

“Have a little adventure in your life for once,” Nick added and Kristen swore there was an edge to his words, a meanness in his voice. “There’s more to life than just work, you know.”

“I know,” she said in a low voice. She wanted to change the subject, get her mind off of Nick’s cancer. She stared at the wooden box balanced on top of the box of supplies that he carried.

“What’s in that box?” she asked as she caught back up to him.

Nick walked along, fighting for breath in the thick, humid air. His face was already sweaty, his skin shining with perspiration.

“It’s a secret,” he told her with a smile.

Kristen didn’t bother pushing Nick further for an answer. She knew from experience that she wasn’t going to get him to reveal what was inside that box until he was ready.

A secret, he’d said. Perhaps whatever was locked inside that box was a clue to what he wanted so badly on this island.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Twenty minutes later they all emerged from the jungle trail and gathered at the edge of the thick brush, all of them staring at the large three story structure in the distance. The Thornhill Manor and its property were encircled by a spiked iron fence that disappeared into the brush. The highest peak of the island rose up in the background far beyond the manor, and smaller hills stood on the other sides, surrounding this large flat valley that the manor had been constructed on.

Shane and Billy set the generator down for a moment, resting their arms.

Nick stared in awe at the building. “There she is,” he said. “The Thornhill Manor.”

“Home sweet home for the next forty-eight hours,” Nigel said.

Nick glanced at Nigel and then looked back at the massive structure in the distance. “Time’s a wasting. Let’s get going.”

They were on the move again. Billy and Shane picked up the generator, each grabbing a handle on each side. They all trekked through the weeds and tall grasses to the iron gates.

Nick pushed one of the gates open and it let out a squeal in the humid air. The insects, some kind of sand gnats, buzzed around their faces. From some distant area of the island, birds called out. Their cries sounded like warnings to Shane. And now that Shane thought about it, he hadn’t heard any birds or animals the closer they got to the Thornhill Manor. It seemed like even the wildlife here on this island stayed closer to the edges, closer to the water, avoiding the interior of the island like they knew instinctively that this place was bad.

The island you’re going to … it’s a very bad place. The Captain’s words echoed in Shane’s mind. The dead don’t stay dead there. He felt a shiver dance across his skin even though it was stifling hot and he was still sweating from his walk up through the jungle.

“Come on inside and let’s have a look,” Nick said as he picked up the cardboard box he’d been carrying with his wooden box balanced on top. “We’ll get the rest of the gear from the dock a little later.”

Shane watched Nick practically run towards the manor like a kid running towards a carnival. Nick rushed past a cracked and tilting fountain that was filled with black water, and then he bounded up the wooden porch steps up onto the wide and massive front porch. Nick stopped for a moment, inhaling a big breath, and then he erupted into a coughing fit, his legs buckling. He set his cardboard box down onto the floorboards of the porch, almost collapsing.

“Nick, are you okay?” Kristen asked and raced across the cracked and weedy walkway to the front porch.

Shane and the others dropped their loads and hurried over to the front porch.

“Give him some room, guys,” Kristen said. She hovered beside Nick as he sat on the edge of the steps. “Just sit down for a minute,” she told him in a low voice.

Nick looked at Kristen and nodded. He wiped at his mouth with the back of his hand. He assured everyone else with one of his bright-white smiles as they gathered at the foot of the steps. “I just pushed it a little too far, that’s all. Not as young as I used to be, I guess.”

It seemed like Nick was okay, so Shane took this opportunity to take in the front of the Thornhill Manor. It looked like a sturdy three story structure from a distance, but now that he was closer to the building it seemed consumed with mold, mildew, and wood rot. Iron bars on the railings of upstairs balconies were rusty, panes of glass cracked, paint long ago peeled away in many places. The tall window on the right hand side of the double doors was almost completely busted out. Dangerous shards of glass stuck up all around the window frame. Yet even with all the rot and decay, the building seemed to exude a kind of strength, like it was playing hurt, pretending to be weaker than it really was, feigning vulnerability to entice people inside its

(mouth)

front doors.

Another shiver ran through him. He was getting a bad feeling just being this close to the house. He’d only ever had a feeling like this in one other place … the Cranston House. He glanced over at Laura and saw the fear in her eyes—she wasn’t even trying to hide it. He could only imagine what she was picking up, what images were flashing through her mind at this moment.

Nick got back up to his feet and took a deep breath, the smile never leaving his face. “Let’s see what’s inside,” he told them.

• • • • •

Shane and Billy carried the generator inside the massive foyer after Nick and Kristen pushed both of the doors open. They walked a few steps inside and set the generator down on the floor.

Shane massaged the muscles of his right arm for a moment, trying to knead the soreness away as he stared around at the massive room they were standing in. The construction supplies and equipment around the room caught his attention immediately: the stack of drywall leaning against a wall, stacks of two-by-fours and other lumber, various lengths of PVC pipe, rolls of electrical wire, bags of mortar and plaster stacked up on two wooden pallets with tarps over them, two brand new wheelbarrows, a pile of tool belts, hardhats and hand tools in a corner.

“What’s all of this construction equipment for?” Shane asked.

Billy strolled over to a poster board set on an easel near the corner of the foyer; it was an artist’s rendering of what the Thornhill Manor would look like once it was remodeled.

“The Thornhill Manor is in the middle of renovation,” Nick said. “Lee Templeton had planned for this place to become the Oceanview Resort.”

“How come the work stopped?” Shane asked.

“There were some accidents,” Nick answered.

“What kind of accidents?” Billy asked, turning away from the poster.

“No one was killed,” Kristen spoke up quickly, almost like she was trying to convince herself that this place wasn’t that bad. “There were some injuries. Many of the workers believed that this place was haunted, or cursed, and they left.”

Shane looked at Laura again, trying to gauge her reaction. She stood by herself, the closest one to the front doors still, and she hugged her arms like she was cold. She stared around at the vast foyer, looking up at the ceiling two stories above them.

Warren Savage walked away from the group towards massive archways that led to other rooms. He stopped and stared down at the ancient floorboards. They were stained and dirty, grimy with decades of dirt. But there were some small coins of stains on the floor that looked newer … they looked fresh. “Is this blood?” Warren asked.

Nick clapped his hands together with a loud smack and approached Shane. “You’re our leader. Where are we going to begin?”

“What kind of accidents happened here?” Shane asked Kristen, ignoring Nick.

“Construction accidents,” Nick snapped, forcing Shane’s attention back to him. “On a construction site of any size, there are always going to be a few accidents. Please. Where are we going to start?”

Shane wasn’t too pleased about his question not being answered. Nick and Kristen were keeping details about this place hidden from him. They had sworn that once he got here, he would be filled in on the details, but it hadn’t happened yet.

He walked away from Nick, past Warren who still frowned down at the many splashes of dark blood on the floor, studying them like he would study a specimen on a slide.

“Is the blood on this floor from one of the accidents?” Warren asked Nick as he walked by.

“It might be,” Nick answered in an offhand way. “I’m not really sure.”

Shane watched Nick and he didn’t believe that Nick didn’t know if the blood was from the recent construction accidents. But instead of challenging Nick on it, Shane headed towards a large archway that led into a room with a massive chandelier hanging from the ceiling twelve feet above them. The room looked like it could have been a dining hall a long time ago. The room was empty of any furniture; the plaster on the ceiling was cracked in many places, some of the loose plaster barely hanging on. A row of windows took up most of the far wall, but the windows were covered with thick, dusty drapes that kept the room dark. A door down the other wall, close to the windows, led to another room.

“It feels cold in here,” Laura said from right behind Shane.

He hadn’t even heard her sneak up behind him. He turned around in the middle of the cavernous room, right underneath the chandelier. He looked up at the massive chandelier and he had a sudden ominous feeling about standing right underneath it; he could imagine it falling on him. He walked back towards the archway where the others had gathered in a small group, watching him.

“Yeah, I feel it too,” Kristen said from right beside Nick. “It’s hot and muggy outside, but in here … it feels chilly.”

“Kind of nice, actually,” Nigel commented. “A break from the heat.”

Shane turned towards the windows at the far end of the room and marched towards them. There was a door near the corner a few feet away from the windows, to the left of them. He opened the door and saw a massive kitchen beyond the doorway.

“There’s a kitchen over here,” he told them.

Shane walked back to the others, steering clear of the chandelier. “We’ll make this room our base of operations.”

Nigel chuckled. “Our base of operations.”

Nick ignored Nigel’s remark. “Let’s go back down to the dock and get the rest of the gear. We should be able to get everything else in two more trips. And then we’ll take a tour of the manor.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

An hour later, after all of the gear was inside the Thornhill Manor, Shane and Billy carried the generator down a hallway that led off from the foyer. The hallway had a few doors to smaller rooms and a large but non-functioning bathroom, and the door at the end of the wide hall led out to a large covered patio at the side of the manor. They set the generator down on a vast section of ancient patio stones. The mortar joints of the patio stones were filled with tiny weeds and stained with mildew. A wood awning covered this part of the patio area and it was held up by eight thick wooden posts that had twisted and cracked over the years in the baking sun and high humidity. Just beyond the patio area the sea of weeds, grasses, and small shrubs grew wild, running all the way to the iron fence with the spiked tops that created the formidable perimeter of the property.

Shane spotted a piece of plywood thrown over a pile of other debris, most likely gathered by the team of construction workers who had been here before. He picked up the piece of plywood and checked it for bugs and spiders, and he made sure that there weren’t any nails or screws sticking out of it. He lugged the piece of plywood over to the generator and leaned it next to the generator.

“To help block the noise,” Shane told them as if he’d been asked about it, and then he grabbed one of the large plastic cans of gas they had brought and filled the generator’s tank up with it. After the tank was filled up, he screwed the metal cap back onto the tank.

“You sure you know what you’re doing?” Nigel asked.

Shane stared at him. “I’ve used a generator a time or two in my life.”

“Yes,” Nigel said like he had just remembered. “You’re a construction worker now, aren’t you? I mean, that’s what I heard anyway.”

Shane ignored Nigel’s comment and flipped a switch on the panel box of the generator. Then he yanked on the pull-cord. On the third pull, the motor spit, then caught, and then roared to life.

Nick smiled at the team. “We have electricity.”

Billy had already laid out a hundred foot electrical cord down the hallway and Shane plugged the heavy-duty cord into the generator.

• • • • •

Back inside the dining hall that they used as their base of operations, Shane laid out more power cords and plugged them into surge protectors. The door to the patio was closed and the running generator couldn’t even be heard inside the massive manor.

“Let’s start unloading the computer equipment from those boxes,” Shane said.

Warren and Kristen set up two laptop computers on top of the two small folding tables.

Billy set a box full of flashlights and dozens of different sized batteries down beside the computer tables. “That’s a lot of batteries,” he said.

Shane looked at Billy. “You don’t ever want to run out of light on a ghost hunt.”

Nigel nodded. “Only if you’re scared of the dark.”

Shane ignored Nigel’s comment and pulled out a Mel Meter EMF from one of the boxes of equipment. He turned it on and walked around the room with it, studying the dial.

“What’s that?” Kristen asked Shane.

“It’s an EMF with an ambient temperature deviation detector,” Shane told her. “I’m just getting some preliminary readings.”

“What’s an EMF?”

Nigel butted in before Shane could answer her question. “It’s an electronic magnetic field detector. It measures any electromagnetic field disturbances.”

Shane ignored Nigel as he watched the dial spin back and forth crazily.

“Is it working?” Kristen asked.

Shane looked at Kristen. “Yeah. It’s picking up some disturbances here.”

“Ghost hunters believe that spirits and ghosts give off electromagnetic signals,” Nigel said in a loud voice that echoed throughout the cavernous dining hall.

Shane walked to the windows and back, still ignoring Nigel, still watching the dial spin around. He had never seen an EMF act like this before. Maybe it was broken.

“You know what else gives off electromagnetic disturbances?” Nigel asked.

No one offered an answer.

“The whole bloody Earth.” Nigel said and cackled.

No one else joined him in his laughter.

Shane walked back to the computer tables and put the EMF back in the box. He shook his head. “I’m not sure if it’s working correctly.” He thought about trying another one. He looked over at Harold, the other scientist who kept to himself. He had his sleeping bag already laid out on the floor near the wall, well away from the center of their base with the two tables, boxes of supplies, and construction lights set up. Harold had his backpacks of equipment that he kept with him at all times. He set the backpacks up near the head of his sleeping bag along with a small battery-powered lantern.

They had all been given sleeping bags and Nick had brought along plenty of dried and canned food and a cooler of drinks and dozens of gallons of drinking water. There was also a box that contained a first aid kit, bathroom supplies, and cooking utensils and equipment.

Shane watched Harold for a moment longer. He wondered what he was doing here, what his contribution to this ghost hunt was. Laura was obviously the psychic, and Nick and Kristen, his assistant, were the money behind this operation. Billy was a cameraman who obviously knew Nick and Kristen well. Nigel was the skeptic. And Warren Savage was a scientist. But what was Harold’s role in all of this? He certainly didn’t look very enthusiastic about being here.

And neither did Kristen. She looked like she’d been forced along.

Warren picked up a container of salt from another cardboard box. “What’s up with all of this salt?” he asked Shane.

Shane looked right at Nigel. “You want to explain the salt, Nigel? You seem to know everything.”

“I don’t know what the salt is for,” Nigel answered. “Maybe we’re making margaritas later.”

Kristen barked out a nervous laugh, and then covered her mouth quickly, suddenly a little embarrassed at her outburst. She looked at Shane who wasn’t laughing at all.

“By all means, please proceed,” Nigel said to Shane. He seemed to shine with delight now that someone had finally laughed at one of his jokes. “This is your show. As Mr. Gorman said, you’re our leader. We just follow you.”

Shane looked at Warren and answered his question. “Lines of salt can be used to ward off evil spirits and demons—they aren’t supposed to be able to cross the lines of salt.”

“They’re not supposed to be able to cross the lines of salt?” Kristen asked.

“Hey, nobody said anything about demons and evil spirits when I signed up for this,” Billy joked.

Nick glared at Billy and the smile slipped away from his split lips.

“Not all hauntings are ghosts or residual spirits,” Shane said as he looked at Billy and then at Kristen. “There’s always a possibility that a haunting is really a possession by demons.”

“Yeah … but demons aren’t real,” Kristen said like she was trying to convince herself. “Right?”

Shane didn’t answer her question. Instead, he changed the subject. “There is another use for salt.” He walked over and picked up a carton of salt from the box. “There’s a test you can do to see if you have a ghost in your house.”

Nick was suddenly very interested. He approached Shane. “What is it?” he asked.

“You fill a bowl with salt and leave it out overnight in a room of your house. If the salt turns brown, then you have a spirit haunting your home.”

“Let’s try it,” Nick said, suddenly eager.

Kristen rummaged through the box of food supplies and found a small plastic bowl. She set the bowl down on the floor ten steps away from the computer tables and boxes of supplies and gear.

Shane tore open the container of salt as he walked over to the bowl. He poured the salt into the bowl, filling it right up to the top.

Nigel pulled out a handheld tape recorder from inside his jacket pocket where he kept his flask of whiskey. He clicked the button on the side of the recorder and spoke into it. “The time is approximately …” Nigel glanced at his wristwatch. “Four thirty in the afternoon. We’ve just set up our base of operations and we’re performing the most scientific of all experiments … the bowl-of-salt-test.” Nigel clicked off his recorder. “Riveting.”

Shane turned away from the bowl of salt on the floor. “It will be dark soon,” Shane told them. “We need to map out the building, get an idea of where all of the rooms are, where everything is. When we make our rounds later in the dark, we’re going to want to know if there are any obstacles to watch out for.”

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Kristen said. She grabbed a file from beside one of the laptop computers and opened it, pulling out several sheets of paper. She handed one of them to Shane.

“This is a map of the manor. Mr. Templeton sent us the maps he was given and I made copies of them for you guys.” But not one for me, she thought, because I didn’t think I’d even be here.

Shane studied the map for a moment and nodded. There were four papers stapled together, a page for each floor. He saw the floor they were on with the foyer, ballroom, dining hall, kitchen, hallway, extra rooms, two massive living areas with fireplaces, and the patio area outside. It seemed like some of the rooms on the map were a little off, like they weren’t quite matching up to what he was seeing in reality, but these crudely drawn maps were better than nothing. The second page was the upstairs which mostly seemed to be rooms, like maybe this place had been a hotel at one time. The third floor, which only took up half of that level of the house, consisted of more rooms divided by a large hallway that ended with the biggest room which was marked: Sunroom. The last page was the basement which was just a large irregularly-shaped room, divided into many smaller rooms. It almost looked like a maze.

“Thanks, Kristen,” Shane said. “This will be a big help.”

Billy was crouched down on the floor beside his sleeping bag which he had already laid out … he had set up his bed on the other side of the room away from Harold’s sleeping area. He had one of his camera cases open, pulling a handheld video camera out.

“Look!” Warren yelled at all of them as he pointed at the bowl of salt on the floor.

The salt turned brown in an instant, and then it turned black. A second later the bowl flew across the floor like it had been swatted away by an invisible hand. The black salt sprayed across the floor as the bowl clattered away into the gloom and then came to a stop upside down.

All of them stared in stunned silence—even Nigel.

“That’s probably something we should’ve gotten on film,” Kristen said.

Billy stood up with his camera in his hand, his eyes wide with shock. “Shit,” he whispered.

“I don’t believe that just happened,” Warren said and looked at the others. “All of you saw that, right?”

“Looks like this place passed your salt test,” Nick said and smiled at Shane, clapping him on the shoulder.

But Shane didn’t like Nick’s smile at all—his smile said: I told you this place was haunted.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Nigel sat motionless on the floor, his back still against the wall. He had laid out his sleeping bag on the same side of the room as Harold, like he was already taking the pragmatic and logical side of the room. He stared at the overturned bowl of black salt for a moment, and then he looked at Shane.

“Nice trick, Shane,” Nigel said as he got to his feet. “But I’ll figure it out soon. I always do.”

Shane ignored Nigel; he looked at the others. “Okay, obviously there’s some paranormal activity going on in this place.” He walked over to the overturned bowl across the room and picked it up.

Billy filmed Shane the whole time, and then he panned his camera down to the spray of black salt.

“Let’s get some narration on film now,” Nick said.

Billy turned the camera to Nick who stared at it for a moment before speaking. “We’ve barely stepped foot inside the Thornhill Manor and we’ve already experienced our first paranormal encounter. We set up a bowl on the floor and filled it with table salt. Our plan was to leave it out overnight. The theory is that if the salt turns brown overnight then a spirit haunts the place.” He walked over and stared down at the scattering of black salt. “Well, the salt turned black in a few moments and something … something unseen smacked the bowl of salt across the room.” He stared at the camera. “Have we angered something? Awakened an ancient spirit? A demon?”

Nick stared at the camera for a moment, and then he nodded. “That’s good,” he said.

Billy turned his camera towards Shane who dropped the plastic bowl down into the box with the other dishes and boxes and cans of food.

“What’s next, Shane?” Nick asked.

“Right now we need to get these cameras and the other equipment set up before it gets dark,” Shane said, glancing at the camera, and then looking at Nick. He looked at Warren. “Can you help get some of this equipment out of the cases?”

“Sure,” Warren answered and he and Shane opened the Pelican cases that housed the handheld cameras. He handed one of the cameras to Warren, and then he handed another one to Laura who had come over to help. Then he grabbed the next two.

“I’ve provided three static cameras,” Nick explained. “And I’ve brought along three handheld digital cameras. All top of the line equipment. And of course Billy Toomer will film everything we do the whole time. I’ll edit everything later, but I want to capture as much as we can on film while we’re here.”

They all nodded.

“You know how to use these handheld cameras?” Nick asked Shane.

He nodded. “Yeah, I used something similar on my TV show.” He showed Warren and Laura how to use them, giving them a quick tutorial.

Shane looked at Billy and his camera. “Okay. We’ll tour the manor and choose three locations to set up the static cameras.”

“Static cameras?” Laura asked.

“Yeah,” Shane said. “That just means that these will be stationary cameras that we’ll set up and feed the footage back to the laptops.” He looked at everyone else who had gathered into a group. Even Harold was ready to go with them, and for the first time he wasn’t lugging his backpack along. “Everyone ready to go?”

They all nodded and began walking towards the archway with camera cases in their hands.

Nigel grabbed Shane’s arm and stared at him before they followed the others. “I’m not kidding, Shane. I don’t know how you did that trick with the salt, but I’m going to expose you and Nick Gorman and this whole farce to the world.”

Shane stared right into Nigel’s dark eyes. He saw fury and anger in those eyes, but he also saw something else—fear.

He ripped his arm out of Nigel’s grasp. “It’s no trick, Nigel. You might be in over your head this time. Only this time, we can’t all just drive away when things get too scary, can we?”

The others all stopped at the archway, watching the confrontation between Shane and Nigel. Billy was filming them.

Shane looked at them. “We’ll all follow Laura from room to room.”

Laura looked a little shocked, suddenly uncomfortable with everyone staring at her and with Billy’s camera filming her.

“Wherever you get the strongest feelings,” Shane said to Laura, “that’s where we’ll set up each of these cameras and the recording equipment.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

They started the tour of the manor on the third floor. They had climbed the nearest set of double stairways that curved their way up to the balcony on the second floor, and then they had walked down the hallway that led west. They passed by Room 214 and Laura stopped there for a moment, staring at the closed door.

Shane watched Laura; he saw the alarm in her eyes.

“You feel something?” he whispered to her.

She nodded.

“We’ll come back down here to this room,” he told her. “But let’s start up on the third floor.”

She nodded again, and took a deep breath. She turned and continued down the hall. Shane noticed the deep cracks along this hallway wall. There were a lot of cracks in the walls all over this manor, but these cracks seemed much deeper here, and it almost looked like the plaster was pushed out, like something had pushed the walls out from the inside. He didn’t want to think about how that had happened.

According to the maps Kristen had given them, this second floor hallway they were walking down ended in a set of steps that led up to the third floor hallway.

And there they were: a winding set of narrow stairs that hugged the wall and ascended up into the darkness, then turning sharply at a landing and disappearing around the corner. Billy had turned on the light on his camera which helped a little, but Shane shined his flashlight beam at the steps and walked up the stairs first so he could light the way for Laura who was right behind him. The stairs creaked with each step he took, and then Shane heard a rumbling through the walls, a shuddering. He froze on the stairs, his hands shooting out at the walls instinctively to hold on as the steps beneath his feet seemed to shift slightly. He could feel the tremor shaking the building, he could feel it in the walls, the vibrations running through his hands … and then, a few seconds later, it was over.

Shane turned around and shined his light back down at Laura and then past her at the others gathered on the steps behind her. “Did you guys feel that?”

“Hell yeah,” Billy said. “This whole building was shaking.”

“Is this place safe?” Warren asked.

“I got all the reports from Templeton’s construction company and the structure was deemed perfectly safe,” Nick said. “There’s nothing to worry about. It’s just the building settling.”

“Settling into a sinkhole,” Nigel commented under his breath.

Shane couldn’t help agreeing with Nigel on this one. That was more than just the settling of a building. It felt like the whole building had shook for a split second. Like a small earthquake had just happened. He knew an earthquake could happen anywhere on Earth, but they were more prevalent in the Caribbean than a lot of other areas. That thought didn’t sit well with him, but he turned back around and continued up the steps.

On the third floor, Laura and Shane led the rest of the team down the wide and murky hallway. It was dark up here with most of the doors closed. Shane could imagine how dark it was going to be on this island when night came; it would be pitch-black in some of these rooms that didn’t have windows.

Shane let Laura walk a few steps in front of him, and he shined the flashlight ahead of her. He followed her and then waited as she stopped at the doorway to each room for a moment. She opened each door and Billy brushed by them to film the inside of the room. In some of the rooms he went in first so he could film Laura entering the room. Most of the rooms were empty, but a few of them had an old bedframe or an antique piece of furniture sitting alone among scattered pieces of plaster, wood, and other debris.

Laura didn’t linger too long in any of the rooms. She seemed like she had a destination in mind … some area that was drawing her. She walked to the end of the hall, ignoring the last few doorways to rooms, and stood in front of the door that led to the sunroom. She opened the door and stepped inside. Shane followed her, and the rest of them entered the room right after him.

The sunroom was a huge room and virtually empty. It was the least-damaged room they’d seen up here on the third floor. There were only a few cracks in the plaster walls and there wasn’t too much loose plaster or shreds of wallpaper scattered along the floor. The two exterior walls were banks of large windows that looked out over the tops of the tropical trees dotting the hillside that dropped down sharply to the water below over a mile away. The water of the Caribbean stretched out to the horizon where it met with the lighter blue sky.

“Hey, look at this,” Warren said.

They all hurried over to the far corner of the room where Warren stood, looking down at the floor. Billy filmed as Nick bent down and picked up the two objects on the floor: one of them was a metal clipboard and the other one was a white hardhat. Nick turned the hardhat over in his hands and they all saw the large black letters on the back spelling out the word: BOSS.

“These must be from the construction crew,” Nick said.

“Can I have a look at that?” Warren asked, holding out his hand for the metal clipboard.

Nick shrugged and gave the clipboard to Warren. The clipboard was like a thin rectangular box that opened up. He lifted the lid and found papers inside. He leafed through them then looked at Nick, then at the others.

“There are maps in here,” Warren said, pulling out the papers that were stapled together. “And this looks like some kind of log. Name at the top says John Langston.”

“These are the same maps we have,” Shane said, handing the stapled papers to Kristen.

“The maps were sent to me from Templeton,” Nick explained. “This clipboard and hardhat must be from the guys that Templeton sent down here a week ago to see why the construction crews were leaving. I believe they were supposed to assess any damage and report back to Templeton on the state of the project.”

Nick set the hardhat back down on the floor.

“Looks like they left in a hurry, too,” Shane said as he watched Nick. “Just like the construction crews.”

Nick didn’t respond.

Warren set the metal clipboard down on the floor next to the hardhat.

Laura moved away from the group, drawn towards the line of windows. She stood in front of one of the windows and stared out at the treetops and the ocean in the distance.

Shane watched her for a moment and then walked across the room to stand beside her. “Do you feel anything in this room, Laura?”

Laura kept staring out the windows for a moment longer, and then she turned to Shane and nodded.

“Okay,” Shane said. He turned away from Laura and walked back to the group. “We’ll get one of those cameras set up in here.”

Billy held his camera out to Kristen. “Do you mind holding on to this while I help set up the camera?”

“Sure,” she said and took the camera.

Shane watched as Billy held on to the camera for a moment longer as Kristen tried to take it, locking eyes with her, smiling at her. She gave Billy a slight, cheerless smile and seemed ready to give up on the camera, but then Billy let it go. She turned away.

There was something between those two, Shane thought. Some kind of past that Kristen didn’t seem to want to engage in. Even though it wasn’t any of his business, Shane couldn’t help wondering about it. He was attracted to Kristen; he’d been attracted to her from pretty much the first moment he’d met her on his houseboat. But he doubted she felt the same way about him, so he just needed to forget it and concentrate on his job—getting this camera set up.

“This is a full spectrum zoom digital camcorder,” Shane told everyone as he mounted it on the tripod that Billy had set up. “This camera will work with all unseen lights: ultraviolet, infrared, white light. It has a 360 degree EVP recorder and a built-in motion detector.”

“What about night vision?” Warren asked.

“There’s no need for night vision with full spectrum cameras.”

“That’s amazing,” Warren said.

Nick walked up to them. “I told you, I got the best equipment money can buy.”

Shane looked over at Laura. She hadn’t moved away from the windows the whole time. He walked back across the room, his footsteps sounding heavy on the wood floors. He stood beside her again for a moment. He looked out the bank of windows with her. “You ready to go yet?”

“It looks calm out there now,” Laura whispered. “But there’s a bad storm coming soon.”

Her words hit Shane like a wrecking ball. “That’s the same thing the boat captain said to me.”

Laura and Shane locked eyes for a moment.

Billy walked up behind them with his camcorder, shooting film again. He reminded Shane of one of those annoying sand fleas down by the shoreline, constantly buzzing around.

“You okay?” Shane asked Laura.

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“What do you feel here?” Nick asked Laura as he walked up to her. “Can you describe for the camera what you feel?”

For a long moment Laura didn’t say anything. Then she shook her head and finally answered. “It’s not like a … spirit or a ghost.” She glanced at the camera, and then looked at Nick. “It’s not like anything I’ve ever felt before.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “It feels bad.”

That wasn’t what Shane wanted to hear. He could feel that icy feeling of fear skating over his skin, his stomach clenching into a knot. He could feel the evil in this place, too.

It’s only two nights, Shane told himself. But a lot could happen in forty-eight hours. He had experienced what could happen in only a few hours inside a haunted house before—in the Cranston House. He turned back to the others, trying to push the thoughts of the Cranston House out of his mind. “Let’s get down to the next floor now,” Shane told them. “Set the next camera up.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

When they were back down on the second floor, Laura was drawn to Room 214 again. She stood in front of the door but she didn’t seem to be in any hurry to enter.

“What do you feel?” Shane asked her.

“Something bad,” she whispered. “There’s something bad in this room.”

Billy filmed as Shane and Laura stood together in front of the door to the room. The others waited a few steps away at the other side of the hallway.

Nigel rolled his eyes. He pulled out his handheld tape recorder and whispered into it. “We’ve stopped now because Laura feels something.”

Shane ignored Nigel and watched Laura, but she still didn’t seem like she wanted to enter the room yet. He needed to give her time, so he walked over to the wall beyond the door, the cracks and damage to the plaster walls grabbing his attention again. He touched the cracks gingerly and felt the wall bulging out a little. “These cracks,” he said as he turned back to the others. “It looks like something was pushed out from inside the wall.”

Kristen moved closer to Shane. She touched the cracks just as lightly as Shane had, almost like she was afraid to rest her fingers on them for too long. “What could cause that?”

“And look at that dark stain,” Warren said, pointing at a small hole among a circle of cracks a little farther down the wall. A black line went from the hole among the cracks down to the floor. “What do you think that is? You think it’s blood?”

Nobody had an answer.

Shane looked at Nigel. “You’re the expert on everything in the world. What would cause damage like that to these walls?”

Nigel didn’t react to Shane’s sarcasm and he didn’t seem to be nervous with everyone staring at him. “I’m sure it was an evil spirit and had nothing to do with the earth settling under a hundred and fifty year old building.”

“Those aren’t settlement cracks,” Harold spoke up, surprising everyone. It was the first time any of them had heard him speak.

Billy panned his camera to Harold who stood the farthest away from the group … he always seemed to stay at the outskirts of their group. He just stared at them, offering no further explanation.

“How do you know?” Warren asked.

Harold glanced at Nick like he was seeking permission to divulge a secret.

“Harold is a geologist,” Nick explained

“What do you think the cracks in the walls are from if they’re not from the building settling?” Shane asked Harold.

Harold glanced at Nick again like he wasn’t sure if he should answer the question, but then he seemed to make the decision on his own and looked at Shane. “There could be some seismic activity here.”

“Seismic activity?” Warren asked. “You mean like earthquakes?”

“Like what we just felt in the stairwell earlier,” Shane said. “That tremor.”

Harold nodded. “There may have been some minor earthquakes here in the past, maybe not enough to do major damage, but enough to crack the walls in some places.”

“Is this building safe?” Warren asked.

“I already told you,” Nick butted in, “the tests from Templeton on this place all came back okay. Just because there may have been seismic activity here before doesn’t mean it will happen again. It’s just like Los Angeles—there have been earthquakes there before but it could be a hundred years before a major one hits again. Maybe even a thousand years.” He looked to Harold as if to confirm what he’d just said.

They all looked at Harold.

Harold nodded slowly. “He’s right. There could be another tremor here tomorrow, or the next tremor might not happen for another hundred years. There’s no predicting when the next one could strike.”

“And, like Harold just said, obviously the earthquakes in the past haven’t been that severe,” Nick said, gesturing at the cracks in the walls. “Just some cracks in the walls. That’s all.”

Shane looked at the cracks in the walls again. He wasn’t a geologist, and he wasn’t going to challenge Harold’s opinion in front of everyone, but those cracks looked strange to him. It still looked to him like something had pushed the wall out from the inside.

Nick, suddenly impatient, looked at Laura again. “Let’s proceed with the investigation please.”

Billy focused his camera back on Laura who had never left from her spot in front of the door to Room 214. He filmed her as she stood in front of the door. She touched the door handle and then she pulled her hand away like the metal had burned her. She closed her eyes for a moment, and then she opened them again. She turned around and looked at Shane and the camera “Something bad happened in that room.”

Laura turned back around and touched the doorknob again, careful this time. She opened the door and then went inside. Billy and Shane followed her inside, and the rest of them were right behind them.

Room 214 was empty, free of furniture, but the floor was cluttered with loose pieces of plaster, bits of wood and metal, and other debris. But one object stood out in the middle of the cluttered mess—a white hardhat.

Warren picked the hardhat up and turned it over, staring at it for a second. “Guys, there’s blood inside this hardhat.”

Nick hurried over to him.

Warren handed the hat to Nick.

Billy filmed over their shoulders, zooming in on the inside of the hat where there were smears of bright red blood on the white plastic.

Nick looked at the camera, narrating. “We’ve just entered Room 214 and we’ve discovered a hardhat presumably left behind by one of the construction workers. There’s blood inside of it.”

Shane watched Nick and he was sure that Nick knew more about the accidents that had happened here than he was telling them.

Nick turned to Laura and offered the hardhat to her.

She took it and held it for a moment, closing her eyes. It looked like her body jolted for a moment as she held the hardhat, like a sudden surge of electricity had just shocked her. She shook her head; she had her eyes squeezed shut and a pained expression on her face.

“What is it?” Nick asked Laura. “Can you tell us what happened in this room?”

Laura shook her head again and then opened her eyes. She looked over at the hole in the wall down by the floor at the other end of the room. There was what looked like black soot smeared all around the jagged edges of the hole.

“There’s something bad in this room,” Laura whispered. “Inside that hole. Inside these walls.”

“Let’s get that camera set up in here,” Nick told Billy.

Billy wasted no time. He got the next camera out of the case and set it up on the tripod in a corner of the room, closer to the door. Shane helped him and they aimed the camera at the hole in the wall at the other end of the room.

Warren walked towards the hole at the bottom of the wall like he, too, could see something in the darkness hiding down inside the hole.

“What are you doing?” Nick asked Warren.

Billy left Shane to the static camera as he picked up his handheld camera and crept towards Warren, filming the physicist as he crouched down in front of the hole to get a better look at the dark stains all over the wood floor.

“Look at this,” Warren said. “It’s all over the floor and around this hole. It looks like dried blood.”

Warren got even closer to the hole, peering inside at the darkness.

Billy crouched down near Warren and shined the light from his camera into the hole.

“There’s something in there,” Warren said. He reached into the hole, plunging his hand into the darkness.

“I don’t think you should be doing that,” Kristen said.

“There’s something in here,” Warren said, straining as he groped around inside the hole, his arm buried up to his shoulder, the side of his face pressed against the wall as he pushed his arm in even more.

And then Warren froze. “I’ve got it, but it’s stuck … it’s …”

Nick moved closer to Warren, a few steps behind him, suddenly excited by what Warren might have found. “What does it feel like?”

Shane watched all of them at the other end of the room through the lens of the static camera, getting everything in focus.

Nigel looked bored. He stood closest to the door near Harold. Nigel still had his handheld recorder gripped in his hand in case he needed to make another sarcastic comment into it.

Warren pulled at the object stuck deep in the hole, trying to pull it out, grunting with effort.

Nick’s eyes danced with excitement. “What is it, Warren? What does it feel like?”

“It feels rectangular. Made of … metal.”

Warren let out a yelp of surprise as his arm was pulled deeper into the hole, his face colliding with the cracked plaster.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Kristen screamed as Warren was slammed into the wall, his face smashed against the plaster.

“Let it go!” Laura screamed at him.

Warren grunted, trying to pull his arm out of the hole in the wall.

Shane stepped out from behind the camera and rushed over to Warren. He dropped down behind him on the floor and grabbed him around the trunk of his body, pushing against the bottom of the wall with one foot as he tried to pull Warren away from the hole in the wall. Nick was on the other side of Warren in a flash, helping Shane pull on him.

Suddenly Warren fell backwards. His arm was free but he held something large and made of metal in his hand. He toppled back into Shane and Nick, knocking both of them backwards a few steps. Nick backpedaled, almost losing his balance, but Kristen grabbed him and caught him before he could fall.

Shane fell back onto his butt and Warren was down on the floor beside him. Warren jumped back up to his feet quickly.

“What the hell was that?” Kristen practically shrieked. “What grabbed you?”

Shane got back up on his feet and stared at Billy who still had his camcorder up to his eye. “You couldn’t help us out?”

Billy smiled from behind the camera. “I’m just here to film, man. That’s all.

Warren held a dented metal clipboard in his hand.

“That’s what was inside the wall?” Shane asked. “You risked your arm for that?”

“It looks like the same kind of clipboard we found in the sunroom,” Warren said.

“What was grabbing you inside that wall?” Kristen asked again, her eyes darting to the hole in the bottom of the wall like she was waiting for some kind of animal to come crawling out. “It looked like something was grabbing you, trying to pull you inside that wall.”

“I don’t know,” Warren said. “I … I think when I was trying to pull this clipboard out it got stuck on something and … I don’t know, I might have panicked, thinking my arm was stuck.”

Shane glanced at Kristen—she didn’t look satisfied with Warren’s answer.

Harold joined the group like what had just happened to Warren suddenly interested him. He moved closer to the hole in the wall, crouching down in front of it like Warren had just done, studying it. He shined his flashlight beam into the hole.

“You see any monsters in there?” Nigel asked with a slight slur to his words from the alcohol he’d been sipping all day.

No one responded to Nigel.

Harold sighed heavily like something was bothering him.

“What is it?” Nick asked Harold.

“It’s strange,” he said. “It’s just empty inside here.” He shined his light up into the hole, crouching down lower to peer up into it as far as he could. “It’s like there aren’t any studs in this area of the wall, no bottom plate. I don’t know what the clipboard could’ve gotten stuck on.”

“Something had him,” Kristen said. “Right?” she asked Warren as she turned to him.

Warren shrugged. “I thought so … but like I said, I might have imagined it.”

“Something pulled your arm further into that wall,” Kristen said, not willing to let it go. “I saw it. We all saw it.”

“Or he might have been acting,” Nigel said.

Warren and Kristen glared at him.

Nick turned his attention back to Harold. “You think the wood studs inside the wall rotted away?”

Harold shrugged. “I don’t know. That would be a lot of wood rot. I see wood studs farther back in the darkness, but the space between this wall and the next one is really wide. Must be … maybe almost four feet to the other side.”

“Like there’s a passageway inside those walls,” Nick said, looking right at Billy’s camera which was capturing everything on film.

“Yes, like a secret passageway for your special effects crew to travel from room to room,” Nigel quipped.

“I don’t have a crew here,” Nick said to the camera. “I assure you, it’s only us here.”

“Many old homes had wide walls with passages in between them,” Shane said. “A lot of times secret passageways were built into walls of expensive homes and mansions. It was kind of common back then.”

“Look at this,” Warren said. He had the clipboard opened up and he was looking through the sheets of paper inside. He pulled a few pieces of paper out that were stapled together. “It’s the same map.” He handed the stapled pages to Kristen so she could see it. “The same map that was in the other clipboard. The same map we have with us.”

Nick nodded. “Like I said, these clipboards must’ve belonged to some of Templeton’s men.”

Shane stared at Nick. “So why is one of their clipboards stuffed way down inside a hole in the wall? And why is there dried blood around that hole in the wall and on the floor? And inside the hardhat?”

Nick shrugged and shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“Something happened to the men that were here.”

“No one was killed,” Nick said.

“Well, someone was obviously injured pretty severely from the looks of it.”

Nick just shrugged, refusing to answer.

“I think it’s time we got that explanation that you’ve been promising,” Shane told Nick. “We need to know what happened here to those construction workers, what kind of accidents they had. And we need to know the history of this place.”

Nick nodded. “Of course. After we get these static cameras set up, Kristen and I will tell you everything we know about this place. We need to do some narration for the documentary anyway … get some backstory narrated on film.”

Shane sighed. He still wasn’t happy about the withholding of information so far, but at least Nick was agreeing to reveal it soon. He decided to let it go for now. He couldn’t help feeling that they were in danger here and the bloodstains in this room were only fueling that dread.

Warren closed the metal clipboard and then turned it over in his hands. “Shit,” he whispered and dropped the clipboard on the floor.

“What is it?” Kristen practically screeched.

“There’s blood all over this clipboard, too.”

They all stared down at the clipboard. Stains of dried blood were smeared across the back of it.

Warren checked his hands for blood; there wasn’t any but he wiped his hands several times on his pants just to be sure.

Kristen looked down at the floorboards. “What about all of these dark spots on the floor? Is all of that blood?”

“Looks like it could be,” Warren said.

“That’s a lot of blood.”

“Could be animal blood,” Nigel said. “It doesn’t necessarily have to be human blood, does it? Did anyone think of that?”

Laura hugged her arms like she was cold.

Shane looked at her. “Is this room the center?”

The others looked at Shane, not sure what he was talking about.

Nigel sighed and interpreted for Shane. “He means the strongest area of paranormal activity.”

Laura looked at Shane. She shook her head no. “There’s somewhere else in this place—somewhere much worse.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Laura led the team back down one of the sets of curving stairs to the first floor and through the ballroom, and then into the base of operations, and then to the kitchen.

The kitchen was in ruins and looked like nothing had been used there for nearly a hundred years. The crumbling remains of a gigantic stone oven dominated the left wall on the other side of the room. Directly across from the oven was a rotting wood countertop underneath a line of tall windows. Each pane of glass in the windows was cracked and the glass was thick and opaque. A rust-frozen hand pump for water stood next to one of the sinks. Most of the cabinets had either rotted away or had already been torn down by some of the construction workers. The chipped and stained tiled floor was covered in debris, but there were large piles of scrap wood, metal, and pieces of plaster in a few shadowy corners, most likely swept together there by the construction crews.

“A real fixer-upper,” Nigel grumbled.

Laura walked past the water pump, sinks, and stone oven. They followed her as she turned a corner and then stopped. At the far end of the sprawling kitchen was a closed door.

“It’s down there,” Laura said, pointing at the door. “In the basement.”

Shane pulled the map that Kristen had given to him earlier out of his back pocket and unfolded the papers. He looked at the page with the first floor on it, at the kitchen. He found the door to the basement on the map and then looked up to see Laura staring at it.

Billy backed away from the group, panning his camera around slowly, taking the whole kitchen in.

Kristen froze as she stared at the door. “I don’t think I want to go down to the basement.”

Nick gave her a hard look. “I think it’s best if we all stay together right now,” he told her. “Don’t you think?”

She just swallowed hard and nodded.

Shane walked past Laura to the simple wooden door and tested the doorknob, expecting—hoping—it would be locked. But it turned easily underneath his hand. He opened the door, revealing a set of wood steps that descended down into the darkness. He turned his flashlight on and shined it down the stairs into the darkness.

For a moment Shane’s heart stopped in his chest—his body and mind paralyzed with fear.

Standing at the bottom of the steps, spotlighted by his flashlight, was an old woman with long scraggily hair. Her pale skin drooped down from her face and twig-thin arms. Her clothes were gray rags that hung in tatters. Her mouth was hung open, her jaw muscles slack. She was so old her teeth should’ve been long gone, but she had a full set of dull brown teeth that still looked strong enough to bite, strong enough to tear flesh away. Her dark eyes were set deep in her pale and wrinkled face, just black shadows now. She stood next to the wall at the bottom of the basement steps; she reached out towards the wall and scratched at it with her long and yellowed fingernails.

Scratch …

Scratch …

Shane couldn’t breathe. He stood in the basement doorway; his hand holding the flashlight began to tremble uncontrollably, the flashlight beam wavering on the woman.

Then he jumped as a hand settled on his shoulder. He whirled around and stared at Nick.

“You okay, Shane?”

Shane looked at Nick, then at the others—they had gathered closer behind him. They all looked concerned. “Uh, yeah,” he said, his voice thick and dry. “Why?”

“You were standing there for like … like two or three minutes,” Nick said.

Shane felt funny, like he was trapped in some kind of a dream. He felt a little light-headed, like he was close to passing out. Two or three minutes? That couldn’t be right. “I … I don’t remember … two or three minutes?” He looked at the others … at Kristen.

She nodded, and she looked scared.

Shane cleared his throat and turned back to the basement doorway, staring down at the bottom of the steps.

The old woman was gone now.

She’d never been there, his mind whispered.

He pushed the image of the old woman from his mind and looked back at the others again as he tried to pull himself together.

“You sure you’re okay?” Nick asked Shane.

“Yes, I’m fine,” Shane answered, clearing his dry throat.

“You saw something down there, didn’t you?” Nick challenged.

“No,” Shane answered quickly. “No, it was nothing.” He turned away, not wanting to keep eye contact with Nick or anyone else right now. He wasn’t sure why he didn’t want to tell them what he’d seen, but he just couldn’t bring himself to talk about it. He searched for a light switch inside the doorway, but he didn’t find one. He shined his flashlight beam back down the stairwell. He almost expected to see the ancient woman at the bottom of the steps waiting for him, perhaps climbing them now.

But she wasn’t there.

What was wrong with him? Old Lady Cranston wasn’t here at the Thornhill Manor; she was still haunting the Cranston House, still trapped there inside those walls.

“I’ll go down there first,” Shane told everyone. “Only one at a time on the steps—we don’t know how safe they are yet.”

Shane took the first step down onto the stairs. He still felt unnerved by the vision he’d just seen, but he needed to get himself under control. He was the leader here, the expert. He’d been in many haunted locations since the Cranston House and he had learned over the years to push that childish fear away … hadn’t he?

The steps creaked from Shane’s weight as he ventured farther down the dark stairwell, but each stair step held strong. He worked his way down the steps slowly, playing the flashlight’s beam across the steps in front of him as he went, his heart thudding in his chest.

He got to the bottom and shined the flashlight beam around this area of the basement—stone archways led to many other rooms down here. In this room there were collections of furniture piled up in places; the furniture disappeared into the darkness beyond the strength of his light beam. A lot of the furniture had white sheets covering them which brought back vivid memories of the Cranston House. Boxes, crates, and steamer trunks were stacked up four and five high, some precariously balanced, possible accidents waiting to happen. It seemed to Shane like everything that had ever been in the Thornhill Manor throughout the years was now stored down here in this basement.

Shane stood at the bottom of the steps and shined his light back up at the doorway at the top of the basement steps. He felt exposed down here, all alone in the basement and the hairs on the back of his neck bristled. He had the strange feeling that something

(Old Lady Cranston)

was creeping up behind him in the darkness and he was sure that he would feel the gentle stroke of an ice cold finger on the nape of his neck any second now. He fought the urge to turn around and shine his flashlight at whatever was stalking him.

Warren stood in the doorway at the top of the basement steps, the next one ready to come down.

“Okay,” Shane told him, trying to keep the tremors out of his voice. “Come on down. Remember, one at a time until we’re sure these stairs are stable enough.”

They all took turns coming down the steps, but the steps seemed very strong for the age of the manor.

“It’s so cold down here,” Kristen said as soon as they had gathered in a group near the bottom of the steps. “It’s the middle of summer outside but it’s so cold in here.”

Nick walked over to a smaller stack of boxes piled up on top of each other. He opened the top one and peeked inside. “Old books,” he said as if someone had asked him what was inside.

“Why is all this stuff down here?” Kristen asked.

“Maybe the workers took everything down here,” Warren answered. “You know, before they started renovating.”

“I don’t know,” Nick said, closing the box back up like he was quickly losing interest. “It looks like this stuff has been here for a while. Let’s keep going.”

They ventured farther into the basement, moving into the next rooms. Billy filmed the whole time. In the third room they came to a bare block wall at the far end. The bare wall seemed out of place with all of the clutter around.

Laura broke away from the group and walked towards the bare wall. The others started to follow, but Shane motioned for them to stay back. Billy filmed Laura as she approached the bare block wall which ran to a corner where more boxes were stacked on an old table. The whole basement seemed to be mish-mash maze of rooms, many of them partitioned off by crumbling block walls. Short hallways and archways led to even more rooms and niches. Some of the ceilings in the basement were made from curved block arches the deeper they went into it, and others were exposed floor joists from the floor above where wires and pipes ran, all of them covered with thick layers of cobwebs.

Laura stopped at the corner where the two block walls met. These seemed like they could be exterior walls, but it was difficult to tell since there were no windows down here—this area was more like a gigantic root cellar than a basement.

“I think this area would be a good place to set the camera up,” Laura said and then turned around to look at Shane and the others.

Billy handed his camcorder to Kristen, locking eyes with her for a moment, like he was trying to get her attention. But she looked away. He crouched down and opened the plastic case for the last static camera and tripod.

“This basement seems bigger than it should, doesn’t it?” Shane asked as he pulled the maps out of his pocket again. He unfolded the pages and searched through them until he found the basement map. The basement map seemed like a much cruder drawing than the other levels. “This doesn’t seem right. It doesn’t even seem like we should be underneath the manor anymore. It’s like these levels aren’t lining up quite correctly.”

Warren peered over Shane’s shoulder, shining his flashlight beam down onto the map in his hands. “I think you’re right.” He looked back the way they had come. “It has to be … I don’t know, maybe like a hundred yards back that way. This is one big basement. Bigger than the floorplan of the house, that’s for sure.”

Harold was right there beside them, looking over Shane’s other shoulder at the map. “I agree,” he said. “Maybe this is an older area of the basement, a dugout of some kind that was added on. Or maybe it was here before the house was built.”

Shane looked at Nick.

Nick shrugged. “I don’t know anything about the maps.”

He didn’t seem to know too much about this place for wanting to come down here and investigate it, Shane thought. “But you do know about the history of this place.”

“And we will get to that soon,” Nick promised, not hiding his annoyance.

“So you want the camera set up right here?” Billy asked Laura.

“It doesn’t matter where we set the camera up,” Laura said. “The negative energy is coming from everywhere down here.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

An hour later all of them gathered around the portable stove and the two folding tables with the laptops on them.

Shane got the portable two-burner stove going. It was fueled by a small canister of propane. On one burner he heated up a pot of canned stew, and on the other burner he boiled a pot of water for coffee or tea. Nick had packed individual packets of coffee, creamer, sugar (and various sugar substitutes), and three different kinds of tea. Shane fixed a strong cup of coffee for himself—he figured he was going to need the caffeine; he had a feeling it was going to be a long night.

They set up a few of the construction lights that had been left behind by the work crews to provide more light around their small area of operations which consisted of the tiny tables with the two laptop computers on them; one chair; the portable stove with a box of food and kitchen supplies next to it; the other boxes of flashlights, salt, other equipment; and the empty camera cases. The construction lights managed to chase the shadows back a little, but beyond the sphere of light the dining hall was nearly pitch-black.

The talk during dinner was light but strained. There were a few sarcastic remarks about the food and drink selections, especially from Nigel who seemed to be drinking a lot of his dinner from his seemingly endless flask of liquor.

Some of the talk turned to Nick and Kristen; there were questions about the movies they were working on, famous actors and actresses they had worked with, any Hollywood secrets they were willing to reveal.

After everyone was finished with their bowls of stew and cups of coffee and tea, Shane and Kristen volunteered for dish duty. They gathered up the dishes in a bucket and brought them down the hallway to the outside patio. The closer they got to the door that led out to the generator, the more they heard the rumbling of the generator. There was a temporary pump from a well at the edge of the patio that the construction workers had set up and used for their water supply while here, but Shane had advised against drinking from the well or brushing their teeth in it. Harold said he would test the water tomorrow, but Shane wasn’t taking any chances with it—Nick had brought along plenty of bottled water for the next two days.

They stepped out onto the patio and even though it was nearly dark outside, the heat and humidity were still oppressive.

“Thanks for coming out here with me,” Kristen said. “I wouldn’t have wanted to do this by myself.”

“No problem,” Shane told her. “I just want to fill up the gas tank on the generator before we get started.”

Kristen set her bucket of dishes down next to Shane’s bucket and she held the flashlight for him while he filled the generator’s tank while it was still running.

“You think it will run all night?” she asked him.

“Probably not,” Shane said as he screwed the cap back on. “Someone will have to come out here and fill it up before we go to bed. I would keep your flashlight and maybe a battery-powered lantern next to your sleeping bag tonight just in case you need it.”

Kristen looked sick at the idea of being inside that manor in the middle of the night, trapped inside that vast and crumbling structure, trapped in that darkness. He forced a smile on his face as he looked at her. “We’ll be fine.”

She nodded but she didn’t return his smile.

They walked to the end of the patio where the edge of the porch roof ended. Shane flipped a switch on the solar-powered water pump and it hummed to life, water streaming out of a PVC pipe. The water was shockingly cold compared to the heat of the air. Even the wind that had kicked up and blew their hair and clothes seemed like a hot breeze.

Kristen washed the dishes in one of the buckets with some dish soap and a sponge while Shane rinsed them in the running water and set them in the other bucket.

“You don’t want to be here,” Shane said.

She snorted out a bark of laughter that he found oddly endearing. She smiled and rolled her eyes a little. “Is it that obvious?”

“Why did Nick make you come along if you didn’t want to be here?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably trying to make me face my fears or something.”

Shane could understand that. He had worked hard to face his fears his whole life, which was why it was so unnerving that a lifetime of work had come unraveled so easily in only a few hours in this place.

“Why did the construction crews leave so suddenly?” Shane asked her as he put the last of the dishes into the bucket. “What did they see here?”

Kristen was about to answer but then she jumped to her feet, staring out at the darkness. She looked like a deer in the forest that had just spotted a predator—body frozen, eyes wide, senses alert. “What was that?” She grabbed her flashlight and shined it out towards the fence in the distance that was hidden in the dark.

Shane stood up and shined his flashlight in the same direction, adding his light with Kristen’s but the two beams of light only penetrated the blackness so far.

“Did you hear something?” he asked her. He strained his ears, trying to listen, but he didn’t hear anything out there.

“I thought I saw something move out there,” she whispered.

Since they had been out here Shane’s eyes had adjusted somewhat to the darkness; he could make out the tree line of the jungle—a dark mass against the dark blue sky that was nearly cloudless. A half-moon shined down from the night sky, bathing the world in a ghostly, milky-white light and the stars glittered coldly. But below the tree line, down in the brush and tall grasses, most of the world was still indiscernibly dark.

“Where exactly did you see it?” Shane asked her.

“I … I don’t know. It was … I think it was out there by the fence.”

“I should go look.”

Shane started to walk off of the patio into the sea of weeds and grass, but Kristen grabbed him.

“Wait,” Kristen said. “It was nothing … probably just an animal or something.”

“Yeah, probably,” Shane said even though he hadn’t seen much evidence of animal life around this manor. Even the flying insects and sand gnats that had plagued them down at the dock were practically non-existent up here on this plateau among these mountains. He had expected to be swarmed with mosquitos while they were out here doing the dishes but he hadn’t felt one on his skin or heard their annoying buzzing in his ears. He hadn’t even seen one rat or mouse dropping inside the manor and this place should be full of rodents. But he didn’t want to point out those observations to Kristen right now.

“I think we should get back inside,” Kristen said.

“You don’t want to go have a look?”

“No. It was nothing.”

Shane was going to argue that they were here specifically to investigate any strange things they saw, but he let it go, feeling a little guilty for not admitting to seeing a vision of Old Lady Cranston at the bottom of the basement steps a few hours ago. They were all a little spooked, he thought. Maybe it was this creepy old building or the fact that they were literally stranded here on this island for two nights—something he wasn’t okay with, and something he had already voiced his disapproval of, for whatever that was worth.

“Okay,” Shane answered. “Let’s get back inside.”

Kristen looked relieved at that idea. They started to walk towards the door that led back inside, but then Kristen stopped. “Can you wait out here while I … I need to …”

Shane nodded at her, understanding what she was asking. She had a roll of toilet paper with her.

He waited while she went to the bathroom near the wall beyond the generator, and then she waited for him while he peed off the edge of the patio stones.

They walked back to the patio door and Shane looked back at the fence somewhere out there in that darkness before going inside. It felt like something out there was watching them … more than one thing. He felt a chill creep over his skin even in this warm, humid air. There was definitely some kind of supernatural activity going on here, he was sure of that. He hadn’t felt a sensation this strong since he’d been in the Cranston House.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

“I think it’s time we learned more about the history of this place and what happened here to the construction workers,” Shane said as soon as he and Kristen got back to the base of operations. He was tired of playing games with Nick. He wanted answers, and he wanted them now.

“Of course,” Nick said. He nodded at Kristen. “Kristen, if you would.”

Most of them had pulled their sleeping bags up closer to the circle of lights that stood guard around their impromptu camp in the middle of the dining hall. Harold and Nigel kept their sleeping bags out towards the outer edge, closer to the wall, deeper in the darkness. Harold seemed uninterested in the story of the Thornhill Manor, content to lie down and fall asleep. Nigel sat on his sleeping bag with his back against the wall; he watched with a focused attention. It looked to Shane like he was waiting to spot a lie.

Shane looked at Kristen who sat cross-legged on top of her sleeping bag. She arranged the few folders she’d gotten from her laptop bag neatly in front of her in the order she was going to refer to them. Her motions were quick and efficient, and she had a determined expression on her face. She seemed much more at ease now that she had a job to do. He couldn’t help watching her. He knew she was scared, he knew she didn’t want to be here, and he couldn’t help admiring her bravery. It was like she had resigned herself to make the best of the situation now that she was here.

“The history of the Thornhill Manor,” Kristen said as she plucked a few pages of paper from the first folder. The battery-powered light beside her provided enough light for her to see the papers. She cleared her throat a little before speaking further. “This place was supposed to be a sugarcane plantation when it was first built.”

“I don’t see much room around here for sugarcane,” Shane said.

“That’s true,” Kristen answered. “Very little, if any, sugar was ever produced here. Many believe there were other reasons this manor was built.” She let her words sink in for a moment, and then she continued.

“The owners and builders of this manor were Thaddeus Thornhill and his wife Constance. The Thornhills were a very wealthy English family, and their wealth and power supposedly dated all the way back to the Crusades. In 1865, when Thaddeus was thirty-eight years old, he came into possession of this island. Rumor has it that he had somehow swindled the property away from the LaRoux family who had owned it originally for over two hundred years. There are other rumors that Thaddeus and Constance Thornhill sailed here from England and pretty much squatted on the property long enough to possess it. There are other rumors that the island was abandoned by the LaRoux family and that they didn’t care if the Thornhills took possession of it. But the darkest rumor of all is that Thaddeus Thornhill tortured one of the LaRoux family members until this island was signed over to him. There’s not much history or evidence of the transaction. Like I said, most of these tales are just rumors and conjectures. But all the research seems to show that until Thaddeus and Constance Thornhill got here, this was just a jungle island with nobody living on it. It wasn’t until they took ownership of the island that this manor was built.”

“This building is that old?” Warren asked. “A hundred and fifty years old?” He looked a little surprised and worried.

Shane could understand his concern with the age of this building, especially with the seismic activity they’d felt since they’d been here.

“Yes,” Kristen said. “The Thornhill Manor is about a hundred and fifty years old.”

Billy stood up with his camera and filmed all of them as Kristen spoke. He circled their group slowly in the darkness, moving with the silence and grace of a jungle cat as he trained the camera on each person, capturing their expressions as Kristen told her tale.

• • • • •

Laura felt the unblinking eye of Billy’s camera on her as she watched Kristen search through her notes again before speaking further. Laura knew Kristen was terrified of this place, but her work was helping her to distance herself from her fear for a little while, a world of work to escape into.

“The story goes,” Kristen continued, “that the Thornhills stayed on the main island for three years while they had this house built. Reports state that the house started off as a two story, modest house, but it kept growing and growing, taking over three years to build and utilizing hundreds of workers, until it became what you see here today.”

As Kristen spoke, Laura began to see the images in her mind. She saw a flash of a nineteenth century ship on the ocean, the wooden boat rocking violently on the waves during a storm at night. Thaddeus comforted Constance below deck, assuring her that they were doing the right thing, that all of their suffering was worth what was hidden on the island they were going to.

Then Laura saw Thaddeus Thornhill and four dark-skinned guides. The men were cutting their way through the brush on the island, creating a gash of a trail through the cloying vegetation. Thaddeus was a tall man and his clothes seemed to hide a strong and muscular body. His facial features were both pleasing and severe at the same time. He had narrow hazel eyes set deep underneath a prominent brow. His shoulder-length hair was tied back and damp with sweat.

But Thaddeus was happy … Laura could feel that. He was excited. He was sure that he was so close to finding …

Finding what? She couldn’t see what Thaddeus was after.

A second later, like the vision in Laura’s mind had jolted forward through time, Thaddeus and his men were in a large natural clearing. The land was relatively flat and surrounded by hills and the largest mountain peak of the island. This was the spot where the Thornhill Manor would stand one day. The guides stared down at something in the ground. Thaddeus’ eyes were full of wonder. He had found it … after all these years of searching he had finally found it …

And then Thaddeus stabbed one of his men with his machete, driving the blade deep into the man’s stomach.

Laura’s eyes popped open just as Kristen was handing out a few photographs to Nick right beside her.

“These are two of the few surviving photos of Thaddeus and Constance Thornhill,” Kristen said.

Nick glanced at the photos like he’d seen them many times before, and then he handed them right to Laura to pass along, but Nick locked eyes with her for a moment.

He knows I’ve seen something, Laura thought. She fought to hide the truth and forced herself to remain neutral when she looked at the photos because she already knew what she was going to see; she already knew what Thaddeus Thornhill looked like because she’d just seen flashes of him in her visions. And it was like Nick could sense all of that from her, like he had some kind of uncanny ability of his own to sense things.

Laura accepted the photos from Nick. She looked down at the first photo—there was a man and a woman in it. Constance was seated in a wingback chair, dressed in a formal gown, her hands gloved, an elaborate hat on her head. Thaddeus stood right beside her, tall and strong, dressed in a dark suit with some kind of ribbons or medals on his coat lapel. He wore no hat, and his long dark hair was loose, framing his angular and lean face, his hawkish nose, and those mean eyes.

He was a mean man, Laura thought. He didn’t try to hide his savagery with any kind of charm. The cruelness emanated from him and hung around him like a dark aura. He was a man who would stop at nothing to get what he wanted … he would even stab a man to death.

Laura passed the photos to Warren who sat closest to her.

“After this manor was built,” Kristen continued, “the Thornhills bought slave after slave from the main island to supposedly work the sugar plantation. But, like I mentioned, they never brought sugar or anything else to sell on the main islands. And they kept purchasing slaves.”

Laura saw another flash of violence in her mind … a slave screaming in pain and terror, his face shiny with sweat and tears …

“And no one was suspicious about that?” Warren asked, breaking Laura’s spell.

Kristen glanced at Warren and nodded. “It didn’t seem so at first; it wasn’t really a crime at that time to buy the amount of slaves they were purchasing. But the people on the main islands began to spread rumors about the Thornhills being involved in witchcraft and black magic, and those were crimes at the time. Maybe the rumors about black magic weren’t true; maybe they were borne out of jealousy, people on the other islands envious of the Thornhills’ wealth. But even the accusation of black magic was taken very seriously on these islands at that time. But it wasn’t until some local sailors and workers disappeared that the islanders really began to become involved. Many thought their friends and family members had been lost at sea, which was common back then, but many began to believe more and more that the Thornhills had something to do with the disappearances. And eventually people were sent to investigate.” Kristen paused dramatically. “And some of those people who came to investigate the Thornhills never returned.”

Laura saw another image in her mind: darkness, screaming, a flickering flame, running water … cold and dark … afraid …

“That was too much for the locals on the main islands,” Kristen said. “They organized and then sailed out here to storm the island.”

“Are you okay?” Nick asked Laura.

Laura looked right at Nick. She knew he’d been watching her for the past few minutes, studying her.

“Do you … feel something?” Nick asked.

The others were silent and Billy emerged from the darkness, his camcorder up to his eye, filming her. It felt like everyone was holding their breath, waiting for her to divulge the secrets she had seen.

“No,” Laura lied and smiled at Nick. And then she had to look away from his intense blue eyes that seemed to pierce her in the darkness.

He knew she was lying.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“So what happened when they stormed the island?” Warren asked Kristen.

“Before I continue,” Kristen said, “I need to remind you that a lot of the research I’ve collected are just stories passed down from generation to generation. Much of it can’t be corroborated with fact.”

Her warnings didn’t seem to dissuade Warren any, he was still eager to hear what had happened.

Kristen took a deep breath and continued. “The story goes that the people of the main island stormed this island and the manor. They didn’t find the Thornhills. They didn’t find any of the slaves alive. They found the bodies of slaves, sailors, workers, and a few of the former investigators buried in shallow graves all around this manor outside of the iron fence that surrounds the property. There were no grave markers so the bodies weren’t found right away, and many believe not all of the bodies were discovered.”

“So you’re saying there might still be bodies buried out there somewhere beyond that fence,” Warren said.

Kristen glanced at Nick for a moment, and then looked back at Warren. “There are most likely still bodies out there because there’s no evidence that the people from the islands ever brought the dead back with them.”

“They didn’t bring their own people back?” Warren asked.

“I don’t know,” Kristen answered. “They definitely left the bodies of the slaves here, but there’s also evidence in the research I gathered that the others were left here, too. There seems to have been something so horrifying … so terrible … that they left everyone here and left the island alone after that.”

Nick stood up and began to slowly pace around their circle of lights, taking over for Kristen. Billy followed Nick with the camcorder. “As Kristen said earlier, the Thornhills were rumored to be alchemists or witches, in league with the devil some said—hence the name Devil’s Island. And they were supposed to stand trial for their crimes. Because the bodies found here may have been used in some kind of … a ritual … the superstitious islanders may not have wanted to bring them back with them. They may have felt that the bodies were somehow tainted now.”

Nick paused.

“And as Kristen said,” Nick continued, “Thaddeus and Constance Thornhill were never found. Some believed the two escaped by boat back to England or even to America. There were sightings of them in Charleston, South Carolina and New Orleans, but none of these reports were ever verified. Others believed Thaddeus and Constance killed themselves and that their bodies are still somewhere inside this manor. Buried inside these very walls, some say.”

Silence hung over the group, smothering them.

“Some believe,” Nick continued with a secretive smile, “that Thaddeus and Constance Thornhill sacrificed themselves to this house and made this house come alive with evil, awakening something powerful here.”

Nigel snorted out a laugh, but he didn’t say anything. He took another sip from his flask, the light from the construction lamps winking off the silver of the container.

“People searched this property for the Thornhills,” Nick continued. “The records prove that. But the searchers had some … accidents. And after a few strange deaths and grisly injuries, the townspeople finally gave up their search for the Thornhills, leaving the bodies behind.”

“Supposedly leaving the bodies behind,” Kristen corrected like she was trying to reassure herself.

“But no one ever tried to take the property over,” Shane said like he already knew the answer.

“No,” Nick answered. “After the bodies of the slaves, sailors, and workers were found in the shallow graves, after the rumors of demons or the devil himself living on this island, the locals stayed away. The rest of the Thornhill family back in England was finally contacted about what had happened here, and they sent a man to inspect the property. He was only on the island for a few hours, ferried out here on a boat by some of the local islanders. The story goes that he was only inside the manor for a few hours, and then he ran out of the house screaming. He had deep scratches all over his face and he was terrified. But he never uttered a word about what he’d seen inside the manor. He ordered that the Thornhill Manor be locked up tight, the doors and windows boarded up. He went back to England and the Thornhill Manor stood empty for nearly forty years until another member of the Thornhill family …” Nick looked to Kristen for help.

Kristen glanced down at her notes, searching through a few pages in one of the folders. “A Rodney Thornhill.”

“Yes,” Nick said. “Supposedly a man named Rodney Thornhill came here with a work crew to try to turn the Thornhill Manor into a hotel and resort. That’s why you see the numbers on the rooms upstairs.”

“But those numbers don’t make a lot of sense,” Warren said. “They aren’t laid out in a logical order.”

Nick smiled. “I wondered if someone would notice that. I should’ve figured it would be you, Dr. Savage. Yes, the rumors were that Rodney Thornhill stayed out here for weeks with his crew, trying to update the property, attempting to add indoor plumbing and other modern conveniences of the time, building the pier you saw out there by the shore. But the rumors also state that the work was erratic, that it didn’t make a lot of sense or follow any kind of logical pattern. Some say he was going mad while here at the Thornhill Manor. Most of his crew had abandoned him after only a few days, and eventually the last two crew members literally dragged him off of the island. Once back on the main island, Rodney Thornhill seemed to get his wits about him. But he never stepped foot back on this island, sailing back to England a few weeks later when he was fit enough to travel. And since then the Thornhill Manor has been pretty much abandoned. There were a few instances of other Thornhills coming to claim the property in the last hundred years, adventurous and greedy souls, but there weren’t many, and none ever stayed long enough to renovate it. And the records show that there hasn’t been anyone here in the last fifty years. And when Peter Thornhill took over the estate recently, he sold the island to Lee Templeton.”

Nick stood behind one of the construction lights and grinned at them. “And here we are now, spending the night in the most haunted place in the world that no one’s ever heard of.”

Nigel clapped his hands slowly, his applause echoing in the murky outer edge of the group. “Bravo. Wonderful ghost story.”

“And after Mr. Templeton bought this island, he sent work crews down here to the island to begin renovations,” Shane said, eyeing Nick, prodding him to tell the rest of the story.

Nick nodded. “Yes, that’s true.”

“And there were accidents,” Shane said, letting his words hang in the air, waiting for Nick to expound.

“Yes.”

“Deaths?” Shane asked.

“No,” Nick answered quickly. “No deaths were reported. A man was cut with a power saw. He lost a few fingers. Another man slipped and fell down the stairs, broke his arm.”

Shane watched Nick. He could tell that the billionaire was lying, but he had no way to call him on it. He shifted his eyes to Kristen, watching her reaction as Nick explained the accidents. He wanted to see if she seemed surprised by his description of the accidents. But she remained impassive, just watching Nick as he talked. Either she didn’t know the truth and this was what Nick had told her, or she was hearing this for the first time.

Or she was in on the lie with him.

“Seems like a lot of blood on the floors for a few missing fingers,” Shane said.

Nick just shrugged, like he didn’t have an answer for that.

“You expect us to believe that entire work crews abandoned this place and left most of their tools behind just because a man lost a few fingers from a sawblade and another man fell down the stairs?”

Nick didn’t say anything for a moment, and Shane glanced around at the others, wondering if they were buying this story. Warren and Laura were leaning forward, waiting for Nick’s explanation. Even Nigel seemed interested to hear Nick’s thoughts about it.

“They saw things while they were here, didn’t they?” Shane asked.

“Yes,” Nick said.

“Did the construction crews stay here on this island overnight?” Warren asked. “Or were they ferried back and forth from the main island?”

“I’m not sure,” Nick answered. “That’s the truth. I only got so much information from Mr. Templeton. He said that many of the construction workers saw strange things while they were here. They complained that this manor, the entire island, was haunted.”

“What did they see?” Shane asked.

“Mr. Templeton was pretty vague about that. You have to understand that he’s not a man who believes in the supernatural. He just said that the workers complained this place was haunted.”

Nick took a breath. He was about to say something else, but he froze when a loud creaking noise sounded throughout the house, and then there was a cracking noise that sounded like wood snapping from somewhere upstairs.

They all jumped to their feet, looking up at the ceiling. A series of small quakes shook the house for a few seconds. The gigantic chandelier above them, a little farther down the dining hall, trembled from the tremors that had just rumbled through the house, the dirty pieces of crystal plinking against each other.

“That was another earthquake,” Kristen said in a low voice.

“The house is just settling,” Nick said.

They looked at Harold who had been lying on his sleeping bag farther away from the group, but he was now propped up on one elbow, staring up at the ceiling, watching the chandelier.

“What do you think?” Warren asked Harold.

He stared at the chandelier for a moment—it was almost still again. He looked at the others. “Like I said before, there seems to be some seismic activity here. I’m going to run some tests in the morning.”

“You’re sure this building is safe for us to spend the night in?” Shane asked, turning back to Nick.

“The reports from Templeton cleared this building for the work crews,” Nick told him.

“Yeah, you already told us that.” But Shane didn’t believe him.

Laura looked up at the ceiling, her breath caught in her throat.

Shane watched her. “What is it?”

A second later they heard footsteps from upstairs.

“You hear that?” Nick asked everyone in a whisper. “It sounds like footsteps, doesn’t it? Like someone’s walking around up there.”

Billy backed up a few steps away from the group, farther into the darkness. He aimed his camcorder up at the ceiling, filming it, the light from his camera shining up on the cracked plaster.

“It doesn’t sound like footsteps to me,” Nigel said, his voice much louder than Nick’s. “Sounds more like the creaks of an old house that’s settling. A possibly unsafe house, as Shane suggested.”

They waited a moment and the footsteps stopped. Everything was quiet for a moment.

“We should check it out,” Nick said with a grin. “That’s why we’re here.”

Shane was already on his feet, grabbing a handheld camera.

“Billy, check the footage on the laptops,” Nick told him.

Billy hurried over to the two tables and opened up both laptops, bringing them to life. He checked the footage from the three static cameras.

“See anything?” Nick asked.

Billy shook his head no. “Everything seems okay. I backed the footage up five minutes. I can hear the creaking on the footage, but there’s nothing on film.” He bent a little lower, studying the screens and pushing some buttons. “Hmm.”

“What is it?” Nick asked him.

“It’s weird. There’s some kind of static on the footage. Like there’s some kind of interference.”

“How convenient,” Nigel said.

“We need to check it out,” Nick said. “We’ll split up into groups.”

“I think it would be better if we all stayed together in one group,” Shane said.

Nick seemed to bristle at Shane’s challenge to his suggestion. He seemed like he was going to argue with Shane about it, but then he gave in. “You’re the leader, Shane,” he said, his words clipped with anger. “That’s why I brought you here.”

Shane didn’t respond.

Nick picked up another handheld camera and turned it on, the light shining down onto the floor.

Shane handed the last camcorder to Warren.

“Everyone ready?” Nick asked, already heading for the archway that led out to the foyer.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

They hurried through the ballroom to the winding double set of stairs that led up to the second floor. The two sets of winding stairs reminded Kristen a little of a double helix ascending up into the gloom.

Before Kristen got to the stairs, she swore she saw something move out of the corner of her eye in the darkness at the far end of the ballroom. The flash of movement reminded her of when she and Shane were out on the patio an hour earlier, cleaning up the dishes in the water from the hand pump. She’d seen something out there in that darkness just beyond the iron fencing. Shane had asked her what she’d seen out there, but she hadn’t been entirely truthful with him. Maybe it was all of the research she’d done on this island and the manor, and all of the stories about the dead bodies buried all around this property that she’d read about that had put the images into her imagination, but she thought she’d seen a person out there beyond the iron fence in the darkness, somebody lumbering through the tall grass and brush like a zombie … like someone who had pulled themselves up from a shallow grave.

Stop it! she told herself, and she did her best to force that image from her mind. She was just creeped out about being here in this old house, trapped on this island until the boat captain came back. And she didn’t want to think about that, either. If she thought about being trapped on this island for too long she might have a full-blown panic attack. And if she had a panic attack, she might just take her sleeping bag down to that rickety pier and spend tonight and tomorrow night down there by the water, waiting for the sun to come up over the horizon, waiting to spot the captain’s boat on the water as he came back to rescue them.

What if he didn’t come back? her mind whispered.

Don’t think about that.

She followed Shane and the others up the winding steps to the second floor balcony that overlooked the ballroom. The lights from their cameras and flashlights made a safe little bubble of light that they traveled inside of, but the rest of the manor was hidden in darkness. Each step of the stairs creaked under their weight as they climbed higher and higher up into the manor.

Billy followed right behind Nick as he spoke over his shoulder to the camera, his eyes wide with excitement. “We’ve heard a creaking noise coming from somewhere upstairs and it sounded a lot like heavy footsteps so we’re on our way to investigate.”

They gathered on the balcony. Kristen found the nerve to look back down at the ballroom. She couldn’t see anything down there in the darkness and she chose not to shine her flashlight down at the room below. She turned and concentrated on Shane.

Shane’s attention was on Laura. “Which way?” he asked her.

Laura shook her head like she didn’t know which way to go at first, but then she began walking down the hall to their left. She walked right to Room 214, the same room they had found the metal clipboard and hardhat inside of earlier in the day, both items splattered with blood.

Kristen waited outside the room as the others went inside—she didn’t really want to go back in there again. She stared at the cracks in the hallway wall for a moment, and then she shined her flashlight beam up and down the hallway, the light disappearing into the gloom. She could imagine someone running out of that pure darkness right towards her.

She hurried inside the room.

Inside Room 214, Billy checked the static camera, looking through the lens without touching it.

Shane aimed his camcorder down at the hole at the bottom of the wall which was now just a black blob on the wall in the darkness.

“Camera looks okay,” Billy said as he stepped out from behind it. “I don’t know what could’ve caused the static on the footage.”

“I don’t hear any footsteps up here now,” Nigel said to Nick. “Your guys must’ve heard us coming.”

Nick ignored Nigel.

“Let’s keep looking around up here,” Shane said.

They all gathered in the hallway, and then they moved down the hall to the end of it where the narrow steps hugged the wall and led up to the third floor.

On the third floor, they checked each room one at a time, working their way down to the end where the hall ended with the door to the sunroom. They only stepped a few feet inside each room, long enough to pan around the mostly empty rooms with their cameras and flashlights.

“All the rooms look clear up here,” Nick said to the camera as Billy focused on him, bathing his face in the splash of light. “So far we haven’t seen anything strange up here, but we haven’t found the source of those noises we heard earlier.”

Moments later they walked to the end of the hall and entered the sunroom. They gathered together in the sunroom, not too far away from the static camera and the metal clipboard and white hardhat with the word BOSS stenciled on the back of it; those two items were right on the floor where they had left them.

“Nobody up here, either,” Nigel said sarcastically.

Billy panned his camera to Nigel.

“I think we can all admit now that the noises we thought were footsteps were only the creaking of this old house,” Nigel added. “Nothing more.”

“Maybe we should check the footage on the laptops again,” Nick said.

• • • • •

Ten minutes later most of them were gathered around the laptops in the dining hall that was now their base of operations. Billy sat in the chair in front of one of the computers, the glow from the screen shining on his face. Nigel and Harold chose to stretch out on their sleeping bags closer to the wall and away from the lights.

“Okay,” Billy said using the mousepad below the keyboard to rewind the footage. “This is about the time we heard the noises. I also uploaded the footage I shot with the handheld onto this other screen,” he gestured at the other laptop.

Shane and the others waited behind Billy, all of them staring over his shoulders at the small screens. Billy turned up the volume and they were all quiet as they listened to the slight hissing of static. He played the video feed from the upstairs cameras on the second and third floor. The hissing static got a little louder, and there was some interference on the screen. Then … thump, thump, thump.

“That’s it,” Nick said. “It sure sounds like footsteps.”

“I don’t know,” Kristen said. “I think Nigel might be right. It might be more like loud creaks or wood popping.”

“Thank you!” Nigel called out to them from the darkness.

“What about the video you shot when we were down here talking about the history of the Thornhill Manor?” Nick said to Billy. “Let’s look at that.”

Billy turned to the other laptop and rewound the footage, then started it. The camera was on Nick and Shane as they talked to each other. The shot was wide, getting almost everyone in the shot. Kristen sat in between Nick and Shane on her sleeping bag with her folders and reports spread out around her. The camera zoomed in a little on Nick as he spoke.

“The reports from Templeton cleared this building for the work crews,” Nick said on the screen.

“Yeah, you already told us that,” Shane said to Nick on the screen.

Laura looked up at the ceiling and Shane turned to her. “What is it?” he asked her on the screen.

Then they heard the creaking footstep from upstairs on the footage. The footsteps sounded a little more muffled on the laptop, but still plainly heard.

The footage on the laptop was a blur for a moment as Billy spun his camera around and aimed it up at the ceiling, the light from his camera shining on the chandelier, the pieces of glass twinkling like diamonds as they shook slightly from the vibrations.

“You hear that?” Nick asked on the screen in a whisper. “It sounds like footsteps, doesn’t it? Like someone’s walking around up there.”

“Stop the film,” Nick told Billy. “Rewind it a little.”

Billy did as Nick ordered.

“Look at that,” Nick said, pointing at the laptop screen. “Stop it right there on Laura. Look how she’s looking up at the ceiling even before we hear the sound.”

The screen was frozen on Laura’s face as she stared up at the ceiling.

Billy let the footage play in slow motion.

“Shane notices it,” Nick said and turned to look at Shane and then at Laura. “You knew something was about to happen, didn’t you?” Nick asked Laura with a smile.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

At three o’clock in the morning the Thornhill Manor was shrouded in darkness; the only light came from a few battery-powered lanterns that created little dots of light in the vast dining hall where everyone was asleep … and everyone was dreaming …

In her dream, Laura was on Devil’s Island a hundred and fifty years ago. There was no manor built on the island then; there was nothing but the trees and the jungle brush. She was with Thaddeus Thornhill as he made his way up through the jungle with the four islanders he had hired as his guides.

But Thaddeus didn’t really need these four men as guides; he needed them for something else … something particular. She knew that with certainty like you knew things in dreams.

She followed the five men, but it was like she was behind them, yet up above them a little at the same time, kind of floating along behind them through the jungle foliage.

Thaddeus was leading the men, chopping through the overgrown brush with violent swings, stomping down on tall weeds, grasses, and shrubs. The sun beat down on them, its light filtering down through the canopy of branches above them. Thaddeus’ skin was shiny with sweat, his clothes soaked. Gnats buzzed unnoticed around his face and neck. He paused in a small clearing on the hillside with his back to Laura. His men rested for a moment. Thaddeus pulled something out of a leather pouch on his belt and studied it for a moment. Laura couldn’t see what he held in his hands … but it was important, she knew that.

She saw flashes of a tortured man back in Europe, a young man screaming for mercy, blubbering words in a mixture of English and French. The man’s head was trapped inside of some kind of iron contraption, metal bands pinching his flesh.

And then Laura was …

… back on Devil’s Island, watching Thaddeus shove what now looked like it may have been a folded map back down into the leather pouch.

Then it was like time skipped ahead in the dream, jumping to another point in time like it did in her visions sometimes. They were now in the huge clearing, the plateau up in the hills of the island with the ring of mountains surrounding it, the largest of them, the central peak of the island, looming in the distance. This place was a natural clearing where trees and large shrubs refused to grow, a vast plain of tall grasses and weeds that swayed back and forth in the hot winds.

Thaddeus and his men were gathered in a tight group, looking down at a large hole in the ground like the earth there had been cracked wide open. Laura could feel Thaddeus’ excitement … he had finally found it; after all this time, after all of the searching, he had finally found it.

And then there was another jolt forward in time: Thaddeus stabbed one of the men in the stomach with his machete, the blade sinking so easily into the man’s flesh, running right through him. The man stared back at him with both terror and surprise. The expression on Thaddeus’ face was stoic; just a man doing a job, just doing what needed to be done.

Thaddeus needed to stab this man. There was a very specific reason … and it had something to do with the hole in the ground … he was going to take the man down into that hole …

Laura jumped awake. It was still dark inside the manor, and the others were still asleep. The manor was silent except for a few snores from some of the men and the deep breathing of sleep from the others.

But the manor wasn’t silent for long; soon Laura heard the creaking and popping of the ancient wood inside the walls, floors, and ceilings—the creaks that sounded so much like footsteps from somewhere deep inside.

Her battery-powered lantern was beside the head of her sleeping bag and she turned it on, bathing a small area in light.

She could see the others better now. Kristen had her battery-powered lantern on beside her as she slept, but everyone else slept in the darkness; even the laptop screens had powered down through the night even though they were still on. At least the few battery-powered lanterns provided enough light for Laura to see everyone else in the room, yet the light wasn’t strong enough to penetrate the darkness all around them and drive the shadows back completely.

Nick slept silently on his side, just a thin mound in the gloom underneath his sheet.

Harold was snoring lightly—and he slept the farthest away from the group, lost in the darkness.

Shane and Warren were sleeping heavily, but neither one was snoring.

Then she looked at Nigel. He was in a deep and fitful sleep from all of the alcohol he’d consumed, but Laura could tell he was dreaming … he was having a nightmare about the Tall Man.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Nigel was young again in his dream … seven years old. He had woken up in his bedroom. He didn’t want to sleep alone in his bedroom because he was scared of the dark, but his father told him to stop being such a baby and go to bed; it was time to grow up now.

“There’s nothing in the dark that can hurt you,” Father told him with a scowl, his facial expression pinched in annoyance … an expression Nigel would adopt so many years later without realizing it.

Now young Nigel was awake in his dark bedroom and he was scared. All of the rational explanations his father had told him so many times didn’t mean anything now. He wanted so badly to turn on the lamp next to his bed, but he didn’t dare; he didn’t want his father to come into his bedroom with the belt.

“There’s nothing there,” Nigel whispered to himself. “He’s not there.”

Then Nigel heard the noise again, the same noise that must’ve woken him up. Footsteps down the hallway … heavy footsteps coming this way.

Maybe it’s Father, Nigel thought. Or Mother.

But he knew it wasn’t them. He knew who it was out there, the Tall Man … the same person he’d seen over the last few months standing in the hallway.

The Tall Man was out there right now in the hall, whispering rapidly … the whispers getting louder as they got more frantic.

Young Nigel sat up in his bed and stared at his bedroom door. He heard the footsteps approach, and then they stopped right outside his door.

The doorknob slowly turned and the door pushed in without a creak.

Nigel forgot all about his dad’s wrath now, he forgot all about being ridiculed for being a baby. Something terrible was trying to get inside his bedroom and he knew who it was because he’d seen this thing before … the Tall Man.

This was the closest that the Tall Man had come yet. He got a little closer and closer every time Nigel saw him, but this time he was going to be inside his room in a moment.

The bedroom door opened all the way and the Tall Man stood there, his head bent down so he could duck in through the doorway.

He was coming …

Nigel’s eyes popped open in the darkness and for a moment he thought he had screamed.

In the dream he had screamed.

He sat up and it took him a moment to realize where he was. But it slowly came back to him. He was on an island in the Caribbean … Devil’s Island it was called. He was here investigating some supposedly haunted house. More likely a hoax perpetuated by a clever filmmaker.

But they wouldn’t fool him.

There were two battery-powered lanterns on which illuminated their group of sleeping bodies. He looked at each of them and they all still seemed to be asleep.

The nightmare was already beginning to fade away. It was a trick he’d taught himself over the years, pushing any negative thoughts and bad memories away as soon as they entered his mind. But he remembered this nightmare much more clearly than the other ones through the last few decades. This dream had been about the Tall Man.

God, he hadn’t had a dream about the Tall Man in so many years. Damn that Laura for bringing up those memories from his subconscious. He still couldn’t figure out how she knew about his past, especially a secret like the Tall Man which he had guarded for so many years. But she was probably an actor working for Nick Gorman, and maybe they had bribed a member of his family to talk about him when he was a child, divulge some secrets, dig up any kind of dirt they could find on him.

But that was okay, he would expose this hoax of theirs and then who would be the fool?

He thought about taking a nip from his flask, but he decided against it, suddenly sleepy again. He turned over onto his side and went back to sleep.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Warren Savage saw his daughter in his dream. He was crying in the dream when he saw Erin, and he was crying in his sleep without realizing it.

He was back in their California home. Erin was still there, still alive. Warren’s wife hadn’t left him yet. His world hadn’t shattered apart yet.

Warren was in his office. He was busy working on a paper, absorbed in it. His wife was at work and Erin was in her bedroom.

He froze at his desk … he heard a sound from the kitchen, a sly sound, a sneaky sound. Someone was out there. A sudden fear gripped him and he remained in his chair for a moment.

He didn’t know why he was so afraid. It was probably just Erin getting something to drink or eat.

But he still didn’t move. He didn’t want to see

(what)

who was out there. He was shocked to realize that tears were flowing down his face. He wiped at them, still not moving from his office chair, his hands gripping the armrests like claws.

And then he was standing at his office door with no memory of walking across the room. Everything was darker now even though it had been daytime only moments ago … it seemed like a thunderstorm had moved in quickly, black clouds blocking out the sun. He could hear the wind kicking up outside, leaves blowing around and hitting the house.

More noises came from the kitchen.

Someone was definitely out there.

It’s just Erin, he told himself. She had snuck out to a party last night and he had caught her coming home very early this morning. He had grounded her, he had yelled at her, he had said some things in anger that he wished he could take back. She was probably still pissed at him. He figured she would sleep all day after being out all night, but she must be in the kitchen right now. Who else could it be?

But he didn’t want to go to the kitchen. He was still crying … he didn’t want to go to the kitchen and see her like … like …

What was he so afraid of? This could be his chance to make up with her, apologize for his harsh words. He would explain to her that he’d just been scared last night as any parent would be if their daughter had stayed out all night. She didn’t understand, she didn’t have kids yet, she didn’t understand the love parents had for their children, the responsibility they felt, the fear they had that something bad might happen to them. And sometimes when Warren got scared, he got angry … like a lot of men did.

He would explain all of that to her.

Yet he still hesitated by the door as the room grew darker and the wind blew harder.

And then he was in the kitchen with no memory of walking down the hall.

He saw his daughter in the kitchen. She stood at the other side of the room, near the door that led out to the laundry room and then to the garage. She was dressed in the same clothes that she’d worn last night, but her dark skin looked a little paler somehow … gray. Her eyes were blank, vacant even though she stared right at him.

Warren’s heart jumped in his chest … something was wrong with Erin.

“Erin …” he said as he took a step towards her.

“Daddy,” Erin said and then smiled at him.

Warren felt more tears slip out of his eyes. How long had it been since his teenaged daughter had smiled at him? She reached a hand out towards him, but he wasn’t sure if the gesture meant for him to come forth or to stay back.

Warren didn’t approach; he was afraid he might spook her or make her angry. She got mad so easily these days. “Erin, are you okay?”

Erin just smiled at him.

She was still on something, some kind of drug that she had taken last night when she’d been out partying, Warren was sure of that.

“I have to go now, Daddy,” she whispered. “I just wanted to see you again … I just wanted to tell you that I’m sorry, and I love you and Mom so much.”

Warren was crying harder now. “I love you too.”

Erin changed suddenly. Her smile slipped from her face, her mouth forming an O, her eyes widening in terror. “Daddy,” she whispered. “You … you have to get out of there.”

“What do you mean?”

“You have to get out of that place. You can’t stay there. It’s dangerous.”

“What do you mean? What are you talking about?”

“That place … that house you’re in right now … there are terrible things there.”

Tears blurred Warren’s vision as he watched Erin float backwards from the kitchen into the laundry room; her feet hovering only a few inches off the floor.

“Don’t go,” Warren cried and rushed after his daughter.

When he got to the laundry room, she wasn’t there. He rushed out to the garage but she wasn’t there, either. There was no way she could’ve gotten outside that quickly, but he rushed outside to the driveway that was beside the house. The storm had gotten much worse, the wind shrieking, leaves and twigs blowing by, the sky darkening. He fought the wind back to their shed that was filled with storage. Erin wasn’t in the backyard. She wasn’t by the pool. He checked the front yard again. She wasn’t there, either.

Then he heard her calling to him, her voice carrying on the wind. But he didn’t see her anywhere. “Daddy …”

“Erin!”

“Daddy, help me!”

“Where are you?”

“Help me. It’s got me and it won’t let me go …”

Warren snapped awake in his sleeping bag and wiped at his tears. He sat up quickly and looked around to make sure nobody else was watching him, but everyone else seemed to still be asleep.

He lay back down on his sleeping bag and stared up at the ceiling hidden somewhere up there in the darkness. He closed his eyes and it seemed like he could still hear Erin whispering to him. But he didn’t hear her warnings from the dream now … no, he heard her telling him that she loved him as he drifted off to sleep again.


CHAPTER THIRTY

In Shane’s dream he was back at the Cranston House in Ohio. He was lost inside the house. There was no way it could be so big in here, but it seemed like the rooms went on forever. One hallway led to another series of rooms, which led to another hallway and then more rooms. It was like being lost in a cave and taking tunnel after tunnel, turn after turn, and then realizing that you were only getting yourself lost deeper and deeper in the cave.

It felt claustrophobic in these maze of rooms, and it felt like it was hard to breathe. But he couldn’t stop looking for Mike. His friend was lost inside the house somewhere. He had to be close because he could hear Mike screaming.

“Shane, help me! Please, Shane …”

“Where are you, Mike?!”

No answer from Mike now … just screams, and now those screams seemed farther away like Mike was being dragged even deeper into these maze of rooms.

And then suddenly Shane was in one of the living rooms. There was furniture everywhere; most of the pieces were covered with dirty white sheets. But the piece of furniture that caught Shane’s eye was the wingback chair in the corner on the other side of the room. The white sheet that had been covering the chair was halfway off of it, part of the dusty sheet piled up on the wood floor. And someone was sitting in that chair … an old woman.

An emaciated arm hung down from the side of the chair. The arm looked so skinny and long. The hand at the end of the arm was like a giant pale spider, and each finger ended in a long yellowed fingernail. The fingernails scratched at the floor.

Scratch …

Scratch …

Scratch …

The ancient woman’s fingernails dug deep into the planks of the floorboards, pulling up little scrolls of wood. The fingernails looked old and brittle, but Shane knew that was just a deception … he knew those fingernails were strong, just like those little brown teeth in her mouth.

The old woman—Old Lady Cranston—was turning around in the chair …

But then Shane was suddenly somewhere else, pulled away from the Cranston House and now he was in a mental institution in Cleveland.

He was an adult now, and he was in the large recreation room with a group of mental patients … he was visiting his childhood friend, Michael Lachance. Other patients played board games at tables or studied playing cards that they had laid out but hadn’t moved for a while. Others stared blankly at a TV that was bolted up high on the wall. One woman stood by a barred window, staring out at the daylight and muttering to herself. Two burley male nurses dressed in white stood a few yards away from the small table where Shane and Mike sat, watching just in case Mike became violent. But Mike, in his drugged stupor, didn’t look physically capable of any violence right now.

Mike was an adult now in this part of the dream, but he looked so much older than he should’ve been. He looked weary of life already, like he was in here waiting for the end to come so he could finally be at peace.

“Mike … I’m sorry,” Shane told him. He could feel tears in his eyes.

There were faint scars all over Mike’s face from the deep scratches he’d had when the police had pulled him out of the Cranston House. The official report surmised that Mike had scratched his own face after suffering some kind of traumatic breakdown after getting lost inside the Cranston House, but Shane knew that wasn’t true.

Old Lady Cranston had done it to him … she had dug her sharp and yellowed fingernails into his flesh while she held him down inside that house. What else had she done to him?

“I tried to find you,” Shane said and he couldn’t stop his tears now. “I swear I tried to find you in there. I looked and looked, but the house seemed to go on forever. It seemed to grow the more I looked for you.”

Mike sat unresponsive. He didn’t console Shane. He just stared at him with a Thorazine gaze. His mouth hung open slightly, the corners of his mouth dotted with dried white spittle that looked like tiny little cotton balls.

“Please, Mike … forgive me.”

“She showed me things,” Mike finally said in a low and guttural voice, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down like he was having trouble swallowing.

Shane didn’t have to ask Mike who he was talking about. In Shane’s many trips to see Mike, this was the first time he’d ever heard Mike talk about what had happened inside the Cranston House … it was the first time he’d ever heard him utter a word.

“She showed me things that you don’t ever want to see,” Mike continued in his slurred voice, his vacant stare focused on Shane, yet seeing something else at the same time, some other dark world that he was still trapped inside of. “You don’t want to see those things, Shane.”

“It’s okay,” Shane said.

“You don’t want to see them,” Mike said again, his voice a little louder, his eyes brightening a little, coming to life.

“It’s okay,” Shane said again. “Try to calm down.”

“You don’t want to see them,” Mike said even louder, growing angry and frightened at the same time.

Shane glanced back at the two male nurses and he saw that their attention was focused on them; they seemed ready to act at any moment.

“You don’t want to see those things!” Mike yelled and jumped up to his feet. And then he lunged across the table at Shane, his mouth open wide, revealing small brown teeth just like Old Lady Cranston’s, and his fingernails had grown into long yellowed claws …

Shane jumped awake in his sleeping bag. It was morning. The daylight invaded the dining hall. Someone (Shane’s money was on Kristen) had pulled a few of the heavy drapes back from the rows of tall windows at the far end of the room.

Everyone else was awake. Nick and Kristen had some water boiling on the portable electric stove for coffee and tea. Harold was munching noisily on a bowl of dry cereal.

“Come join us for breakfast,” Nick said, holding out a few breakfast bars fanned out in his hand like a deck of cards. “We’ve got chocolate, chocolate chip, double chocolate, peanut butter caramel, vanilla …”

Shane nodded at Nick. “On my way,” he told him. He felt the slight and unreasonable embarrassment at having been asleep in a room while others were awake. It was an uncomfortable feeling knowing that others might’ve been watching him while he slept. Had he snored? Had he thrashed about in his sleeping bag? And even worse, had he talked in his sleep?

Or screamed?

Would they even tell him?

Coffee sounded better to Shane than the assortment of breakfast bars, and the lure of coffee was enough to get him out of his sleeping bag. He felt tired, like his sleep hadn’t been deep, like it had been interrupted a hundred times through the night without his remembering it.

Harold set his cereal bowl down in a cardboard box of dishes to be washed. At least Shane and Kristen weren’t washing them; they’d already taken their turn at that. Harold drained his paper cup of coffee and tossed that into the garbage bag beside the box of dishes. He stood up and grabbed his backpack and bag. “I’m going to run some tests,” he told Nick.

Harold didn’t look at anyone else. It was like everyone else wasn’t consequential enough for him to acknowledge, almost like he was embarrassed to be on this island with a bunch of crazies chasing ghosts and spirits. Harold seemed resolved to complete the tasks he’d been hired by Nick to do and not entertain anything else.

“Okay,” Nick told Harold. “I’ll meet you out there in a little while.”

After Harold walked away, Shane poured himself a cup of coffee and then added cream from a sealed packet and then he tore open a packet of sugar and shook it into the cup.

“Why do you need a geologist?” Nigel asked Nick bluntly.

Nick sipped his coffee, not answering. But there was a whimsical expression on his face like he loved piquing everyone’s curiosity.

“Does it have something to do with the seismic activity here?” Warren asked Nick.

Nick brightened a little like that was a good enough reason to admit to. “Yes, it does.”

Nigel stared at Nick like he didn’t believe him—it was an expression he had most of the time for all of them.

But this time Shane had to agree with Nigel because he didn’t believe Nick’s answer, either.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Harold had to walk towards the rear of the manor to find the best spot in the ground to test. He’d had to trudge through the sea of weeds and tall grasses to get to this spot, but at least it was somewhat level ground and at least he hadn’t seen any snakes so far. He wasn’t usually scared of snakes—they could be a normal hazard in his line of work—but he assumed there might be some poisonous varieties on this island. A bite from a poisonous snake, or spider, or anything else, could be very bad since they were stuck on this island with no way back until tomorrow morning. He understood that most of the others on this expedition were afraid of supernatural things, but Harold wasn’t a believer in the paranormal and his fears were more rational: snakes, spiders, scorpions, falling through a rotten part of this house, and of course the seismic activity they had felt a few times since they’d been here.

There was a lot to fear here and they didn’t even have the capability to contact emergency crews unless Nick was hiding a satellite phone that he wasn’t telling anyone about. Maybe that’s what was locked inside that wooden box that Nick kept near him all the time.

Still, the lack of emergency plans on this island bothered Harold. It seemed like an unnecessary risk and Harold, as a scientist, didn’t believe in unnecessary risks.

But Nick Gorman was a different animal altogether—Harold knew that now. Nick had spent his life taking on risks. Was there a riskier profession than betting on the film industry with its unbelievable chance for failure, so much time and millions of dollars wasted just because of the public’s fickleness when it came to the box office?

Harold glanced up at the manor looming next to him. The walls were stained from decades of mildew and mold, and deep cracks penetrated the ancient blocks below the stucco finish that was flaking off in many areas. That building could be a death trap, Harold thought. The whole thing could come crashing down on itself if these quakes got a little stronger. He shivered at the thought of being buried under all of that rubble, trapped in the darkness, his bones crushed, trying to catch his breath as he breathed in the dust and ground stone.

But what scared him even more was what he’d picked up on his X-ray readings. He was sure that Nick would want to investigate what he’d found and he wasn’t so sure he was ready to go along with that exploration no matter how much money Nick was willing to pay him.

Harold’s mind slipped back to a few weeks ago when he’d been approached by Nick Gorman, a famous movie producer. He couldn’t even guess what Nick wanted to talk to him about. And Nick had kept it a secret, not wanting to divulge too much information until they could meet in person somewhere. He also forced Harold to sign an ironclad non-disclosure agreement before he would even talk to him.

They met at a restaurant two nights later, Nick paying for everything. Nick didn’t want to talk business at the table; he wanted to wait until they could be alone. Nick had asked Harold generic questions about geology and his work during their meal. He’d asked how Harold had gotten into this kind of work. He’d asked what had fascinated Harold about rocks and the earth under their feet. They compared stories of the places they had visited around the world: Hawaii, Japan, South America. Of course Nick’s stories were far more fascinating and entertaining, a one-upping of Harold’s stories without Nick even seemingly aware that he was doing it, like it was a habit ingrained so deeply in Nick that it was a permanent and unchangeable part of his personality now.

After they’d finished their dinner, they had walked down to a park. The streets were pretty clear at this late hour and the only other people around was a group of teenagers doing tricks on skateboards a few hundred yards away.

After they sat down on a park bench, Nick told him about this job on Devil’s Island.

Harold was quiet throughout Nick’s entire pitch. He didn’t know what to say after Nick had finished talking. If this hadn’t been Nick Gorman with this offer, then Harold would’ve immediately walked away. But he had stayed there on that bench and he had listened to everything Nick had to say.

“The payment is acceptable?” Nick asked, and he seemed worried because of Harold’s bland expression and stunned silence. But Nick had no way of knowing that this was Harold’s normal expression—he never showed exuberant emotion of any kind; it was the way he’d always been: opening Christmas presents was a torture for him as he tried to force himself to act excited at another shirt or pair of socks.

“Yes. Of course. There’s nothing wrong with the payment … it’s more than generous …”

“Then what is it?”

How could Harold tell Nick what he really thought about his offer? How could he tell Nick that this whole idea was crazy, that it was beyond the scope of the normal world that Harold lived in? But in the end Harold signed on with Nick’s little expedition not because he believed in what Nick proposed or because he was dying to go on an adventure or because he was honored to be courted by the great Nick Gorman. In the end he signed on because the money was too hard to pass up.

And now here he was on Devil’s Island with Nick Gorman. He wasn’t ready to admit that Nick was right about all of this, but the evidence was right there on his X-Ray screen … it was down there somewhere underneath his feet.

The X-ray readings were just a start, and it was worth investigating this further, and he was absolutely sure that Nick would want to proceed with this.

Something moved near the corner of the manor and Harold just caught that quick flash of movement. He turned and stared into the thick wall of trees and brush that hugged the back of the manor. Lines of weeds and small shrubs hid the base of the building and vines grew up the cracked stucco. But they only grew up to a certain height; beyond that height there were only the withered black skeletons of vines that had tried to climb higher and died.

He saw someone standing there in those trees and brush. It was a man … a man he knew.

His brother.

This can’t be real … this can’t be real …

Harold’s brother stared at him with dead eyes sunk deep into his face. The flesh on his face, neck, and stick-thin arms drooped just like it had when he’d lost all muscle tone in the last few months of his life from the cancer that had been eating him away from the inside. His skin was paper-thin, and all of it had a yellowish tinge to it, covered with splotches of purple bruises everywhere on his arms and legs. He wore the faded jeans and T-shirt that he always seemed to be wearing the last few months of his life, both articles of clothing too big for his emaciated body.

Harold shook his head back and forth. This couldn’t be real. He wanted to rub his eyes, blink, he wanted to look away … but he didn’t.

His brother raised one of his thin arms and reached out towards him like he needed his hand in help.

The brush and weeds that hid his brother’s scrawny legs rustled around him like hundreds of small animals were rooting around in the vegetation. But then Harold realized that the vegetation itself was moving … it was growing and circling around his brother’s legs, vines and branches crawling up his body, sharp points at the ends of branches and vines piercing easily into his papery flesh, the vines wrapping tighter around him, pulling down on his body.

Yet his brother stood there as long as he could. His one arm was still extended; he was still reaching out to Harold … waiting with hopeless, dark-rimmed eyes that pleaded for help.

Harold wanted to help his brother, but he stood rooted to the ground.

“Harold!”

Harold snapped his head back around and saw Nick trudging through the grass and weeds towards him. Then he looked back at the corner of the manor, at the jungle that pressed up close to the back of the structure.

His brother wasn’t there anymore.

“You okay?” Nick asked.

Harold looked back at Nick and nodded, clearing his dry throat. “I … I thought I saw something in the woods.”

Nick just stared at him, waiting for him to expound.

“It was just an animal, I think,” Harold muttered.

Nick didn’t look like he believed him. “Well, what have you found so far?” he asked, changing the subject.

Harold nodded. “It’s there.”

Nick beamed and clapped Harold on the shoulder. “I knew it.”

“I just don’t know how to get to it,” Harold frowned.

“You leave that to me,” Nick said and turned away.

Harold watched Nick walk towards the front of the manor, and then he looked at the woods again to make sure no one was there watching him.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

While Nick was talking to Harold, Shane was on the other side of the manor. He had already walked the length of the front of the manor with the digital camera that he’d brought with him, snapping a few photos of the massive front porch with its gray Doric columns, wide floorboards, tall windows, and the balconies that dotted some of the upstairs windows and French doors. Then he worked his way towards the corner and the east side of the manor. The brush was thicker here than it was on the other side of the manor and the iron fence that circled the property ran through that brush thirty yards away from the exterior wall. The fencing was choked with shrub branches and vines in those woods. Shane had to enter the woods, pushing the branches and palm fronds out of the way, to get some better photos of this side of the manor from farther away.

He wanted to take as many photos as he could while he was here on the island. He wanted to document everything, jot down notes, and dictate into the handheld recorder he’d brought with him. If there was absolute evidence of the paranormal here, as Nick promised there was, then Shane wanted to document everything he could on his own. If this film turned out to be a hit, then Shane wanted to at least try to get a book deal out of it. He even fantasized about an internet show, or even a new TV show … but one step at a time.

A snapping of dry grass that sounded from the front corner of the manor startled Shane. He whirled around and saw Kristen standing at the corner.

“Sorry,” she said and smiled at him. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

Shane smiled back at her as he walked out of the woods.

“I came out here to drink some coffee on the front porch and I saw you walking around over here.” She looked back the way she had come. “I like it a little better outside … I don’t like being inside that place.”

Shane just nodded.

Kristen looked up at the sky. Dark thunderstorm clouds were moving in fast from the east. After a flash of lightning, thunder rumbled from the other side of the island, the ground shaking. “It’s going to rain soon.”

“Yeah, we should probably get back inside,” Shane said. He looked at Kristen and she looked miserable at the thought of having to take refuge inside the Thornhill Manor from the rain.

Shane glanced up at the clouds for a moment and then he looked back at Kristen. “The boat captain said there was a bad storm coming soon.”

“The weather was supposed to be good,” Kristen told Shane. “I checked the weather reports for Nick before we came here.”

“That’s what I thought, too. But the boat captain seems to know the local weather better than the meteorologists do.”

Kristen just sighed.

“So you think this place is actually haunted, like Nick does?” Shane asked her. “The real deal?”

“Don’t you?”

He shrugged. “I like to keep an open mind, of course. But I also like to rely on evidence.”

“I think we’ve already seen enough evidence,” Kristen said. “The bowl of salt that turned black and flew across the room, the footsteps we all heard upstairs.” She practically shivered in the oppressive heat.

Shane nodded. “And all of the construction accidents that happened before we got here.” And seeing Old Lady Cranston for a moment at the bottom of the basement steps, he thought, but didn’t mention it. And he thought about the dream he’d had last night.

“Yeah,” Kristen said. “That too.”

Shane took a chance and questioned Kristen: “You don’t know anything about those accidents?”

She shook her head no. “Just what Nick has told us.”

“Yeah, I remember. One guy getting his finger cut off from a saw. Another guy falling down the stairs. Like I said before, it seems strange that a large group of guys got so scared that they left all of that equipment behind.”

“It was only some of their equipment,” Kristen said. “And to be fair, a lot of that equipment is actually Mr. Templeton’s so I don’t think some of those guys really cared about it.”

“It still seems strange,” Shane said.

Kristen nodded.

He watched her for a moment. She seemed like she wanted to say something, and then she blurted it out. “This place … it feels strange to me. I’m not claiming to be a psychic or anything, like Laura, but I’ve never felt anything like this before. This sense of dread. This sense of hopelessness.” She chuckled, but it was a forced and faked laugh. “Maybe it’s my imagination. I guess I’m just freaking out.”

Shane liked the way she looked when she laughed. She was really stunning in her own way, so professional and straight-laced when he’d first met her on his houseboat in the marina, but now he saw a different side of her, a vulnerable side, a human side.

“But I guess it’s no big deal to you,” Kristen went on. “You’ve been to a lot of places like this. I guess you’re used to it by now.”

“Not really,” Shane said. “I feel the same things that you just described. Ever since we got here, even on the way here, I felt exactly what you’re talking about, a dread and hopelessness. It seems like there’s this dark and evil aura around this place.”

Kristen glanced back at the huge structure behind them.

Shane realized that he wasn’t helping her with her fears of this place. “There are some places you never get used to, I guess.”

She turned and looked at him. “Like the Cranston House.”

Shane bristled.

“I’m sorry,” Kristen said and she looked shocked by her own words. “I didn’t mean to … to upset you.”

“No, it’s okay.” Shane smiled to show her that there were no hard feelings. “You’re right. This place reminds me a lot of the Cranston House.”

“That’s a comforting thought,” Kristen said and she barked out another one of her spontaneous brays of laughter that Shane found so appealing in a strange way. Her laughter seemed as uncontrollable to her as a sneeze would be.

“It’s weird that we’re talking about the Cranston House,” Shane said. “Last night I had a dream that I was back there again.”

Kristen shifted her weight from one hiking boot to another, still pensive like there were other things she wanted to ask, other secrets she wanted to learn from Shane. “I read your book … and the articles and blog posts you’ve written. You don’t seem to go into a lot of detail about what happened in that house.”

Shane just stared at her. She was right about that … there was so much he’d never told anyone about that place, about what happened inside those rooms, about what happened to Mike. There was so much he couldn’t remember … or so much he didn’t want to let himself remember. But here on this island, here in the Thornhill Manor, he could feel those memories surfacing in his mind whether he wanted them to or not.

“There you are,” Nick said as he came around the corner of the manor, beaming at Kristen.

Shane and Kristen turned and looked at Nick. His smile slid away quickly, suddenly all business.

“I want us to take another tour of the manor soon,” Nick said. “But I want us to split up into three teams, each group with their own camera. I want all of us to document everything we see.”

Shane was going to try to dissuade Nick from splitting them up; he didn’t think it was a good idea. But it didn’t seem like Nick was going to be talked out of it this time. Shane wasn’t sure why, but it seemed to him like Nick was dead-set on getting them split up for some reason.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

After a lunch of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches in their base of operations, they divided up into groups … groups that were selected by Nick.

Shane and Kristen were in one group. Warren, Nigel, and Harold were in another group, and Nick and Laura made up the last group. Billy was going to stay at the base of operations and monitor the laptops while each team explored a floor of the manor. Each team would have a camcorder and a walkie-talkie with them.

Shane was a little surprised that Kristen, Nick’s production assistant, was going with him instead of teaming up with Nick. It seemed rather obvious to Shane that Nick wanted Laura alone with him for some reason.

“Everybody ready?” Nick asked.

They all nodded.

“I want everyone filming the whole time. Just because you don’t see something with the naked eye doesn’t mean that you might not catch something on video or audio.” He looked at Shane. “Isn’t that right?”

“That’s correct,” he answered.

Nigel just sighed loudly—his form of protest, but at least he didn’t say anything sarcastic for once.

“Okay, I want you guys,” Nick pointed at Warren, Nigel, and Harold, “to take the third floor.”

He looked at Shane and Kristen. “I want you two to take the second floor. Laura and I will be down here on the ground floor. And we’ll also take the basement.”

Shane glanced at Kristen and he could see that she was relieved that they weren’t selected to explore the basement.

“Okay, let’s get going,” Nick boomed and clapped his hands together once with a loud slap. He smiled at all of them.

The two groups headed towards the foyer that led to the ballroom and the elaborate winding double stairway while Nick, Laura, and Billy waited behind.

Shane still couldn’t help feeling like he and the others were being sent away with busy work so Nick could be alone with Laura.

• • • • •

After the others were gone, Nick approached Laura who stood near her sleeping bag. She had a flashlight in her hand, ready for her exploration of the manor. “I hope you don’t mind,” Nick said, “but I just need to speak with Billy for a moment. Is there any way you could start in the kitchen and then I’ll catch up with you?”

“Sure,” she said, but he saw the fake smile on her face.

“Excellent,” Nick said and he handed her the camcorder. He already had it turned on and he showed her quickly how to use it even though Shane had showed her yesterday. “Basically just point it at whatever you want to film.”

“Sounds easy,” she said.

She can tell I’m hiding something, Nick thought. He found the idea intriguing and he would find out how much she really knew very soon.

Nick watched Laura walk towards the windows at the other end of the dining hall that allowed a murky light into the room from the overcast skies outside now that the drapes had been opened earlier.

After she entered the kitchen, Nick turned to Billy who waited in front of the tables with the laptops on them. He had a cup of coffee on the floor next to the tables, not wanting it on the table next to the computers. Both laptop screens were already showing footage from the cameras, one of the screens split into two live feeds.

“You remember what we talked about?” Nick asked Billy.

He nodded. “Sure.”

Of course Billy remembered. Of course Billy was going to complete his task. Nick had paid Jimmy Izzo part of the debt Billy owed and promised to pay the rest so Billy was going to do everything he was told to do.

Nick picked up his locked wooden box and set it on the edge of the table next to one of the laptops. He dug his keyring out of his pants pocket, found the tiny key that unlocked the padlock, and then opened the box.

Billy was right there beside him, watching in silence.

Inside the box was a ten foot length of thick chain, a sturdy gold padlock, and a nine millimeter pistol. Nick expected Billy to question him about the contents, but he remained silent.

Nick plucked the gun out of the wooden box and stuffed it down into the waistband of his pants; the handle was covered up by the tail of his Hawaiian shirt. He didn’t bother checking to see if the gun was loaded—that was for the movies. He knew the nine millimeter was already loaded with a full clip because he had made sure of it before locking it in the box.

He looked at Billy. “You remember what to do with the chain and lock, right?”

“Yeah.”

“I want you to get this done while we’re all exploring the manor.”

“Got it.” Billy seemed like he wanted to say something else, but he kept quiet.

Nick clapped Billy on his shoulder. “You’re a good man, Billy. That’s why I brought you here with us.”

Billy just nodded. He looked a little concerned about what he was being asked to do, but Nick didn’t care. He had other things to worry about, like getting to the kitchen with Laura. He wanted to head down to the basement as soon as possible.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

The Third Floor

Warren walked with Nigel and Harold down the wide dark hallway of the third floor. Nigel led the way with a flashlight. Harold had volunteered to operate the camcorder; he had it up to his eye as he walked and the light from the camera helped a little in the gloomy hallway and rooms.

“I’ve been wondering,” Nigel said as they walked along.

Warren knew Nigel was addressing him and couldn’t help taking the bait. “Wondering about what?”

“I was wondering how someone like you could go along with all of this?”

“What do you mean?” Warren asked.

“Well, as you know, I did a little background search on everyone while we were in the airport lounge. You’re a physicist with published papers. You’ve published several books. Even had your own PBS special.”

“So, what you’re asking me is why I’m throwing my career away to chase ghosts in an abandoned building on some remote island.”

“Well said,” Nigel said and grinned at Warren. “Why are you doing this to yourself?”

The conversation back at the University of Texas with Professor Heinz flashed through Warren’s mind for a moment as they stopped walking. He felt Harold watching him with the camera in his peripheral vision, the camera’s eye steady on them. “Because I believe in this.”

Nigel smirked and shook his head slowly. “How can you believe in crap like this?” He gestured at the hallway all around them.

“Crap like what?” Warren asked. “Ghosts? Spirits?”

“Yes,” Nigel answered. “Ghosts and spirits, and what they supposedly prove—that there’s an afterlife. A god watching over all of us, controlling all of this.”

“God?” Warren asked. He was a little surprised that Nigel had brought religion into this.

“Yes, God,” Nigel answered. “I’m sure you’ve guessed that I’m an atheist. And I find the idea of a god ridiculous. God is just a crutch people use to comfort themselves, to believe that their lives are significant, that they have some kind of purpose and all of this isn’t some random blip in the universe.”

Warren smiled. He’d had this conversation many times with other professors at the University of Texas, many of whom shared the same views as Nigel. They almost seemed angry that Warren could be so stupid and gullible to believe in something as naïve as God and the afterlife.

Warren began the defense of his beliefs the same way he’d begun all the other conversations with all of those other professors: “How can you not believe in God?”

“Excuse me?” Nigel asked, his face pinched like he’d just tasted something sour.

“How can you not believe in a supreme being?” Warren said. “How can you not believe in a grand design to the universe? How can you not believe in God? In an afterlife. Science has proven that energy is neither created nor destroyed—it just changes forms. The same amount of energy that was here billions of years ago is still here with us today, only it’s changed into different forms many, many times.”

“Just because energy changes forms doesn’t prove the existence of a god or a supreme being or a grand design.”

“When you look around,” Warren said, “and you see the tenacity of life, the way organisms change over time, learn to adapt to the changes in their environment, doing anything to survive, reproduce and pass along the genetic information that has been coded into their cells, you have to realize that there must be a grand design. If all of this life is just random matter coalescing together from the Big Bang, and life on not only our planet, but on an unimaginable amount of other ones, is just a random chance happening, then why has life been programmed with such a tenacious urge to survive? If life was truly random, then wouldn’t life have died off a long time ago as the environment changed?”

“So your argument is that God designed us to survive, to evolve?”

“Maybe it was God. Or a higher power of some kind. A higher intelligence. Something. But I don’t, I can’t, believe that everything in the universe just happened randomly.”

“The idea of a god designing our whole universe, of designing life, is preposterous,” Nigel said.

Warren smiled at Nigel. “So I guess you know how the universe was designed.”

“It wasn’t designed,” Nigel said. “It was created from the Big Bang.”

“The Big Bang,” Warren scoffed. “That idea is more far-fetched than the idea of a supreme being. The idea that everything in the universe, all of the galaxies, dark matter, stars, planets, down to the smallest asteroids, down to the smallest motes of dust floating through space, down to the atoms and particles—all matter—came out of an explosion from a point of singularity is laughable to me. And after this Ping-Pong ball that contained all of the matter in the universe exploded in the Big Bang, then what? Everything, all the suns, planets, comets, and meteors—they just formed on their own over time? How?”

“Gravity pulled them together.”

“And what caused gravity to let them come apart in the first place? And where did gravity come from? Some scientists believe gravity is only created when something with enough mass spins in space … so if gravity is only created after something like a planet or sun has formed, then what brought those particles together in the first place?”

Nigel didn’t say anything. He looked down the dark hall at the door to the sunroom. It was halfway open and letting dull gray light into the hall.

“He’s got a point,” Harold said from behind the camcorder.

Nigel flashed Harold a wicked stare.

“And now scientists say that the universe is expanding,” Warren went on. “Everything is moving away from everything else in the universe at the same time, which is both a mind-blowing and a depressing thought. Everything except the planets and moons in our solar system is moving away from each other, that is. Some scientists believe our planets and moons are moving closer and closer towards the sun over the next billion years or so, and some believe that everything in our galaxy is moving closer, little by little, to a huge black hole at the center of the Milky Way. But let’s just assume for a moment that some of these scientists are correct and that the universe is expanding and everything is moving away from each other since this supposed Big Bang happened, as the Doppler Effect posits. Then how are galaxies colliding with each other if everything is supposed to be moving away from each other?”

Nigel rolled his eyes like he was in over his head now. “I’m not a scientist,” he grumbled.

“Something’s basically wrong with a lot of these theories,” Warren said. He could feel himself getting excited, his voice rising, his gestures getting wilder—he was turning on the professor mode and he could tell that Nigel was already sorry he’d brought this subject up. “But most scientists are too afraid to challenge the status quo, too afraid of even asking questions or keeping an open mind. They’re more worried about eking out a nice career rather than searching for the truth.”

“And you believe the truth is right here in the Thornhill Manor?” Nigel asked him like he was trying to change the subject.

“I believe it’s worth an investigation. I believe it’s worth keeping an open mind about it.”

Nigel pointed his flashlight down the hall. He seemed like he was ready to move on down the hall now and forget he’d even started this conversation.

“And what about you?” Warren asked Nigel. “Why are you so skeptical? Why are you so closed-minded, so certain in an absolutely uncertain world?”

“Because I’ve seen people get hurt by this kind of thinking,” he said as he stared down the dark hall. Then he looked back at Warren. “I’ve seen people believe in charlatans and then get ripped off. But worst of all, I’ve seen them gain hope that they could contact loved ones from beyond the grave. And then I’ve seen the crushing blow when they realize they’ve been lied to. And their wallets have been drained in the process.”

“But what about us? We’re not ripping anyone off or conning anyone. We’re just investigating a large home on an island.”

“Oh, I’m sure Nick Gorman is going to find a way to make a lot of money out of this. All of you are going to record the flimsiest of evidence, edit the hell out of it, and then pass it off to the world as proof of ghosts or an afterlife or God, or whatever agenda you’re trying to pass. And that will only give the charlatans more fuel for their fire, more ammo for them to hurt people with.”

“What we’re doing here is—”

The door to the sunroom down at the far end of the hall slammed shut.

All three of them stared down the hall. Warren shined his flashlight beam and Harold shined the camcorder’s light down the hall, but both light sources were too weak to make it all the way down the hall which was shrouded in darkness now that the door was closed.

“Just the wind,” Nigel said.

“From where?” Warren asked.

“One of those windows in the sunroom.”

“All of those windows were closed. Remember?”

“Then a draft from somewhere,” Nigel said. “A buildup of pressure inside this house from the thunderstorm outside. You’re the scientist,” he snorted.

“Let’s go check it out,” Harold said as he aimed his camera down the hallway towards the door to the sunroom down at the end. He’d already started walking that way.

Warren stopped suddenly, cocking his head. “You guys hear that?”

They all stopped for a moment, all of them listening.

“Sounds like a … a thumping sound,” Harold said. “Almost like footsteps.”

“Like the ones we heard last night,” Warren said in a low voice.

“It could be footsteps echoing from Shane and Kristen down on the second floor,” Nigel said.

“You know,” Harold said. “Somebody could really be in this house.”

“Yeah,” Nigel said. “Some of Nick’s crew setting up this hoax.”

“No,” Harold said in a low voice. “I don’t mean any of Nick Gorman’s crew. I mean there could be people living here on this island, in this building. Squatting here.”

“I don’t think so,” Warren said. “I think we would’ve seen more evidence if there were people living here.”

The clouds from the thunderstorm outside made the hallway much darker than it had been even moments ago. As they passed the doors to the other rooms in the hall, Warren and Nigel opened each door along the way. Harold shined his camera’s light into each room for a few seconds, filming and making sure no one was in any of the rooms.

Moments later they were right outside the sunroom door.

They all listened for a moment, Harold’s camera panning from Warren and Nigel and then to the door. The sound of the footsteps was gone now.

“I don’t hear anything now,” Warren whispered.

“Bloody hell,” Nigel grumbled impatiently as he opened the door. Harold kept his camera focused on Nigel in the doorway.

All three of them stepped into the sunroom. There was finally more light to see by in here from the bank of windows.

“That’s some storm out there,” Nigel said as he stared at the windows across the room.

They walked towards the windows slowly, Harold still filming the whole time. A wall of black clouds lined the eastern horizon from the ocean’s surface up to the top of the windows. It looked like a tidal wave coming towards them.

“Yes,” Harold agreed. “A hell of a storm. I’ve been through a few hurricanes in Florida years ago and that sure as hell looks like a hurricane. At least a tropical storm.”

Warren turned away from the windows and the storm outside. He looked back at the camera on the tripod at the other side of the room. Something was wrong here, something wasn’t right in this room … but he couldn’t figure out what it was.

“There weren’t any tropical storms forecasted,” Nigel told Harold. “I checked the weather reports before we left. Everything in this area was supposed to be clear for the next few days.”

“Maybe so,” Harold answered. “But that looks like bad news out there for this rickety old building.”

Something was really bothering Warren now, tugging at him. He walked away from the line of windows towards the camera.

“Where are you going?” Nigel asked from behind him.

Then Warren finally saw it. “Damn,” he said. “You guys didn’t notice that?”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Nigel, Harold, and Warren were already up on the third floor by the time Shane and Kristen climbed the winding stairs up to the second floor balcony. They waited on the balcony for a moment as Kristen stared down at the vast ballroom below, the parquet wood flooring fading into the shadows in the distance.

Shane watched her. “What’s wrong?”

“You know,” she said without looking back at him, “when we came up here last night, when we heard those … those noises that sounded like footsteps …”

“Yeah?”

“I thought I saw something down there in the ballroom.”

“What did you see?”

Kristen hadn’t taken her eyes off of the room below them.

Shane looked down at the ballroom as if he could pinpoint what she’d seen the day before. The ballroom was so big that the far ends of the room were almost hidden completely in darkness. Maybe if they took the plywood down from the tall windows that looked out onto the front porch then some light could illuminate those hidden corners.

“I don’t know,” Kristen said and she turned around and smiled at him.

He really liked her smile, just like he liked her laughter that seemed like such a sudden outburst.

“It was probably just my imagination,” she said. “I think this place is really getting to me.”

Even though Kristen seemed ready to dismiss what she’d brought up, Shane wasn’t so willing to abandon the subject. “What did you see down there last night?” he asked again—a gentle push. “What did it look like? Was it a person? A flash of movement out of the corner of your eye?”

“Yeah. That’s it. Like a flash of movement.”

“Like a shadow moving quickly across the room?” Shane offered.

Kristen nodded. “It was fast. But it was probably just a shadow from all the flashlights and camera lights that we had with us.”

Shane nodded, but he wasn’t completely convinced with her theory. “Yeah, that’s probably what it was.”

It was obvious she didn’t want to keep talking about this, so he gave up on it. He lifted the camcorder up to his eye and filmed the ballroom down below, and then he panned the camera up the stairs, and then he held the shot on Kristen for a moment a few steps above him now.

“Do you want to narrate for the camera?” he asked her.

“No, thanks.”

They walked the rest of the way up the stairs, then turned left, walking down the hallway. Room 214 was on their right about halfway down the dark hall.

“You must really like this kind of stuff,” Kristen said as they walked. “Hunting for ghosts. Spending the night in abandoned houses.”

“I guess it can be a thrill.”

“Do you miss having your own TV show?” she asked.

She seemed nervous and her questions seemed to him like a way to keep her mind off of thoughts of swiftly-moving shadows and dead people buried in shallow graves beyond the fence.

Shane didn’t answer right away. He filmed the long hallway that eventually ended at the entrance to the stairwell that led up to the third floor, but it couldn’t be seen right now down there in the gloom.

“I miss some things about it,” Shane finally answered. “I loved the excitement of it, the discovery of new places … the work itself.”

“The fame and money?” she asked.

He shrugged. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss that, too.”

Shane stopped walking and lowered the camcorder. He shut it off and held it down by his side. “But there are a lot of things about Hollywood that I don’t miss.”

“You don’t want your conversation recorded?” Kristen teased.

“I don’t miss the dishonesty and the backstabbing.”

“There’s some of that in every line of work.”

“What got you into the film business?” he asked her, changing the subject. “How did you start working for Nick Gorman?”

Kristen hesitated.

Shane showed her the camera. “It’s off. I swear.”

She relaxed a little. “Nick Gorman can be very particular about who he employs.”

“I can imagine.”

“He’s my uncle,” she blurted out.

Shane was surprised. “Oh.”

“It’s not like that,” Kristen said, already defending herself. “I’m not working for Uncle Nick just because we’re related. He loves his family, but when it comes to his films, his passion … he’s all business.”

It seemed like she wasn’t satisfied that he believed her so she went on. “I’ve got a degree in film production at USC and I was in the screenwriting program at AFI, so I’ve put in my time. Ultimately Uncle Nick hired me because of my skills, not because of nepotism.”

“Of course,” Shane said. He realized that he’d hit a nerve with his question. “So, you’re a screenwriter, too?”

“Not anymore,” she said. “I haven’t written anything in quite a while. It’s not like I hand my uncle a script and say: Make this. There’s millions of dollars on the line, sometimes hundreds of millions, and Nick, or anyone else in his position, isn’t going to jeopardize a studio just for a family member. Getting a film made is a tough thing to do. There are some great scripts that never get produced and some not-so-great scripts that get produced. Companies take a chance on a script. The stars have to line up just right. Talent definitely comes into it, but there is also a certain amount of luck.”

“So what do you do for your uncle? I mean, what does a production assistant do?”

“I coordinate things, help set up meetings between Nick and the talent, get the crews organized, work with the location scouts, help secure financing, look over any scripts recommended by our readers or agents.”

“Sounds like a lot of work.”

“It can be. But it’s also rewarding.”

They started walking down the hallway again, the floorboards creaking slightly under their footsteps.

Kristen jumped and stifled a scream when the walkie-talkie on Shane’s belt squawked with static.

“Shane,” Billy barked from the walkie-talkie. “Kristen. Everything okay? I’m not picking up your camera feed on the laptop down here.”

Shane grabbed the walkie-talkie and pressed the button on the side. “Having a little trouble with the camera,” he told him and then smiled at Kristen. “Had to turn it off for a minute.”

“What’s the problem? Do you need to bring it back down to me?”

“Negative,” Shane said. “I’m working on it.”

Kristen had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing.

“If you can’t get it going, then come back down here and we’ll work on it,” Billy said.

“Roger,” Shane said. “Over and out.” He let the button go and hooked the walkie back onto his belt.

Kristen’s smile slipped away. “Maybe we should turn the camera back on.”

“Billy will be fine,” Shane said, but he knew it wasn’t Billy she was worried about—it was her Uncle Nick.

“Maybe we should get some narration on film while we’re up here,” she said and held her hand out for the camcorder. “Here, let me shoot you for a little bit.”

Shane turned the camera on for her and handed it to her.

Her nervousness seemed to melt away as soon as she raised the camera up to her eye, suddenly detached from what was going on around her. “What about the Cranston House?” she asked. “Maybe you should talk a little about that.”

Shane stared at the camera.

“I mean, if you want to talk about it.”

He glanced down the hallway for a moment and then looked back at her and the camera. “I told you that I had a dream about the Cranston House last night.”

“Yes.”

“But there was more to it than that. I also dreamed about Michael Lachance.”

“The kid you went into the Cranston House with,” Kristen said from behind the camera.

“Yeah. Only he’s not a kid anymore. And he wasn’t a kid in my dream. He was an adult and I was visiting him in the mental hospital.”

“Have you ever gone to visit him?”

Shane hesitated for a moment, and then he answered her question. “I wanted to visit Mike right after it happened. I wanted to visit him so many times after me and my family moved down to Louisiana, but I was just a kid and my parents wouldn’t allow it. But after I grew up, when I really started investigating the paranormal, I went back to Ohio and visited Mike.”

“You saw him?”

Shane nodded. “Yeah.”

“What did Mike say to you when you saw him?”

“He didn’t say anything. He’s never spoken a word since that night in the Cranston House.” Shane remembered that last visit … Mike sitting at the table just like he’d done in the dream, looking at him with that vacant stare. “I told him I was sorry that I couldn’t find him that night. I told him I was sorry about what happened to him, but he still wouldn’t say anything to me. Of course he was so doped up … but it was more than that; it was like part of his mind had shut down completely after being in that house. Like he wasn’t there anymore.”

Kristen didn’t say anything; she just kept filming.

“But in the dream I had last night, Mike talked to me. It was so real. It was just like the last time I had visited him. He was sitting at the same table, two nurses waiting close by. I sat at the other side of the table and I was trying to tell him that I was sorry for what had happened to him in that house. I told him that I tried to find him.”

“And that was true?” Kristen asked.

The question stung a little. “Yes, it was true,” he snapped at her without really meaning to, not sure why her question had angered him so suddenly. “That house seemed to grow bigger once we were inside of it, a maze of rooms that seemed to change. It was like all sense of direction had altered. I ran from room to room. I heard Mike screaming for help …”

“But you couldn’t find him.”

“Eventually he stopped screaming … but I still couldn’t find him. I told him all of that in the dream and then he spoke to me.”

“Did he tell you what happened to him in that house?”

“He said that Old Lady Cranston had showed him things. He said she showed him things that I’d never want to see. He kept saying that over and over again: You don’t want to see those things. And then … then he attacked me. And then I woke up this morning.”

“While you were in Ohio visiting Mike, you went back to the Cranston House, didn’t you?”

“Yes. I had done plenty of investigations by then in Louisiana and all over the South. But I always knew the one place I really wanted to go back to was the Cranston House. Maybe I was working up the nerve through the years, I don’t know.”

“So what happened when you went inside that house again?”

Shane walked slowly down the hall as he talked. Kristen followed him with the camera. She was excellent at working the camera and Shane noticed again that she seemed like a different person with the camera; she had something to do now, something to focus on rather than her own fear.

“I didn’t think the Cranston House would still be there,” Shane said. “I figured somebody would’ve finally torn that place down. Especially with what happened to Mike.”

“But the Cranston House was still there.”

He nodded. “After a little digging, I contacted the person who owned it. I got permission to go inside. I signed a stack of release forms and practically bribed the family so I could spend a night inside.”

“Did you lock yourself inside? Chain the doors shut like you did on your TV show?”

“No,” Shane answered in a low voice, a little embarrassed. He claimed on his TV show that he had no fear of spirits and ghosts, but that wasn’t true. There was still one place he feared, still one spirit he was afraid of. “I didn’t really start doing that a lot until the TV show. It was kind of … like a gimmick we used.”

No comment from Kristen.

Shane walked a little farther down the hall; the wall behind him was spiderwebbed with cracks as it led up to the door to Room 214. He stopped in front of the door. Laura had said yesterday that she could feel something from this room, and now he swore he could feel it too—an overpowering sensation of evil, like a heatwave washing over him. He touched the doorknob, turned it, opened the door slowly. It creaked open. He stared into Room 214, at the window on the far side of the room. The leaves of the trees were so thick outside the glass and the clouds had darkened the sky so much that the room was almost completely dark now.

Shane looked back at Kristen and the camera.

“What happened when you went back inside the Cranston House?” Kristen asked.

He could hear the nervousness in her voice now. He wasn’t sure if it was his tale about the Cranston House or the fact that he was standing in front of Room 214.

“I spent the night there.”

“Did you see the old lady again?”

Shane took a deep breath. “I felt some strange feelings as soon as I stepped foot inside that house. The house seemed different and familiar to me at the same time.”

He stopped talking.

“What happened?” Kristen prodded.

Shane shook his head. “I … I can’t really remember everything from that night.” And that was the truth. He had tried to remember the time he’d spent in there. Even the footage from the video he’d taken had been distorted, some of it missing like he had turned his camera off for some reason. Some of the things he’d said on tape hadn’t made a lot of sense to him when he had listened to it later. But he didn’t want to tell Kristen that … he didn’t want that to be recorded on film. He walked away from the doorway, moving slowly down the hall.

“You saw something in that house when you went back, didn’t you?” Kristen persisted. She had remained right in front of the door of Room 214, filming Shane as he walked away from her, deeper into the darkness of the hall.

Shane tried to think of an answer for her, some kind of way out of this conversation, but her sharp and shrill scream dried up the words in his throat. He whirled around and saw her jumping away from the doorway to the room, the camera slipping out of her hands and falling to the floor with a thud, glass and plastic crunching.

“What is it?” Shane yelled as he ran back to Kristen. He was beside her in a split second.

Kristen’s eyes were on the doorway to Room 214—the door was open just a crack now, a vertical line of darkness at the edge of the door. “Someone grabbed me,” she said. “There’s someone inside that room.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

“Someone’s in there,” Kristen said again. She sounded panicky, ready to run. Her eyes were still on the nearly closed door, on the crack of darkness between the door and the jamb. “Did you see her?” she asked. “Did you see the old woman?”

“An old woman grabbed you?” Shane felt his heart jump in his chest.

Kristen nodded with wide eyes.

“You’re sure of that? Absolutely sure?”

She nodded again, more vigorously this time. Her eyes were on the door like she was afraid to look away.

“You saw her?” Shane asked.

“Just her hand. She grabbed me.”

Kristen raised her arm up, inspecting it for a moment. “She was so strong … so quick. But then she just let me go.”

To get us inside there, Shane thought as he looked at the sliver of darkness beyond the doorway. That pang of fear jolted him again, but he made himself look away from the door.

“Let me see your arm,” Shane told Kristen, reaching out for her arm with one hand, his flashlight in the other.

She showed him the light scratches on the inside of her forearm, three long red lines on her pale skin.

“See?” she said, her voice shaking. Her whole body was trembling. “Someone’s in there. We need to get downstairs.”

Shane didn’t answer Kristen. He turned away from her and bent down to pick up the camera from the floor. He turned it over in his hands … it looked like it was busted-up pretty good.

“Shane,” Kristen whispered. “What are you doing? Let’s get out of here.”

Shane ignored Kristen and walked towards the door to Room 214.

“Shane!” Kristen said, backing up a step.

The walkie-talkie on Shane’s belt crackled with static and then they heard Billy’s voice: “Kristen! You okay?!”

Shane didn’t answer the walkie-talkie—he took it off of his belt and handed it to Kristen. He had the camcorder in one hand and his flashlight in his other hand, aimed at the door.

“Don’t go in there,” Kristen whispered. She backed up a few more steps towards the wall at the other side of the hallway with the walkie-talkie clutched in her hand. Billy’s voice was still squawking from the walkie-talkie, but his words sounded so far away now.

“Just wait out here,” Shane said without turning around to look at Kristen.

“Don’t leave me alone out here,” she said.

Kristen sounded like she was on the verge of tears, but Shane ignored her. He had to enter that room; he had to see if that old lady Kristen had seen was in there. He needed to face his fears … he needed to face Old Lady Cranston if she was in there. He pushed the door to Room 214 open all the way. The hinges creaked in the silence. The room inside was murky, the storm making it practically like night inside the room now. The tree branches shook like pom-poms outside the windows, some of the leaves scraping at the glass, rain splashing against the window and the siding.

As Shane stepped inside, a flash of lightning lit up the large room with a full second of flickering light. In that flash of light Shane saw the camera on the tripod to his right, near the corner of the room and it was aimed at …

… the hole in the wall.

But Shane blocked everything else out; he blocked out the camera, the rain pounding at the windows, the lightning and then the thunder that rumbled immediately afterwards, shaking the cluttered floor beneath his feet—that last lightning strike had been close … or was it another tremor underneath the manor?

Shane took three more steps inside the room and then the door slammed shut behind him.

But he ignored that, too.

He kept his flashlight beam aimed at the hole in the wall at the other side of the room, near the corner. It looked like the ragged hole was a little bigger now, like something had picked away at the sharp pieces of broken wood lathe, chipped away at the cracked plaster. Rats? No. There didn’t seem to be any evidence of rats inside this building … no evidence of anything living in this manor except them. There might be other things roaming in this manor, but none of those things were alive anymore.

The dead don’t stay dead there. The boat captain’s words echoed in his mind.

The black stains around the edge of the hole in the wall (which looked so much like dried blood to Shane right now in the murky room) had grown like a fungus, the wall seeming to turn black with mold a few feet away from the edge of it in every direction, even along the floor in front of it.

He lifted the camcorder up to his eye to film. The camera wasn’t working—it had definitely busted when Kristen dropped it a few minutes ago. He crouched down a little, not taking his eyes off the hole in the wall, and set the camera down on the floor.

There was something inside the hole … he could see it now, a pale thing moving around in there. But the pale thing was coming closer to the hole … coming closer to our world.

Shane kept his flashlight beam trained on the hole in the wall, but his hand and arm were shaking now, the light beam quivering. He was scared of what he was going to see, of what was hiding deep inside the darkness. But he also had an irresistible urge to move closer, to finally face this demon that had haunted his life since he was a child, this demon who had started him down this path to the supernatural—Old Lady Cranston.

He heard a voice whispering to him … a familiar voice.

The voice wasn’t coming from outside the room. He could hear Kristen jiggling the door handle and pounding on the door out in the hallway, calling to him, screaming at him to get out of the room—she sounded so far away. He wanted to turn around and run back to the door. He wanted to get out of this room, but that natural urge to flee felt buried under an even more powerful need to walk closer to the hole, to see the pale face inside that hole that was whispering to him. He almost felt like he was in a trance, being pulled gradually across the room against his will, summoned towards the pale thing that whispered and called his name.

“Shane …”

Another step closer. Shane’s shoes crunched on the small bits of plaster. The spongy floorboards creaked underneath the redistribution of his weight.

“Shane … come closer …”

At first Shane thought the whisper belonged to Old Lady Cranston, the woman he’d seen so long ago in the wingback chair with the long yellowed fingernails and sharp brown needle-like teeth.

But it wasn’t the old woman’s voice … it was Mike Lachance’s voice, his friend who’d gotten lost inside the Cranston House, his friend who he had so desperately tried to find.

Had he? Had he really tried to find Mike when they were in that house?

“Shane, you have to help me,” Mike whispered from inside the hole. His face swam into view from the darkness like a pale, bloated thing rising up from deep black waters. His eyes were round, his mouth opened wide, his skin pasty-white. But there were cuts on his face, blood-red streaks across his skin, the wounds sliced deep into his flesh.

“You have to help me, Shane. She’s got me and she won’t let me go now. She keeps cutting me, Shane. She keeps cutting me and cutting me, and she won’t stop.”

Shane took a few steps closer, his body shaking with shivers; he was trembling so hard he felt like he was convulsing. Yet he couldn’t stop moving forward. He had to help Mike.

The truth came back to him now with an explosive force, like a sudden weight being dropped down on him. He hadn’t helped Mike when they were kids … he’d gotten scared after he had seen Old Lady Cranston and he had run through the house, trying to find a way out as Mike screamed for help.

Screaming for help just like he was doing right now.

“I’m sorry, Mike,” Shane said. He could feel tears streaming down his cheeks now. “I’m so sorry … so sorry …”

“Come down here with me,” Mike whispered, his face pulling back away from the hole now, receding deeper inside, becoming just a white and red-streaked blob inside the darkness now, the definition distorted like he was underwater, just black holes now where his eyes and mouth used to be. “Come in here and help me.”

Shane took another step closer and then stopped. He saw hands reaching up through the darkness and grabbing the edges of the hole, snapping splinters of wood, crushing the plaster, crumbling it to white dust that drifted down to the floor.

Mike was pulling himself out.

Shane stood there, crying harder now. His flashlight beam was aimed at the hole in the wall. He was still holding the light out in front of him, but the flashlight felt so heavy in his hand now. He was already more than halfway across the room, so much closer to the hole even though he hadn’t remembered taking any more steps.

From far away behind him Shane heard the pounding at the door to Room 214. There were shouts at him to respond, to open the door, pleas to answer.

But Shane couldn’t respond to them right now. He had to help Mike out of that hole and get him away from Old Lady Cranston. This was finally his chance to help Mike. But Mike was helping himself now; he was already pulling himself out of the hole in the wall.

“Come on, Mike …” Shane whispered.

Yet Shane still didn’t take a step closer. He wanted to run to the hole and rip away the pieces of wood and plaster holding his friend inside; he wanted to grab Mike’s hand and drag him out of the darkness.

But then Shane realized that those weren’t Mike’s hands tearing away at the edges of the hole. Those hands were too thin, the fingers too long, the skin too old. The long yellow fingernails seemed so sharp and strong as they peeled away pieces of plaster like claws, the fingers snapping at the pieces of wood lathe like they were twigs. And then the pale face swam back into the hole again, right into the glow of Shane’s flashlight beam. A flash of lightning lit up the room, leaving no doubt that it was the old woman crawling out of the hole now, not Mike. It was Old Lady Cranston finally coming to get him.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Laura stood in the kitchen, waiting by the massive brick oven. She had her flashlight on, but it was aimed down at the floor. The row of large windows over the sink let in a little of the late afternoon light, but the storm clouds had darkened the sky so much that it kept most of the vast kitchen in shadows. She closed her eyes for a moment. It felt like the darkness was swirling around her, circling her like sharks before an attack. She could feel the evil here like it was a physical thing, but she could also feel it waiting for the right time to strike.

There was something on this island that Nick Gorman wanted badly—a secret he hadn’t told anyone about. It was the same thing that Thaddeus Thornhill and his wife had come here for all those years ago, the thing that was buried down in that hole in the ground; secrets Thaddeus had killed many times for. It was dangerous … and this secret could make people dangerous.

She opened her eyes and saw Nick approaching. As usual, he was smiling and confident, but there was a secret behind that smile. She knew he had just discussed something with Billy that he didn’t want her to hear.

“You’re not filming,” Nick said to her, a mock scolding.

“I was waiting for you.”

“Well, we should take every opportunity to film while we’re here. You never know what you might capture on film.”

“I think there’s somewhere else besides this kitchen that you want to film … somewhere else in this house you want to explore.”

Nick stared at her, but he never lost his cocky smile. “You’re good. Yes, I want to explore the basement.”

She was afraid of that, but she didn’t say anything.

“I’ll take the camera now if you don’t mind,” he told her.

Laura handed it to him. “I’m sure you’re better with it than I am.”

Nick smiled but didn’t answer her. He gave her a “ladies first” gesture, bowing slightly. Laura walked across the littered floor of the demolished kitchen and then stood in front of the door to the basement. She felt a wave of light-headedness wash over her and she almost lost her balance, but then the world swam back into focus.

Nick seemed to be hovering behind her, waiting for her to open the door.

She touched the door handle and felt that momentary jolt of evil, like static shock … a sensation that was becoming routine in this place … and then she opened the door and shined her light down the wooden steps.

Nick followed her down the stairs, the wood creaking underneath their steps, the light from his camera splashing over her shoulders.

Once they were down in the basement, they stood near the foot of the basement steps for a moment.

“Why do you think all of this stuff is down here?” Laura asked.

Nick raised the camcorder up to his eye and panned it around the vast room, filming the sea of furniture, boxes, rusty trunks, and crates stacked up in piles all over the place. “It’s just junk collected over the years,” he said from behind his camera.

Laura ventured deeper into the darkness, her flashlight beam lighting her way. She could feel Nick right behind her, and she could feel the camera’s eye on her, spotlighting her. They walked towards the bare block wall in the distance that looked so out-of-place down here among the piles of clutter, the bare wall where they had set up the static camera on the tripod earlier.

She stopped when she was close to the camera. She turned around and looked at Nick. He lowered his camcorder and then he turned it off.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Tell me something about myself,” Nick said.

What was he doing, trying to test her psychic powers? Her psychic “powers” weren’t some kind of superhero power that she could control; images just came to her randomly, some stronger than others. If she could’ve controlled them then she would’ve already jumped ahead in her visions to see what Thaddeus had found in that hole in the ground—the hole that was underneath this manor somewhere.

But she decided to play his game. She closed her eyes and let her mind reach out. It was like relaxing, letting her mind wander on its own … floating outside of her, and then above her. And then she would just “know” something like it had been there in her mind all along. Sometimes she saw visions and heard voices (like she had so often since she’d been on this island), but most of the time it would be something that just seemed to have always been there.

And there it was.

She opened her eyes and looked at Nick. “You’re ill. You’ve got some kind of … disease.”

Nick nodded. He looked torn between disbelief and shock. “You’re good,” he said.

Laura just waited. She knew he had more to say.

“I have pancreatic cancer. I got the diagnosis two months ago. I’ve tried some chemo treatments, some new kind of pills, and then some natural stuff the doctor suggested, but nothing seems to be slowing it down. I just met with the doctor a week ago for the latest test results.”

“I’m sorry,” Laura whispered. She already knew the test results hadn’t been good. It was like she could smell a slight rotting smell coming off of Nick. Of course it wasn’t really an odor that she could smell … it was a pungent scent that she could feel.

“He said I might have nine months to a year if I’m lucky,” Nick said. I’ve already started losing weight, losing energy. But soon the pain will come, and my organs will begin to fail.”

“I’m so sorry,” Laura said again and she could feel tears threatening. She fought hard not to cry in front of Nick.

He showed her his cocky and carefree smile again, a smile that he had perfected throughout his life. He even shrugged his shoulders in a what-the-hell gesture. “I’ve had a great life. I’ve had a lot of near misses with death, and now I’ve finally been dealt a bad hand.”

Laura nodded.

Nick turned serious. “Listen, no one else knows about my … my condition, so I’d appreciate it if we just kept this between ourselves.”

“But Kristen knows—” Laura blurted out before she even realized it.

Nick smiled again. “I can’t hide anything from you, I guess.”

You’re able to hide some things, she thought but didn’t say it.

“Yes, Kristen knows about it,” Nick said. “She’s my niece, and she’s been by my side through all of this.”

“She’s your niece?” Laura asked.

“You didn’t see that?” Nick teased.

Once again, she wanted to explain to him that she didn’t have super powers, but why bother? Instead, she said: “I am so sorry … about your diagnosis …” She was stammering, she didn’t know what else to say.

“It’s okay,” Nick said, thankfully rescuing her from her own stuttering response. Then he sighed, but his smile still lingered like a ghost. “It’s funny. For so many years I’ve lived life on the edge and flirted with danger. There have been many times I could’ve died in car crashes, plane wrecks, diving accidents … but I always came out of them unscathed. Lucky, people said. They always said I was lucky. And I guess I was … I’ve truly lived a blessed life and I have no complaints. It’s just that I could’ve died so many times and finally it’s my own body that’s killing me, sabotaging me.”

Nick’s walkie-talkie squawked with static and then Billy’s voice. “You okay, chief?” Billy asked through the walkie-talkie.

Nick grabbed the walkie and pressed the button on the side. “Everything’s okay.”

“Your camera’s offline. You having technical issues or something? It seems to be happing a lot lately.”

“No technical issues. Just wanted to talk to Laura off the record, that’s all.”

“Read you loud and clear. Over and out.”

Nick slid the walkie-talkie back on his belt and smiled at Laura. “Someone’s having fun playing with the walkie-talkies.”

Laura couldn’t help laughing a little.

He stared at her, serious again. “I’m not afraid to die. I want you to know that. Like I’ve said, I’ve lived a charmed life. I’ve had a string of successful films, some of them classics now. I’ve won an Oscar and a Golden Globe, and I’ve been nominated six times. I’ve built a successful studio that can compete with the majors. I’ve left behind a legacy. I’ve been everywhere in the world I’ve wanted to go.”

“But there are regrets,” Laura whispered.

Nick didn’t bother denying it. “I haven’t been the best person in the world. I was never the best husband or the best boss. I’ve been selfish and prideful. I’ve had three failed marriages and never had any kids. Sometimes I wish I would’ve had some kids. Kristen is like the daughter I never had. I’ve had my problems with alcohol and pills through the years.” He hesitated like he was trying to find the right words. “There’s always been this … this void inside of me, this emptiness that could never be filled. No matter how much success I achieved, it was never enough. I could never really enjoy anything; I was always looking towards the next mountain peak, the next battle to win, the next treasure to possess. Nothing was ever enough. Nothing ever satisfied me.”

“You’re here on this island for something specific, aren’t you?” Laura asked him. She got a flash in her mind of a cold dark place, barely lit … some kind of liquid dripped in that darkness. It seemed like no matter how much she tried, she couldn’t see it clearly yet … it almost felt like something was blocking her vision of it. “You’re here looking for that something more that you’re talking about.”

Nick didn’t deny it.

“There’s something here on this island that you want,” Laura said. “This isn’t all about a documentary, is it?”

“Well, a little,” he answered. “I do want to make this doc. I believe there’s a chance to capture proof of another world on film. An afterlife. A different dimension or plane of existence. If the stories I’ve heard are even half true about this island, and if the evidence we’ve seen so far here are any indications, then we may indeed capture that proof on film and open up the world’s eyes.”

“So what’s the other thing you’re looking for?”

“I’ve been all over the world on wild goose chases, looking for treasures and trying to solve mysteries. I went diving in the Caribbean Sea looking for the sunken city of Atlantis only a hundred miles away from here. I’ve looked for holy relics in the war-torn countries of the Middle East. I’ve spent three weeks in the Alaskan wilderness trying to find evidence of Sasquatch. I’ve spent countless nights studying the skies for signs of UFOs, and even spent a few nights at a cabin near a lake in Minnesota where a woman was supposedly abducted by aliens years ago. I’ve visited the abandoned cities of Central and South America. And now I’ve come here to Devil’s Island to solve a great mystery … to unearth a great discovery.”

Laura stared at Nick, waiting for him to tell her what it was.

“You’re a Finder, Laura. You find things. You find dead bodies, missing people, buried things. And now I want you to find something for me.”

“What do you want me to find?”

Before Nick could answer Laura, the walkie-talkie on his hip blared static for a second, then Billy’s panicked voice: “Nick, Kristen’s screaming up on the second floor. I think something happened. I’m on my way up to her now.”

Nick grabbed the walkie-talkie and Laura saw the instant concern in his eyes as he pressed the button to respond to Billy. “Hurry, Billy. We’re on our way.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Billy wrapped the length of chain around the iron gates tightly and threaded the padlock through the links and snapped it shut—they were locked inside here now until Nick let them out.

He managed to film himself with his cell phone while he did it. Those were Nick’s orders; he wanted this on film to prove that they were going to be locked inside for the night.

After he tucked his cell phone into his pocket he looked up at the sky. The wind was blowing hard out here, the trees shaking back and forth, the grasses and weeds laid down flat from the gusts. The sky overhead was almost as dark as night, and the swirling clouds looked as ominous as any storm Billy had ever seen before. Lightning flashed every few seconds and thunder rumbled a few moments ago after a bolt of lightning struck somewhere on the island … somewhere close. Billy could feel the rumbling under his feet, working its way up into his body, vibrating through his bones.

The clouds were about to open up and unleash rain at any second. He wanted to get back inside the manor before that happened.

He was about to turn and run back to the porch but something out beyond the iron fence far to his right caught his eye … a movement. Of course everything was moving out here right now because of the wind, but this was something else, something moving in a different direction in the murky darkness, something rising up from the ground.

Billy stared at the area for a moment but he didn’t see anything now. He didn’t want to wait out here much longer and get caught in the rain or struck by lightning. And Nick wanted him to hurry. This chain securing the gates was supposed to be a surprise for the others, even though Billy wasn’t sure exactly what kind of surprise this was supposed to be. But he didn’t really care, Nick was paying him a lot of money and Nick had literally saved his life … he was going to follow Nick’s orders no matter what they were.

He hurried back onto the front porch just as the rain began to fall. It drummed on the porch roof above him, and a few seconds later waterfalls of rain poured down off the edge of the roof.

Billy pushed through the front doors and then closed them on the storm. He walked through the foyer, past the piles of construction supplies and tools, and then passed the wide archway that led into the ballroom and the double set of stairs that led up to the second floor.

He thought he saw something move in the darkness of the ballroom, but he wasn’t going to go in there to investigate. It was just his imagination, a trick of the nearly constant lightning and moving clouds outside. And it was this place … this island. He had to admit that this place was creepy; it could give anyone the heebie-jeebies.

He needed to get back to the laptops—back to his job.

After he sat back down at the two folding tables with the laptops on them, he took a sip of his coffee that had gotten cold and set the cup back down at the floor out of the reach of his feet. He looked at the laptop screens and checked the feed.

Nick was still offline. Apparently Nick was talking to Laura about something that he didn’t want recorded or on film.

Shane and Kristen were back online now, their camera issues apparently fixed now.

Technical difficulties, Billy thought about Shane’s excuse and laughed. He knew these camcorders were brand new and top-of-the-line … the only kind of equipment that Nick used, and so far he’d spared no expense on this documentary. No, Shane and Kristen had turned their camera off for a little while before Billy went out to chain the gates shut. And Billy could only think of two reasons they had shut their camera off: either they wanted to discuss something privately and not be recorded, or they wanted to be alone for some cuddling.

Those two were sweet on each other, Billy could see that. Hell, anyone could see that. Maybe neither one even noticed the other’s appraising eye at first, but Billy had seen it right away.

And Billy couldn’t blame Shane for going after Kristen—she was hot. Hell, he’d gone after Kristen for a while before they finally hooked up. And even after they’d broken their relationship off, Billy couldn’t help trying to get back together with her.

Billy felt a twinge of jealousy because Kristen was falling for Shane. Billy had to admit that Shane was a good-looking guy. He was also a former TV star with a dark and mysterious air about him.

But what’s wrong with me? Billy wondered. He was taller than Shane and just as handsome. Maybe he didn’t handle money too well but he was going to change. The visit from Jimmy Izzo’s boys had been a wakeup call for him. He touched the bruise on his left eye gingerly. His eye still ached and his ribs and ankle ached even more from the big guy’s kicks, the injuries even gave him a slight limp. How many times had that guy kicked him when he’d been out? At least he hadn’t pissed any blood yet.

Maybe Kristen was just drawn to Shane because of the environment they were in. She looked to Shane’s supposed expertise as a ghost hunter now that they were trapped on this island.

And now they were truly trapped, Billy thought, since he had just chained the gates shut for Nick.

Billy looked at the feed from Shane and Kristen’s camera on the laptop screen. Kristen was operating the camera now and she was interviewing Shane, asking him questions about the things that had happened to him in some house. Billy wasn’t that interested in what Shane had to say. He knew that Shane had been the host of a pretty successful ghost hunting TV show and he’d had a bestselling book. But Shane had also been proven a fraud. Billy wasn’t even sure why Nick had reached out to a has-been like Shane Edwards to lead this little expedition of his when he could’ve had his pick of ghost hunting experts and TV stars.

Whatever. It was Nick’s show … he could do what he wanted. It wasn’t Billy’s decision; he was just here to follow orders. The pay was the same, and it was always generous with Nick. Plus Nick had offered him a pretty nice bonus for chaining the gates shuts and for another favor he wanted from Billy in the future that he hadn’t told him about yet.

Billy looked at the feed from the boys on the third floor. They had been debating earlier about religion or science or something and Billy had tuned it out. It was just self-indulgent pontification anyway from “experts” in their fields. It was all over Billy’s head and not interesting to him in the least.

But now the three stooges up there were upset about something, arguing about something they’d seen … or hadn’t seen.

He leaned in a little closer and turned the volume up.

“They’re gone,” Warren said on the film.

Harold was aiming their camera down at the floorboards at nothing. Something was apparently gone and it had spooked Warren. Or, more likely, Warren Savage was overacting, getting all dramatically crazy. Billy had seen it so many times on set … so many actors ran away with themselves, caught up in the moment; everything was a Shakespeare play to them and they were always the stars of their own little fantasy worlds. So many times the director had to rein them in and calm them down, teach them all over again how to act naturally on film.

Billy watched the monitor. Those guys were really freaking out about something.

A shudder ran through the house, one of those creaks that seemed to happen with some regularity now. He was sure the hurricane-force winds out there weren’t helping any. The ceilings, walls, and floors creaked all around him and now that he was alone he realized that those sounds really did sound like footsteps … like a lot of footsteps. If he was the kind of person who let his imagination run away with him, then he would swear that he’d just heard someone walking around out there in the foyer, and maybe in the ballroom too.

And more footsteps came from the hall that led out to the patio and their generator.

And behind him … from the kitchen.

Billy turned around in his chair and stared at the darkness behind him. It was darker in here than when he’d gone out to chain the gates shut, and he realized that someone had closed those drapes over the row of windows.

Hadn’t those curtains been open before when he left to go chain the gates?

He shook his head and smiled. Someone must’ve closed them and he hadn’t noticed. Maybe Nick had closed them before he went to catch up to Laura in the kitchen. That had to be it.

Billy wasn’t going to let these “footsteps” creep him out; he wasn’t going to act like the others did and let this place get to him. He’d seen and faced real horrors around the world from behind the camera so many times and he wasn’t going to let an abandoned house and a few ghost stories scare him.

Besides, he agreed with Nigel. Nick was doing something here … propagating some kind of hoax for his film. Billy didn’t really care what Nick did—Nick was the one paying, and Billy was just going to follow orders. If Nick wanted to film a hoax and make millions of dollars off of it, then who was Billy to stand in the way?

Kristen screamed from the laptop and then the blurry footage went black … the feed cut off.

Billy’s heart jumped in his chest as he grabbed his walkie-talkie. “Kristen! You okay?!”

No answer.

“Kristen! Are you okay?”

Still no answer.

“Kristen, answer me!”

Still no answer.

“Hang on!” Billy yelled into the walkie-talkie. “I’m on my way!”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

The sunroom

“They’re gone,” Warren said.

“What’s gone?” Harold asked.

Harold and Nigel walked over to Warren who was already in the middle of the sunroom, staring at the other side of the room at the static camera that they had set up yesterday.

“You don’t notice it?” Warren asked them.

“What?” Harold asked as he took another step and then stopped abruptly like it had suddenly dawned on him. He turned his camera to Nigel with a smile of disbelief on his face now. “You really don’t see it?” he asked Nigel.

“See what?” Nigel spat out. “Stop playing games.”

“Remember when we were up here before?” Warren asked Nigel. “When we were making our first tour of the manor and we set that camera up here.”

Nigel nodded impatiently.

“Remember the metal clipboard and the hardhat we found on the floor, the ones left behind by the construction crews? The white hardhat with the word BOSS on the back of it?”

Warren saw the lights coming on in Nigel’s eyes as he looked back at the bare floorboards.

“The clipboard and the hardhat aren’t here anymore,” Warren said. “They’re gone.”

All three of them walked over to the wall and looked down at the floor where Nick had laid the two objects down yesterday.

“Somebody took them,” Nigel said matter-of-factly. He looked right at Warren as if daring him to challenge his theory. “That’s what happened. Nick had one of you guys come back up here and take them.”

“I haven’t been back up here,” Warren told Nigel.

“Me either,” Harold added.

“He’s got other people here on this island,” Nigel said. “I’m sure of that now. He’s got a whole crew here moving around inside these walls, playing tricks, setting up this hoax.”

Warren just shook his head; nothing they said was going to get through to Nigel.

Harold lowered his camcorder down to his side and stared at Warren and Nigel. “What about what I said earlier? What if there are people squatting on this island?”

“I still don’t think that’s true,” Warren said.

“But it could be possible,” Harold insisted. “What if they saw us coming when we were still miles out at sea? They could’ve cleared up any evidence that they are staying here?”

“Why would they?” Warren asked. “We’re not the owners.”

“They don’t know that.”

Warren shook his head; it still didn’t make sense to him.

“If it’s true,” Harold said. “They could be dangerous. They probably don’t want us here.”

“Or they could just be hiding until we leave.”

“They could’ve sabotaged the construction crews,” Harold said, not willing to let this go. He seemed to have a vested interest in this theory of his being true. Warren sensed something in the man’s mannerisms, his expression, just a feeling he was getting from him. He was scared, Warren realized that now. And then Warren realized why Harold was scared … he had seen something here on this island.

“I would be willing to believe in some kind of tribe of people living off the land here on this island,” Nigel said, “before I’d be willing to believe some ghosts swooped into this room and spirited away with a clipboard and a hardhat.”

Warren glanced over at the static camera. That was it! “What about the camera over there? Maybe it caught something on film. If it was really people taking these items away then it would’ve been hard for them to stay out of the way of the camera.”

“Not if it was some of Nick’s crew who knew to stay out of the way of the camera. Not if that bit of footage has already been edited out by his employee downstairs—Billy the camera expert.”

“It’s worth looking into,” Warren said. It was exhausting arguing with Nigel.

“Okay,” Harold said. “Let’s go back down to the first floor and get Billy to look up the footage from this camera.”

They started heading to the door of the sunroom when they heard a scream from below them … a woman’s scream.

Nigel grabbed the walkie-talkie from his hip and pressed the button. “Billy, are you there? We just heard a scream.

No reply from Billy.

“Come on,” Warren said, running out into the hallway. That had definitely been a woman’s scream and there were only two women on this island with them: Kristen and Laura. Laura was down on the first floor so it had to be Kristen.


CHAPTER FORTY

Kristen stood at the door to Room 214. She had tried the door handle but it must’ve been locked—she couldn’t even budge it. She’d also pounded on the door, screaming at Shane to answer her and to open the door, but he hadn’t responded. She heard sounds from down the hall and turned to see Warren, Nigel, and Harold running towards her, the light beams from their flashlights and their camcorder bobbing around crazily in the darkness as they approached. Their shouts blended together in incoherent yells that echoed down the hall towards her.

Kristen tried to twist the door handle again, but it still wouldn’t turn.

Shane was alone in that room with that … that person she’d seen, that old woman.

Kristen remembered filming Shane a few minutes ago as he told his story about the Cranston House. As soon as she’d walked in front of the open door to Room 214 a hand had reached out from the darkness and grabbed her arm, trying to pull her inside. She’d only seen the pale, thin hand for a moment, but she had no doubt it was an old woman’s hand. It was like Shane talking about the Cranston House had somehow brought the old woman to life.

“Shane!” she screamed and pounded on the door again. She stopped pounding for a moment, listening. Shane didn’t respond. She couldn’t hear anything from inside the room. Footfalls from down the hall turned her towards the darkness.

Warren reached Kristen first. His eyes were wide O’s of concern. He grabbed on to her shoulders and it felt like her world, which had been tilting out of control, was suddenly stabilizing just from Warren’s touch. She focused on the man’s eyes, his dark eyeballs just dots in the whites of his wide eyes right now. He was saying something, repeating the same thing over and over again, but she couldn’t hear him at first … he sounded so far away. But everything was coming back now; it was like she’d been flying and now she had come back down to the ground again.

“What happened?” Warren asked her.

The other two men were there now, both concerned.

“Shane … he’s in the room,” Kristen said, her words rushing out of her. It felt like she couldn’t catch her breath. “There’s … there’s someone in the room with him.”

Warren didn’t even question who or what or how, he was at the door in a flash, twisting the door handle, pounding and kicking at the door, calling Shane’s name.

Kristen was going to tell Warren that she had already tried to open the door, but Nigel stepped in front of her, ready to interrogate her. He had a look on his face like he was going to get to the bottom of the nonsense going on around here. She felt like slapping that stupid look off of his face.

Harold was doing his duty like one of Nick’s good dogs and filming the whole thing. He even took a few steps back to get everyone in the shot.

“Who’s in there with him?” Nigel asked, his words clipped, his expression pinched and serious.

“I … I don’t know. All I saw was her hand. She grabbed me.” Kristen looked down at her arm, holding it up. She wanted to show Warren the scratches on her skin from the old woman’s fingernails … but the scratches weren’t there now. “I … uh … there were scratches on my skin. That old woman grabbed me. Tried to pull me inside the room.”

“You saw an old woman?” Nigel asked.

“I just saw her hand … her arm.”

“So you didn’t see the woman.”

“Nigel, leave her alone,” Warren said.

“I’m just trying to get a sense of what’s going on here.”

“Shane’s stuck in that room,” Kristen said. “That’s what’s going on here.”

“So, just to be clear, you didn’t see what this old woman looked like?”

Kristen could feel the camera on her; she could sense Harold moving slowly to his left, filming everything. She shook her head as she stared at Nigel. “No. I just saw her arm.”

“If you didn’t see the person’s face, then how do you know it was an old lady?” Nigel asked with a sneer.

“Because I saw her arm. It was an old woman’s arm.”

“But you can’t be positive about that?”

Kristen stared at him. “Are you calling me a liar?”

“Kristen,” Nigel said in a low voice. “Just come clean with me. It’s time to admit that this is all a hoax.”

“Why don’t you leave her alone?” Warren asked as he tried to twist the door handle, but he couldn’t move it any more than Kristen could. “Leave her alone and help me get this door open.”

“What’s going on here?” Billy asked as he rushed up to them. He was a little out-of-breath from his run up the stairs and then down the hallway. He had his flashlight in one hand and his walkie-talkie in the other.

“Shane’s locked inside that room,” Kristen told Billy. She was glad to see a familiar face, someone she knew, someone who wasn’t questioning her honesty. “We need to get him out. There’s someone in there with him.”

“Who?” Billy asked, obviously shocked.

“An old lady,” Kristen said.

“Kristen claims she saw an old woman inside the room,” Nigel told Billy.

“We just need to get the damn door open!” Kristen said, ignoring Nigel.

Billy jumped into action, reacting more from the near-panic in Kristen’s voice than what she’d said. He looked at Warren who was still pounding on the door and calling Shane’s name. He looked back at Nigel and Harold. Kristen could read the look on Billy’s face: Why aren’t you two helping?

But Billy didn’t waste time saying anything to Nigel and Harold, he hurried to the door. “Let me try,” Billy told Warren.

Warren backed up out of the way as Billy kicked at the door, planting the sole of his hiking boot right in the middle of the door.

“Aim more towards the door handle,” Nigel called out to him.

Billy glared at Nigel, but he kicked near the door handle this time. He was about to kick it again when the door handle clicked, turned, and then the door slowly creaked open … like someone had just unlocked the door from the inside and opened it.

Shane stood there in the darkness just beyond the door with his flashlight beam aimed down at the floor and a blank look of shock on his face.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Shane watched the door creak open in front of him, and then he saw a surprised Billy standing there in the doorway with Dr. Warren Savage not too far behind him. Kristen and Nigel stood next to each other with Harold beyond them, filming everything.

Billy and Warren rushed inside the room. Warren aimed his flashlight right at him, blinding him for a moment.

“Who’s in here with you?” Billy yelled at Shane.

Shane just shook his head and looked at Kristen and Nigel as they came to the doorway. Harold was right behind them, filming over their shoulders.

Shane’s mind felt a little foggy, like he’d just woken up from a deep sleep, and now all of these people were in his face, shouting at him, shining lights at him, demanding answers. He was trying to remember for a second why he was in this room … why the door had been closed, why everyone looked so frightened.

“Where’s the old lady?” Kristen yelled at him, her face a mask of fear. She had already scanned the room and now she was looking at Shane again. She stayed close to the open door like she was afraid it was going to close again and trap them in here.

It all came back to Shane in a rush when he heard Kristen say: “the old lady.” The old lady was in this room. She had grabbed Kristen’s arm. Kristen dropped the camera. Then he had gone inside this room with his flashlight and the broken camcorder. The door had closed. And then he had seen Mike stuffed inside the hole in the wall, his pale face in the hole. Mike had been calling him, whispering his name. But then it wasn’t Mike anymore … then it was Old Lady Cranston trying to climb out of the hole … and then … then …

Shane turned around and looked at the hole in the wall.

“What is it?” Warren asked.

Shane stared at the dark hole. It looked bigger to him now. Was it bigger? Had the old lady made the hole bigger? Had she torn more of the edges away with her long bony fingers? Clawed more of the plaster and lathe away with those sharp yellowed fingernails?

“What did you see in here?” Warren asked in a lower voice. He was calmer now.

“An old lady,” Shane finally answered and looked back at Warren. “She was inside the wall, trying to get out through that hole over there.”

Billy rushed over to the hole in the wall and pointed his flashlight beam at it, aiming it inside. He crouched down in front of the hole, peering inside. He shoved his flashlight inside the hole, all the way up to his shoulder, so he could see inside better.

“Don’t,” Kristen said to Billy from the doorway, but her word didn’t have much strength.

Harold brushed past Kristen and entered the room, still filming dutifully.

“You saw an old lady in here, too?” Warren asked Shane. “Both you and Kristen saw an old woman in here?”

Shane nodded but he wasn’t looking at Warren, his eyes were on Billy who was still investigating the hole in the wall with his flashlight, pushing himself into the wall even more, the lathe and plaster crumbling around the edges as he pushed himself farther into the hole, making the hole bigger.

The hole was bigger now, wasn’t it? It had to be bigger now if Billy could practically squeeze into it.

“What’s going on in here?” Nick roared as he plowed into the room, practically pushing Harold out of his way. His eyes went right to Kristen for an explanation; the way he stared at her, like he’d been scared to death for a moment that something had happened to his niece.

How could I not have seen it before that she was someone dear to him? Shane thought.

“There was someone in this room,” Kristen told Nick. “An old woman was in here. She grabbed me and then Shane went inside and then the door slammed shut. We couldn’t get it open and then …” she looked right at Shane. “And then the door just opened and Shane was standing there.”

Nick’s eyes darted from Kristen to Shane.

Shane just nodded, corroborating her story.

“Where’s the woman now?” Nick asked.

Shane looked at the hole in the wall that Billy had just pulled himself out of, dusting himself off as best he could with one hand, still holding his flashlight. The branches of the trees outside the window shook relentlessly, the rain dripping down the glass, the wind howling. Another flash of lightning lit up the room like daylight for a millisecond.

“I don’t see anything in there,” Billy said. “We could put a camera in there to get a better look but the space only goes so far and then it looks like it ends in pieces of wood … like fire blocks or something.”

“Or we could tear part of that wall down,” Warren said. “Use some of the tools from downstairs to pull the plaster and lathe off.”

“No,” Nick said, shaking his head a little. “I want to keep things in this manor the way they are for the film. I just want us to observe for now.”

Nigel’s attention was still on Billy. “So you’re saying that there’s no one inside that wall?” He seemed to be confirming this for the camera that Harold operated and the static camera on the tripod, getting this affirmation documented on film. “And no one could possibly be in there?”

“There was someone in this room,” Kristen insisted. “It was an old lady. I saw her.”

“Where did this person grab you?” Nigel asked. “Did she scratch you or bruise you? Is there any kind of evidence?”

“She grabbed my arm. There were scratches on my arm … but—”

“—but now they’re not there anymore,” Nigel finished for her, nodding.

“But they were there. You can ask Shane. He saw them.”

“Did you get the scratches on your arm on film?” Nick asked Kristen.

Kristen turned to her uncle. She looked like she might burst into tears as she shook her head slightly. “I … I dropped the camera when she grabbed me. It just slipped out of my hand. I think it broke.”

Shane had the camcorder in his hand. “It’s not working anymore.” He handed the camcorder to Billy.

Billy inspected the camera for a moment and looked at Nick. “It’s not working but I think I can get the footage off it.”

Shane met Laura’s eyes. She had stayed just outside the doorway, out in the hall. If anyone believed his and Kristen’s story about the old lady, it would be Laura.

“And you saw this old woman, too?” Nick asked Shane.

“I came in here and I …” He sighed like he was delivering bad news. “When I got in here, the room was empty.”

He looked at Kristen—she looked devastated, like she’d been betrayed by a friend.

“I realized the camcorder wasn’t working,” Shane continued, “so I set it down on the floor. I still had my flashlight—”

“But you said the room was empty,” Nigel confirmed.

“Yes,” Shane snapped at him. “I didn’t see anyone when I first came in. But I heard a voice coming from the hole in the wall over there. Someone was calling me.”

“Who was calling you, an old lady?” Nigel said. “You’re not trying to make us believe you saw Old Lady Cranston in here, are you? The old lady you saw in the Cranston House in Ohio when you were twelve years old?”

“Would you just let him finish what he’s saying, please?” Warren asked Nigel.

They all waited for Shane to continue.

Nick glanced at Harold, making sure he was still filming all of this. Nick still held his own camcorder in his hand, but he hadn’t raised it up to his eye to film yet.

“I heard Mike’s voice calling me from that hole in the wall.”

“Mike?” Nigel snapped and barked out a laugh. “Why, he isn’t even dead yet.”

“Nigel, please,” Nick said.

“No, Mr. Gorman. You asked me here to be a skeptic, and that’s exactly what I’m doing … being a voice of reason. Kristen thought some old lady grabbed her and then Shane, as usual, let his imagination run away with him. We’ve all confirmed that there’s no one in here, no one hiding in the hole in the wall. And now Shane is seeing people who aren’t even dead yet … people who aren’t even a ghost.” Nigel looked right at Shane. “Mike Lachance is still alive, isn’t he, Shane?”

“As far as I know.”

“I want to hear the rest of what Shane has to say,” Warren said.

Shane felt a little foolish now in front of everyone as they argued about him. He rushed through the rest of his story. “I thought I heard Mike calling me. But when I got closer to the hole, I realized that it was an old lady pulling herself out of the wall.”

“Old Lady Cranston?” Nigel inquired.

“Yes,” Shane snapped. “It was the same woman I saw when I was twelve years old at the Cranston House.”

“And then what happened?” Nick asked.

Shane hesitated for a moment. “I don’t know. Next thing I remember the door was opening and I saw you guys.” He looked at the static camera in the corner of the room. “But that camera’s still working. It should’ve caught the whole thing.”

Billy darted over to the camera and looked through the lens. He nodded at Nick. We can check the footage from this camera on the laptop downstairs.”

“We need to check the footage from the camera on the third floor, too,” Warren said.

“What happened up there?” Nick asked.

“Remember that hardhat we found up there yesterday? The one with the word BOSS stenciled on the back of it?”

“Yes?” Nick asked.

“It’s gone now.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

The base of operations was so dark now since night had finally settled in, and the thunderstorm only made everything darker. They turned on the three construction lights set up around the tables with the laptops on them and the boxes of supplies nearby. The sleeping bags were situated in a half-circle close to the tables, the farthest sleeping bags in the darkness now, out of the sphere of light that the construction lamps put out.

Shane noticed that Kristen had calmed down a little now that she was back down here with everyone else, now that she was downstairs, now that she was closer to the front doors, closer to escape. He looked at Billy who worked at the laptops on the tables in front of him. Billy said the camera Kristen dropped wasn’t going to work anymore, but he was able to download the film footage from it.

Now they huddled around the tables, all of them looking over Billy’s shoulders, watching the footage.

“You can see here,” Billy said, pointing at the footage on the laptop screen on the right, “that this is the footage from Shane and Kristen’s camera. And this footage on the other laptop is from the static camera in Room 214. All of the footage is in full spectrum.”

Shane stared at the footage on the laptop to the left—the footage from the static camera in Room 214. At the moment nothing was happening on that screen, the camera was aimed at the window and the hole in the wall was to the left of the screen, near the corner … it seemed like a blob of darkness against the gray wall.

But then Shane’s attention was drawn back to the other laptop screen. He saw himself on that screen answering questions from Kristen as she followed him slowly down the hall. Then Shane stopped like he’d heard something—and then a blur of movement, a shuffling sound as the camera spun crazily, Kristen’s scream, then a thud, and then darkness.

“That’s when she grabbed me,” Kristen said.

“But there’s nothing caught on film,” Billy told her.

“Sorry I didn’t aim the camera at the crazy old lady who was trying to drag me into the room,” Kristen said.

Billy looked wounded.

“It’s okay, Kristen,” Nick said and then he focused on the other laptop.

They were all quiet as they watched Shane enter the shot in the footage. He just stood there with his back to the camera. He had the camcorder up to his eye like he was filming with it, and he aimed his flashlight at the hole in the wall. But then he lowered the camera like it was suddenly useless, and then he bent down and set it down on the floor, never taking his eyes or flashlight beam off of the hole in the wall.

“And this is where you said you saw something?” Nigel asked.

Shane didn’t turn around or acknowledge Nigel’s question, but it felt like everyone was waiting for his response. It felt so strange watching himself on film … it seemed like a different person in that room, the memory of standing there seemed so long ago now even though only minutes had passed by. It didn’t feel like he was watching himself—that didn’t seem like him on the screen.

Mike had been there by this time, Shane thought as he watched the footage. He’d already heard Mike calling to him by then and he’d already seen Mike’s face swimming into view inside the hole. But he couldn’t see Mike’s face on the grainy, gray film.

“I’m sorry, Mike,” Shane said on the film, his voice echoing in the room, sounding tinny and far away. A flash of lightning brightened the shot to a bright green blur for a second, and then the picture came back. “I’m so sorry,” Shane said again to nobody in the room. “So sorry,” he said, his voice even lower. It sounded like he might be crying, but it was hard to tell with his back turned to the camera.

In the footage, Shane took a step closer towards the hole in the wall. But Mike still couldn’t be seen in the dark blob in the wall.

“Who were you talking to, Shane?” Nigel asked. Shane could hear the accusation in Nigel’s voice.

“Why don’t you let up on him?” Kristen snapped at Nigel.

He turned to her. “Because he told us that he saw someone in that room and now we have physical evidence that there’s no one there.”

“I saw that old woman, too,” Kristen said, standing face to face with Nigel now. “She grabbed my arm. Are you calling me a liar, too?”

Nigel raised his hands in a placating gesture and took a step back from Kristen with that lopsided, sarcastic slash of a smile on his face. “I’m not accusing anybody of anything. I’m just pointing out what’s quite obvious on the footage.”

“Maybe the camera isn’t picking up the old woman or Mike,” Warren suggested. “Maybe they’re in a different realm … or a different dimension … sort of here, but not here. We can see it with our own eyes, but our equipment can’t pick it up.”

“It’s usually the other way around,” Billy said. “Usually ghost hunters can’t see something with their own eyes, but they’re able to pick it up with their equipment.”

“Well, maybe they’re all wrong,” Warren said.

“Or they’re faking evidence,” Nigel grumbled.

Warren ignored Nigel’s comment. “Maybe we’ve actually got proof here.”

Nick looked at Laura who stayed in the background, staying out of the conversation. “What do you think, Laura?”

“I think all of this is very real,” she said. “I think both of them saw someone up there in that room.”

“Of course she’s going to say that,” Nigel said. “She’s your token psychic. I think this is just a case of imaginations getting carried away. I’m not making fun of them or accusing anyone of anything, I’m just saying that in a setting like this, the possibility of thinking you’ve seen something paranormal is much higher.”

Shane let their debate fade into background noise as he watched the scene on the laptop. He watched himself on the screen move closer to the hole in the wall. This would be about the time he’d seen Old Lady Cranston trying to climb out of the hole in the wall. He couldn’t really remember what had happened after that and now this was his chance to find out.

“What the hell?” Billy said, sitting up straighter.

The footage turned to static.

“What happened to it?” Nick asked, pushing his way in closer to the laptops.

“I don’t know,” Billy said. He rewound the footage, but it turned to static again. He forwarded it a few minutes and then the film came back, showing Billy at the hole in the wall, searching the inside of it with his flashlight. “Camera still works. There I am at the hole in the wall a few minutes later after we were all inside the room.”

Missing time, Shane thought. And those few minutes were missing in his memory too.

“Can you get it back?” Nick asked, but the hopeless tone in his voice revealed that he already knew the answer to his own question.

“These cameras are brand new,” Billy mumbled. “They shouldn’t be acting like this.”

“Can you clean up the footage somehow?” Nick asked him.

Billy shook his head no. “Maybe when we get back I could try, but I can’t do anything here with this equipment.”

Nick looked at Shane. “What happened after the cameras turned to static? Is that when you saw the old woman?”

Shane shook his head. “No, I saw her right before that, but it’s … it’s not on the film.”

“But what happened?”

“I don’t know. I can’t remember. The next thing I remember is the door opening and seeing you guys there.”

“What about the third floor camera?” Warren asked Billy. “Maybe you could look at that one. The hardhat we found yesterday isn’t there anymore. Maybe we’ll see something there.”

Billy switched the feed on the laptop to the cameras on the third floor without a word, rewinding the footage back and then running the film. “What exactly are we looking for?”

“I don’t know,” Warren said. “Somebody had to have taken the hardhat.”

Shane looked at Kristen who stood near one of the construction lights. She had backed away from the group a little like Laura had. She looked miserable. Her arms were crossed, her body tense.

Billy watched the footage, but the camera in the sunroom was just aimed at the windows across the room. He forwarded the footage some, speeding up the film. He shook his head. “I don’t see anything on it.”

“We can’t see the area of the floor where the hardhat and clipboard were from this angle,” Warren said, sounding a little disappointed. “Somebody could’ve ducked down and grabbed the clipboard and hardhat without ever being seen on camera.”

Billy just nodded. “Looks that way.”

A rumbling sounded throughout the manor, the ceiling creaking above them, a shifting sound like the building was groaning in pain.

Everyone looked up at the ceiling.

“That doesn’t sound … safe,” Nigel whispered and took a small sip from his metal flask of liquor.

The rumbling died down, the trembling gone, the chandelier tinkling slightly in the darkness above them.

Nick looked back down at the laptops on the table, nodding at them, then looking right at Shane with an I-told-you-so grin on his face. “You saw something up there in that room, and Kristen saw it, too. Looks like we’ve just had our next episode of paranormal activity.”

Shane didn’t answer Nick, but he had to admit that he was right. Nick had promised that they would find paranormal activity here on this island, and he had delivered. Shane had never been in such a supernaturally active place since the Cranston House when he was twelve years old.

The construction lights flickered.

“Aw shit,” Billy said jumping up to his feet.

“What is it?” Kristen practically squealed.

“The generator’s running out of gas.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Billy ran down the hall off of the foyer that led out to the side patio where they had set up the generator. Shane and Kristen were right behind him, then Laura and Nick. Harold still had his camcorder with him and Nigel walked quickly behind him.

The last person to leave their base of operations was Warren. He was almost to the archway that led to the foyer, trying to turn his flashlight on in the pitch-black darkness when he heard a noise from the far end of the dining hall, near the door that led to the kitchen.

“Daddy …”

Warren stopped in his tracks, his heart freezing for a moment, his mind buzzing with fear and hope.

He knew that voice.

“Daddy … help me.”

Warren clicked his flashlight on with trembling fingers and aimed the beam in front of him. The foyer was empty—the others had already raced down the hallway to the patio outside. He panned his flashlight beam across the piles of construction equipment, tools, and materials. Nobody in the foyer. The front doors were closed; the two tall windows on each side of the doors were black with the night pressing against them. They had leaned a piece of plywood up against the window on the left earlier to cover the hole in the shattered window.

“Help me, Daddy.”

Erin’s voice was coming from the other direction. Warren turned around and stepped back into the dining hall, moving deeper into the darkness towards the center of the room where their tables and computers were set up, where their sleeping bags were laid out. His flashlight beam only shined so far into the darkness, the light getting weaker as it tried to reach across the vast room. But even in that weak light, he saw someone standing by the door that led into the kitchen.

He could wait here for a few moments. The others would have the generator started soon and the lights would be back on.

But then he might lose her … he might lose his daughter again.

“Erin,” Warren said. He realized there were tears in his eyes now, blurring his vision.

“Daddy, it’s got me and it won’t let me go.”

He took a few more steps across the room, his desire to see his daughter stronger than his fear. He needed to see Erin; he needed to protect her, to help her.

A flash of lightning lit up the dining hall for a moment and he saw his teenaged daughter standing right beside the door to the kitchen. She looked just like he remembered her. She was dressed in a pair of gray sweatpants, sneakers, and a white long-sleeved shirt with the sleeves pushed up to her elbows. Her hair was pulled back and her skin seemed lighter in the lightning flash, paler. Her eyes seemed sunken with fear, her face shining with tears. She was scared … he had to help her.

“Baby,” Warren called out as he moved faster across the wood floor, moving around the sleeping bags without looking down at them, maybe even stepping on some of them, but he didn’t care. “You just hold on, baby. I’m coming to get you.”

But Erin didn’t wait. She stepped into the kitchen.

“Erin!”

Warren took off after her.

• • • • •

Shane was the second one out on the patio with Kristen right behind him. Billy was already at the generator, pulling the piece of plywood away and leaning it against one of the wood posts that held up the patio ceiling. He unscrewed the cap as he shined his light down at it.

Shane shined his flashlight beam down at the generator to provide Billy with more light.

“Thanks,” Billy said.

The others rushed out onto the patio.

“Is it out of gas?” Kristen asked from right behind Shane.

“Yeah,” Billy said, his long hair hanging down in his bruised face now, strands of it coming loose from his ponytail. “Just need to get some more gas in there and we’ll be back on track.” He gave Kristen a smile and Shane felt a pang of jealousy from that smile. He wondered idly how close they had once been.

A bolt of lightning streaked across the cloudy night sky and illuminated everything like daylight for a moment. A waterfall of rain poured down from the edge of the porch roof and that downpour had seemed frozen in motion for a moment in the lightning flash.

Billy reached for the closest plastic can of gas. He lifted it easily off the patio stones, almost falling back like he hadn’t expected it to be so light. He shook it. Empty. He looked a little confused, and a little concerned—the gas can shouldn’t be empty. He set that one down and picked up the next one, and then the next one.

“What’s wrong?” Nick asked.

Shane didn’t need Billy to explain; he could already tell what was wrong—all the gas cans were empty.

• • • • •

Warren hurried through the kitchen, his flashlight beam lighting the way with the occasional flash of lightning helping. The storm was so ferocious that lightning seemed to strike every few minutes now.

He passed by the ancient brick oven which was now just a dark monolith in the darkness off to his left. He ran past the huge metal sinks that were speckled with rust and the jumble of crumbling pipes underneath them. The cracked tiled floor stretched out in front of him into the darkness, littered with decades of debris.

Warren stopped in his tracks when he saw his daughter. She stood in front of the door to the basement. The door was open beyond her, just a mouth of darkness that seemed impenetrable. She looked so frightened as she stood there, so alone and helpless.

“Daddy … you have to help me.”

Warren nodded as he bit back tears of regret and shame. He should’ve helped Erin that day she overdosed on pain pills. He should’ve known something was wrong with her; he should’ve felt it. But he didn’t. He’d been so consumed in his work that day, so consumed in work that he didn’t even care about anymore now—cold, hard science that had taken the spotlight away from his daughter who had been his life and he hadn’t even known it. And now those pursuits seemed pointless and frivolous while he’d let the truly lovely things in his life slip away, the blessings he’d been given. Oh God, why hadn’t he seen that Erin had a problem with drugs? Why hadn’t he listened to his wife? Why hadn’t he helped Erin?

Well, he was going to help her now. Her soul, her essence, it was back now … he’d seen her soul on the day she’d died, that day he had followed her out to the garage. And now he was seeing her again. She was still his daughter and she needed help. He wasn’t going to let her down this time.

Warren suddenly realized that Erin wasn’t in the doorway to the basement anymore. He shined his flashlight beam right at the rectangle of darkness but she wasn’t there.

Where had she gone? He hadn’t even seen her move.

“Daddy.”

Warren took a few steps closer to the doorway. He could hear her down there in the darkness.

“Daddy … I’m down here.”

She was down in the basement, down in the darkness with whatever evil controlled this manor.

“Hold on,” Warren shouted as he ran across the kitchen to the basement door.

He stopped at the doorway and shined his light down the stairs. The light became weak as it reached the bottom of the steps, but he saw Erin down there in the gloom at the bottom step staring up at him with wide eyes. Tears slipped out of her eyes, and her mouth was crumpled in a sob.

“Help me,” she said again.

Dark tendrils seemed to solidify out of the gloom and wrap around her legs and torso like a fog, pulling on her gently, dragging her deeper into the darkness.

“No,” Warren whispered, and then he was shuffling down the steps, the beam of light bouncing around in front of him. “No, wait! Erin, hold on! Wait for me!”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

“What do you mean, they’re all empty?” Nick snapped at Billy.

“Empty,” Billy said. “Every single one of them is empty.”

“But … how can that be?” Harold said, lowering the camera down to his side. He looked dumbfounded.

“I’ll tell you how,” Nigel said. “Somebody emptied them on purpose. Somebody,” and he looked right at Nick, “wants us to poke around in the dark for the rest of this documentary.”

“You think I did this?” Nick asked.

Nigel didn’t respond, but he kept his eyes right on Nick.

“I need the generator on so the laptops can work, you ignorant fool,” Nick spat out.

“Cameras still work, don’t they?” Nigel looked to Billy for the answer.

Billy nodded reluctantly. “Batteries should still be good on all of them through the night into tomorrow morning.”

“And the batteries in the laptops should last long enough,” Nigel continued. “Just enough time until we leave the island. How convenient.”

Nick stepped right up to Nigel. “I asked you here to be a skeptic, not to accuse me of staging this at every turn.”

“I’m just trying to keep an open mind,” Nigel replied.

“No, you’ve had your mind made up since we landed here.”

“Yes, and until I see otherwise, my mind is going to stay made up.”

Shane noticed that Kristen had moved away from him in the darkness. She had walked to the edge of the porch where the waterfall of rain was pouring down.

“You alright?” he asked her.

A silence fell over the group as they all stared at Kristen.

She stood there at the edge of the patio, staring at the darkness. Beyond the patio was a sea of tall grasses and weeds waving back and forth in the wind and rain, and beyond that was the iron fence in the distance with another small field of grasses beyond it, and then the cloying jungle … like a wall of trees.

Shane took a few steps towards Kristen. “What is it?”

“Did you guys see that?” she asked.

“See what?” Shane asked. He moved up right beside her. He stared out at the weeds, fence, and trees, but it was too dark to see, and the pouring rain was making visibility even worse.

The others moved in behind them.

Nick looked at Harold and made a gesture at him to film this.

Harold raised the camcorder up to his eye and looked through the lens, but all he could see was darkness.

“What is it?” Shane asked Kristen. “What did you see out there?”

He looked at Kristen. She seemed frozen in fear for a moment, like a person who has just seen something dangerous in the woods and is standing so still, hoping that the threat won’t notice them. She barely seemed to be breathing.

Nigel sighed loudly from behind them, obviously annoyed at another spectacle to try to persuade him that all of this was real.

“I saw something moving out there in the grass,” Kristen said in a low voice, barely a whisper. “Out there past the fence.”

Shane looked behind him and saw the others crowding in—but something was bothering him about everyone behind him and he wasn’t sure what it was yet. He turned back around and stared out at the darkness again.

A bolt of lightning streaked across the night sky, turning the world into daylight for a moment. Shane stared at the fence, the grasses and shrubs, the trees beyond … but he didn’t see anything out there.

“What was moving out there?” he asked her.

She shook her head slightly, her eyes still on the darkness like she was afraid to look away, like the moment she looked away whatever was out there would shoot out of the darkness and attack. “It looked like a person,” she finally said in a whisper.

“A person?”

She nodded. “A person in the grass.”

“You getting this on film?” Nick asked Harold.

Harold nodded.

Nick looked at Billy, scowling at him. “Where’s your camera?”

Billy winced. “You had it,” he told him. “You left it back on the table.”

“No, you left it there,” Nick said. “You’re the cameraman here, our tech specialist. You should have a camera with you at all times.”

Billy seemed like he was going to argue, but he snapped his mouth shut. The anger burned in his eyes.

“I don’t see anything out there now,” Shane said. He turned around and looked at the others, and then he realized what had been bothering him for the last few seconds. Somebody was missing from their group. “Where’s Warren?” he asked.

They all looked around at each other. Even Kristen turned around and looked at the others as they shined their flashlights at each other.

Warren wasn’t with them.

“And Laura,” Shane said. “Where’s Warren and Laura?”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Warren stood in the darkness of the basement. He had only moved a few feet away from the bottom of the steps. He glanced back up at the steps that led up to the door, and the doorway looked like a dark blue rectangle set in the blackness. A flash of lightning lit up the doorway for a moment, but then darkness reigned again.

He moved deeper into the dark, not sure where Erin had gone to.

“Erin,” Warren called out. “Baby.”

No answer.

He took a few more steps deeper into the basement, shining his flashlight beam over the stacks of boxes and crates, the furniture draped with dusty white sheets, the pieces of wood and metal stacked up.

“Erin, honey … answer me.”

Only silence in the basement.

“Where are you? Just call out to me and I’ll come get you.”

He just wanted to see her again … just one more time.

Warren walked through an archway, venturing even farther into the maze-like basement. The deeper he went, the older the basement looked. It turned from somewhat modern-looking block walls and concrete floors to stone rooms and archways, lower ceilings of petrified wood beams and braces above him were covered in cobwebs. Something dripped somewhere back there in the darkness, rain seeping in from some cracks.

“Erin! It’s Daddy. Please … answer me!”

Still no answer from his daughter.

She was in that thing’s arms. Whatever haunted this place had her now. He had seen the darkness envelope her, and now it had her. He had to help her. He had to get his daughter back. He wouldn’t fail her this time.

Warren stopped when he saw the stone wall in front of him fifteen feet away in the darkness. He played the flashlight beam over the stones. A few of them looked wet, and something black like oil (or blood) seemed to be coating a few of the stones. Was that what he’d heard dripping before?

But she was close … he could feel it.

“Erin? Erin, please answer me!”

Warren heard a shuffling sound right behind him. He turned and shined his flashlight beam right into a pale face staring back at him.

“She’s not your daughter,” the face said.

Warren took a few steps back, almost tripping, almost losing his balance in the darkness. He didn’t want to fall; he didn’t want to lose his flashlight; he didn’t want to be in this darkness down here without the light. But he regained his balance and stared at Laura as she stood there in the dark. He shined his light back at her and she seemed almost like she was in some kind of trance. Yet she looked right at him.

“Laura?” he whispered.

“We have to leave this basement right now,” Laura said. As she spoke, her breath misted up in front of her face like it had gotten suddenly cold down here in the basement.

And Warren could feel the cold now … how had he not noticed the drop in temperature before?

“It’s not safe here,” Laura said. She seemed to be coming more alive now, more like herself.

“My daughter,” Warren said as he took a step closer to Laura. “She’s … my daughter’s down here.”

“She’s not your daughter.”

“I saw her. I saw Erin down here.”

“It wants you to think that Erin’s here, but it’s not Erin. It’s just something pretending to be Erin.”

No, Warren thought. No, he couldn’t be this close to his daughter only to have her ripped away from him now.

He heard a sound from behind him, from the block wall. He turned around and saw that the black ooze was pouring down from the blocks onto the stone floor. And that growing puddle of ooze was moving right towards them.

“We have to go right now!” Laura snapped at Warren.

Warren couldn’t take his eyes off of the gigantic pool of black liquid moving towards them—it looked like a living oil slick.

He felt Laura grab his arm and she tore his attention away from the oil slick.

“It’s not safe down here,” she hissed at him.

“I can’t leave Erin down here.”

“She’s not Erin,” Laura said. “You have to believe me.”

Warren looked back at the wall. More black fluid was pouring down the blocks now, a river of the liquid; it was puddling up on the floor and forming a small lake. There were things in the liquid that looked like tiny eels squirming around.

“We have to go!” Laura said, pulling at him.

The living oil slick was almost to Warren’s feet now, and he backed up a few steps, but the lake of black liquid was growing quickly, moving faster. He didn’t know how he knew for sure, but he knew that he couldn’t let that oil slick touch him. It would grab him and envelope him like some kind of living darkness and it would pull him back into that stone wall, squeezing his body through the stones and down into the darkness forever with it.

“Now!!” Laura screamed.

Warren exploded into action and they ran through the aisles, past shelves of boxes, crates, bags, furniture. They made it back to the main room of the basement, the only light coming from their flashlight beams.

They were at the bottom of the basement steps. Warren wanted to call out to Erin one more time, give her one last chance to answer him. But then he saw the door at the top of the steps slam shut, sealing them in darkness.

“No,” Laura breathed out.

Warren could actually hear the sound of the black liquid moving towards them in the darkness, the thick sound of it sloshing along. He shined his flashlight back down at the floor and saw the river of black ooze coming towards them.

“Up the stairs,” Laura said, grabbing on to him again. “We have to get that door open!”

Warren stumbled into action, following Laura up the stairs. They got to the top and she tried to open the door, pulling at it.

“What’s wrong?” he asked her, but he already knew.

“It’s stuck,” she said.

“Let me try,” he told her.

They changed positions on the stairs. He handed her his flashlight and then he pulled on the door handle, trying to twist it open. He was reminded of trying to open the door to Room 214 only hours ago. This door handle felt as frozen as that one had. A pit of hopelessness formed inside of him. The door wasn’t going to open until this thing allowed it to be opened.

“Hurry,” Laura said. “It’s coming up the stairs.”

Warren turned back around and stared down the steps. Laura’s two flashlight beams shone down at the bottom of the steps like headlights where the oil slick was impossibly moving up the stairs, oozing its way up towards them.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Shane led the group back to the base of operations, all of them shining their flashlights around at the sleeping bags. Harold had his camcorder up to his eye, filming and using the light from the camera to help guide their way.

“Laura!” Shane called out into the darkness. “Warren!”

No answer.

“Where the hell would they go?” Nick asked.

“I don’t know, but something’s really wrong here,” Shane said. “Something very bad is in this house and we shouldn’t be running off by ourselves. This place is too dangerous.”

Kristen hurried over to her sleeping bag and grabbed the battery-powered lantern next to her bed, switching it on as she brought it over to the box of supplies. She dug out another lantern and two more packs of batteries.

“We should split up,” Nick said. “We could cover more ground that way.”

Shane sighed in frustration. “We shouldn’t split up …”

“I’ll go with Kristen and Shane,” Nick said, interrupting Shane’s words like he hadn’t even heard him. He was taking over as the leader now. “We’ll search down here.” He turned to Nigel, Harold, and Billy. “You three head upstairs, see if they went up there.”

“Alright,” Billy said.

“Give me your camera,” Nick told Billy. “You three use the camera Harold has.”

Billy handed his camera over to Nick.

“Hell with the cameras right now,” Shane snapped. “We need to hurry. They could be hurt.”

“I shouldn’t have to remind you the reason we’re here,” Nick said, already raising the camera up to his eye and filming.

Billy nudged Nigel and Harold away from Nick like he sensed a coming meltdown from the man.

“We’ll start in the kitchen,” Nick said. “Then we’ll work our way through every room down here and head up to the second floor.”

• • • • •

Nigel followed Billy and Harold as they left the dining hall and headed through the foyer. Billy was already on his way to the archway that led to the ballroom.

Nigel stopped in the middle of the foyer and looked at the tall double doors that led out to the front porch.

“What are you doing?” Billy asked. He seemed annoyed that they had stopped.

“What about out there?” Nigel asked. “We should check out there first. Maybe they went outside.”

“No,” Billy said. “It’s pouring out there. They would’ve stayed inside.”

“We should still check,” Nigel said, already marching to the front doors. He heard Billy and Harold hurrying to catch up to him. “Maybe they panicked and ran.”

Nigel got to the front doors. He grabbed the door handle and just as he was about to pull the door open Billy planted his hand on the door and shut it again.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Nigel asked Billy, glaring at him.

“Nick told us to search upstairs, not down here. If they need to check outside, Nick will do it—this is part of their search area, not ours.”

Something was wrong here, Nigel saw that right away. Billy didn’t want them to go outside for some reason. The man’s eyes were wider than they should’ve been, his nostrils flaring slightly. Billy tried a smile, but it looked like he was struggling with it. “We should get upstairs. Go look for Warren and Laura.”

He’s lying about something, Nigel thought. Of course he is. He works for Nick, and so does Harold. They’re both in on the hoax here. Probably Dr. Savage and Laura are in on it, too. Why doesn’t he want me to go out there?

For a moment Nigel thought about pushing Billy out of the way and forcing himself outside. Or he could wait until they started walking towards the ballroom again and run back here to the doors and try to get out before Billy got to him.

But Billy was twenty years younger than he was, taller, and had at least twenty-five pounds of muscle on Nigel. He knew he would never make it to the door before Billy caught him, and he knew he wouldn’t win a fight against him. Besides, it looked like Billy had been in a fight with someone already … a pretty serious fight judging from the bruises and cuts on his face.

“We need to go,” Billy said, still trying to hold that fake smile of his.

“Okay,” Nigel said, returning Billy’s fake smile. “Fine. Let’s go check upstairs.”

“Good,” Billy said.

Nigel walked away and Billy waited by the front doors for a moment like he was afraid Nigel might make a run back towards the door. Harold was still filming everything.

Nigel walked towards the archway that led to the ballroom. There was something out there that Billy didn’t want him to see … evidence of Nick’s crew perhaps? But he couldn’t shake the feeling that something else was going on here, like this ghost hunt was just some big smokescreen for something else entirely.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

They heard the noise as soon as they were in the kitchen: the rattling of the door handle, the pounding on the basement door, the shouts of alarm coming from behind it.

“They’re in the basement!” Shane yelled. He bolted across the kitchen to the basement door. He twisted the door handle, trying to turn it, but it felt like it was frozen stiff. “Warren! Laura!”

“Shane!” Warren called back from the other side of the door.

“Are you both down there?!”

“Yes. We’re stuck in here. And there’s … there’s something down here with us.”

Shane felt his blood run cold for a moment. He thought of what he’d seen the first time he had looked down those basement steps—Old Lady Cranston. He also thought of Mike’s face in the hole in the wall.

I want to show you something. Mike’s voice from his nightmare echoed in his mind.

Nick and Kristen were suddenly beside Shane, snapping him out of his thoughts. He looked at Nick. “The door’s stuck.”

“Hurry!” Warren screamed from behind the door. “There’s something in here with us!”

“Oh God,” Kristen whimpered. “What’s down there with them?”

• • • • •

Laura felt a blossom of hope when she heard Shane’s voice on the other side of the basement door. She looked back down the steps, shining her flashlight beam down at the black liquid oozing up the steps. The black liquid shined in the light like oil. The liquid seemed thicker now, like it was gaining mass somehow, like it was growing. There were more things squirming around inside of it, like baby eels or snakes. Little tendrils snaked out from the edges of the ooze, working their way up each basement step like fingers, pulling itself up higher and higher, closer and closer to them.

“Hurry,” Laura said through clenched teeth.

Warren was still twisting at the door handle.

“Who’s down there with you?” Shane yelled at them from the other side of the door.

“I don’t have time to explain!” Warren told them. “You need to get this door open!”

“Just hold on!” Shane yelled back. “I’m going to find something to pry the door open with.”

The ooze was steadily making its way up the stairs. It was now almost halfway up to them. It seemed to be taking its time, like it knew there was no hurry, like it knew there was no hope of them ever opening the door and escaping.

“What the … what the hell?” Warren whispered.

Laura turned around and shined the light on him. “What is it?”

“The door handle,” Warren said. “It’s … it’s got me.”

Laura shined her flashlight beam on the door handle and saw that it had grown into some kind of snake-like thing, the gold paint flaking off revealing pink flesh underneath that had wrapped around Warren’s wrist now, holding him next to the door. Warren was trying to yank his hand away from the thing that looked like some kind of giant pink muscle, but the thing was still connected to the door where the handle used to be and it held Warren securely.

“What the hell is that thing?” Laura yelled.

Warren didn’t have an answer for her. He tried to pull away, but the pink snake-like thing coiled around his wrist even tighter. He pounded on the door with his free fist. “You guys need to hurry!”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

The Third Floor

Nigel walked with Billy and Harold down the hallway towards the sunroom. Most of the doors along the way were opened up to the dark rooms. Some of the doors were only opened a crack, and others were wide open.

“Warren!” Billy shouted. “Laura! You guys up here?!”

No answer.

Billy shined his flashlight into each of the open rooms as they walked past them, the beam of light seemingly swallowed up by the darkness. Nigel kept his flashlight aimed in front of them so they could see where they were going, and Harold stayed in the middle of the hallway, filming.

“Maybe we should go back down and check on the second floor,” Harold said. “I don’t think they’re up here.”

Billy stopped and looked down the hall at the door to the sunroom. “We’ll go check the sunroom and then head back down.” He started marching towards the sunroom, not waiting for them to follow.

Nigel and Harold fell in behind him.

“You can stop this anytime,” Nigel said.

“What do you mean?” Billy asked without turning around to look at him.

“This hoax you and your boss are trying to perpetuate.”

“This isn’t a hoax,” Billy said.

“Oh, I think it is. And I think this wild goose chase for Laura and Warren is all part of it.”

Billy didn’t answer him.

Nigel just sighed. They wanted to play it that way, then fine. He was going to expose this whole thing when they got back. Just think, one of the biggest names in Hollywood getting caught faking a paranormal documentary. Nigel could already see the talk shows lining up to interview him. He could even see another book deal out of this one. He should’ve been walking on air with excitement, but he couldn’t help that nagging feeling that something was really wrong here, that there was so much more to all of this than just a ghost hunting documentary. He couldn’t help feeling that he was in danger … serious danger.

Billy pushed the door to the sunroom open and stepped inside. It was dark inside the room, but much lighter than the hallway because of all of the windows along the two exterior walls. Another strike in the endless flashes of lightning lit up the room for them as they stepped inside.

“Warren,” Billy called out. “Laura!”

“It’s pretty obvious they aren’t—”

“Holy shit, look at that,” Harold said, cutting Nigel’s words off.

Nigel and Billy looked at Harold to see where he was aiming his camera. He was filming the static camera on the tripod at the other side of the room that was pointed at the windows. There was a white object on the floor not too far away from the static camera.

“Is that what I think it is?” Billy asked in a hushed voice. He crept towards the object with Harold right beside him.

“Someone put the hardhat back,” Nigel said. “Big deal. It was one of you guys, or whoever else Nick has on this island.”

Nigel knew they were ignoring him as they bubbled with excitement over the return of the hardhat. Well, he wasn’t going to ooh and ah over a damn hardhat that one of Nick’s crew had returned to this room. He was going to go back down to the ground floor. Obviously Warren and Laura weren’t up here on the second or third floor. He stepped out of the room, not waiting for the others to join him. They could stay up here and play ghost hunters all they wanted to—he was done with it. He was ready to lie down on his uncomfortable sleeping bag, eat a bowl of the bland canned stew they’d brought with them, take a few more sips of his whiskey, and then nod off for the evening. The quicker he got this night over with, the sooner tomorrow would come and he could get off of this stupid island.

Nigel stepped out into the hallway and started walking, but then he stopped abruptly. It was dark down the hallway, but he was sure somebody was standing at the other end of it, watching him.

His skin crawled with goosebumps as those fears from his childhood came rushing back to him. The dream last night had brought those buried memories to the surface and it was giving him the creeps.

There’s no one there, he told himself. He forced himself to start marching down the hallway, shining his flashlight beam into the darkness as far as it would go. God, it was so dark in here. He was only a few yards away from the sunroom door, and it felt like he’d entered a cocoon of blackness.

The person still seemed to be standing there at the end of the hall.

The Tall Man, his mind whispered.

No, he wasn’t going to fall for that. He wasn’t going to let his imagination run away with him like the others had. He’d been in too many of these supposed haunted houses over the years to give in to this one. He’d seen the worst the world had to offer, and this was nothing compared to some of the places he’d stayed the night in.

He kept on walking. He listened, but he didn’t hear Billy and Harold following him, but he didn’t turn around to look for them, either.

As he got farther down the hall, he became more certain that someone was standing at the other end, blocking the way to the stairs that led down to the second floor.

“Warren?” Nigel called out. He didn’t like the quiver in his own voice. “Laura? Is that you?”

No answer from the shadowy figure.

It couldn’t be Laura, the person was too big.

Too tall …

The person was way too tall to be Warren, too tall to be any of them. But the darkness could play tricks on a person’s eyes. Nigel had to be strong and fight against it.

He stopped suddenly. He was close enough now to see the person more clearly. It was definitely a man … a tall man with a stovepipe hat on his head. He was bent forward slightly even though he wasn’t in any danger of touching these high ceilings with the top of his hat, but it was like this was a habit for him, like he’d been in many homes and hallways where he had to stoop forward to avoid the ceiling.

Like my hallway, Nigel thought.

It can’t be. No, this isn’t real. This is … some sort of trick, some kind of actor.

But how would Nick have known about the Tall Man from Nigel’s childhood? How would anyone have ever known? He’d never told anyone about the Tall Man, not even his own parents, even when his dad was whipping him for screaming in the middle of the night, he hadn’t spoken about the Tall Man.

Laura had known. Somehow she had known … and she must’ve told Nick about it.

Nigel stood his ground, not moving any closer.

The Tall Man wasn’t moving, either.

“Okay,” Nigel said, his voice cracking just a bit. “You’ve had your fun. Whoever you are, I’m on to your game now.”

No reply from the Tall Man.

Nigel looked behind him, shining his light back down the hall from where he’d come. Billy and Harold weren’t coming down the hall. Of course they weren’t, they were part of the setup.

Footsteps thundered from the other end of the hall—the Tall Man was running towards him.

Nigel spun back around. His heart stopped in his chest for a moment, and it felt like he couldn’t breathe for a second. He aimed his light down the hall at the Tall Man who was running towards him now—he was just a black silhouette in the darkness. Nigel didn’t even think about what he was doing, he turned around and ran back towards the sunroom. He raced past open doorways, suddenly afraid that some pale, dead thing was going to pop out of one of those rooms and grab him, pull him inside.

… inside the walls …

The sunroom door opened up and Billy and Harold bolted out of the room, their eyes wide with fear.

“What’s wrong?” Billy asked Nigel.

Nigel stopped running and turned back around, aiming his flashlight beam back down the hallway.

“Did you see something up here?” Harold asked.

Nigel didn’t answer them; he just kept his flashlight beam aimed down the dark hall, his hand trembling so badly now that the light was shaking back and forth. He was breathing hard, his heart pounding against his breastbone, the blood rushing in his ears, he could actually feel his pulse in his throat—he was afraid he might have a heart attack.

“What is it?” Billy asked again. He was shining his flashlight beam down the hall, adding his light to Nigel’s.

But there was nothing there. The Tall Man wasn’t running down the hall towards him.

“You saw something, didn’t you?” Harold said.

Nigel shook his head no, still trying to catch his breath.

“Was it Warren or Laura?” Harold asked.

Nigel wished they would quit with the rapid-fire questioning and let him catch his breath for a moment. He shook his head no and answered Harold’s last question. “It was nothing,” he finally whispered.

“You sure were running like a wild man for it to be nothing,” Billy said.

“Well, I was …” Nigel stammered, trying to think of an answer.

“You were screaming, too,” Harold said from behind his camera.

“I … I don’t remember screaming.” And Nigel didn’t remember that at all—the whole thing seemed like a blur to him now.

The walkie-talkie on Billy’s hip blasted with a screech of static. Nigel almost let out another scream and he had to bite it back. God, he needed a drink right now.

“Billy, you there?” Nick’s voice crackled on the walkie-talkie.

Billy grabbed the walkie-talkie off of his belt. “Yes, boss. I’m here.”

“We found Warren and Laura. They’re stuck in the basement. Get back down here and help us.”

“You heard the man,” Billy said and then he hurried down the hall.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Shane ran from the kitchen to the foyer where the tools, materials, and other construction supplies were piled up. He shined his flashlight over a pile of tools, looking for something to pry the door open with. He saw a tool belt with a hammer in it—he grabbed that. He was about to run back to the kitchen with the hammer but at the last second he saw a long metal bar out of the corner of his eye—he had almost missed it completely in his haste. He grabbed the metal bar out of a tangle of electrical cords and looked at it for a second. It was a pry bar; not extremely long—only about two feet—but with the hammer it would be enough to do the trick.

He ran back through their base of operations. He was hurrying, but still trying to be careful so he didn’t trip over something in the darkness. At least Kristen had left one of the battery-powered lamps lit on the table next to the laptops that were still open, displaying their dark screens. The battery-powered lamp was providing enough light for him to sprint through the room around their sleeping bags and other equipment and supplies to the other end—an oasis of light in this sea of darkness. The drapes were still pulled back from the row of windows, and another flash of lightning lit up the room for him as he ran to the doorway that led to the kitchen.

As soon as he was in the kitchen, Shane raced down the wide walkway between the sinks, countertops, and the gigantic brick oven. Nick and Kristen were still at the basement door, still pounding on it, still trying to twist the door handle.

“I got a pry bar!” Shane said as he ran up to them.

Nick and Kristen moved out of the way.

“Here,” Shane told Kristen as he handed his flashlight to her. “Shine the light on the door.”

Nick added his flashlight beam to Kristen’s and they backed up to give Shane some room to swing the hammer. He drove the sharp and flat end of the pry bar into the edge of the door handle, between the metal and the wood, and then he hammered the curved end of the pry bar with the hammer. He’d done plenty of years of construction so swinging a hammer was almost second-nature to him now.

“Hurry!” Warren shouted from the other side of the door.

“Back away from the door!” Shane yelled.

“I can’t!” Warren yelled right from the other side. “It’s got me!”

What’s got you? Shane almost asked, but didn’t … he didn’t have the time. He swung the hammer down at the pry bar again, swinging faster and faster.

• • • • •

Laura shined her flashlight back down the basement steps. The black ooze (that looked so much like black blood to her) was almost up to them now. It was washing up over each step like a wave of thick water. Only this black wave had all of those squiggly things squirming around inside of it.

She aimed her flashlight back at Warren’s wrist which was still trapped in the pink tendril thing that had once been the door handle.

Shane pounded on the door from the other side, and it sounded like he was striking metal. Maybe the hinges … no, the hinges were on this side. He was hitting the door handle. Yes, he must be beating the door handle off with some kind of hammer.

“It’s loosening,” Warren said, fighting to pull his hand out of the pink snake-like thing that was wrapped around his wrist. There was no mouth or eyes or anything else on the pink cylinder of flesh that identified it as some kind of animal; it looked more like a giant tongue. But at least it was loosening its grip on Warren now.

Laura looked back at the black ooze—it was almost up to them now, only two steps away. She could imagine it rising up like some kind of tidal wave to overtake them.

• • • • •

Shane struck the door handle one more time and the handle broke off. The door swung open, free now, the end of it splintered wood. A second later the door flew all the way open. Shane backed out of the way as Warren and Laura burst out from the doorway. Laura turned back around and shined her flashlight down at the basement steps.

“What’s in there?” Kristen practically screeched.

Laura didn’t answer; she just shined the flashlight beam down at the wooden steps, breathing hard.

“Nothing there,” Warren whispered in shock as he massaged his wrist.

Shane watched Laura as she aimed the light beam at the stairwell. She looked confused and scared at the same time.

“Who was down there with you?” Shane asked.

She shook her head a little like she was trying to clear it, then she looked at Shane. “Not a who … a what.”

“What did you see?” Nick asked her, and then he looked at Warren. Nick looked more fascinated than concerned.

“There was this … this black liquid that came out of the wall,” Laura answered. “And then the door handle on the inside of the basement door turned into this kind of pink tongue or piece of muscle, like a thick snake. It wrapped around Warren’s wrist, holding him there.”

Nick looked to Warren as if asking if this was true.

Warren nodded.

“Why did you go down into the basement in the first place?” Shane asked. He had moved closer to the doorway to the basement.

“I saw my daughter,” Warren said. “She was calling me.”

“It wasn’t his daughter,” Laura said and then looked at Warren. “It was this thing in this house pretending to be your daughter.”

“We should check it out,” Shane said. He glanced at Nick and Kristen. Nick seemed like he was ready to go down there.

Kristen’s eyes widened in fear. “They were just stuck down there,” she said. “Why would we go down there?”

“The door’s broken now,” Shane said. “It can’t close on us now.”

Kristen didn’t look so sure about going down there.

“Shane’s right,” Nick said. “We need to check it out. Get something on film. That’s what we’re here to do.”

“Is that why we’re really here?” Laura asked Nick.

Nick didn’t answer her.

Laura turned her attention to Shane. “Don’t go down there. We need to leave this place right now.”

“Maybe she’s right,” Kristen said. “She’s the psychic. She can feel what’s going on here. You guys trusted her earlier. Why aren’t you listening to her now?”

Shane stepped into the basement doorway and shined his flashlight beam down the steps. The darkness swallowed up the light about halfway down. He felt someone move up right behind him. He turned and saw Nick with the camcorder in his hand—he was ready to go. Shane nodded at him and then turned back around. He went first with Nick right behind him.

Moments later Shane and Nick stood at the bottom of the basement steps. Shane looked back up the stairs at the doorway where Laura, Warren, and Kristen watched them, all of them huddled together. A flash of lightning lit up the kitchen behind them for a moment, silhouetting their figures there in the doorway.

“Let’s go this way,” Nick said. He had his camcorder up to his eye, already filming. Shane followed the older man with his flashlight, helping to light the way.

They walked past the stacks of boxes and crates, meandering through the aisles that ran through the stacked-up furniture.

The main part of the basement gave way to the smaller stone rooms through the low archways. The ceilings were lower here, the wood older, the stones black with mildew. Nick shined his camera’s light on the moist black walls. “You think this is what they saw?” he asked. “Mildew.”

“They said it was following them up the stairs,” Shane reminded him.

Nick stopped when they came to a bare wall. “And Warren saw his daughter down here.”

“What he thought was his daughter,” Shane corrected. “Laura’s right. Something evil is here and it’s making us see things.”

Nick just nodded.

This might be more than just a haunting, Shane thought, something far more dangerous. But something else was bothering him more than that, something Laura had said to Nick upstairs. “What did Laura mean when she asked you why we were really here?”

Nick sighed and lowered his camera. Shane noticed that he had turned it off … he didn’t want any of what he was going to say to be recorded.

“Why are we really here?” Shane asked again. He realized that Laura had touched a nerve with her question earlier. Laura sensed something about this expedition; she had figured something out that none of the rest of them could see.

They heard voices from the darkness. Light beams danced around wildly, and then a moment later Billy, Harold, and Nigel came towards them from the archway at the other side of the room. Harold had the camcorder up to his eye, filming as he approached.

Shane glanced at Nick who had clammed up now, obviously not wanting to talk about what they were really doing here while Harold was filming.

“Laura said she and Warren saw some weird things down here,” Billy said. “Warren said his daughter was down here.”

“We haven’t seen anything down here so far,” Nick said.

“What about the camera down here?” Nigel asked. “We should see if it picked anything up.”

“I can check on the laptops,” Billy suggested.

Nick nodded as he looked around the basement. The darkness was so thick down here it was like black walls pressing in around them.

“Do you want to get some more footage down here?” Billy asked Nick.

“No,” Nick said, exhaling the word out with a sigh. “We just looked around and we didn’t see anything.” He glanced at Shane.

Shane didn’t say anything.

“Let’s get back upstairs and look at the footage from the camera down here.”


CHAPTER FIFTY

The base of operations

Kristen inspected Warren’s wrist as he sat on his sleeping bag with one of the battery-powered lanterns next to him. Warren’s wrist was rubbed raw, but there were no lacerations and it wasn’t swollen too badly, nothing seemed to be broken. “You can move your fingers okay?” she asked him.

Warren wiggled his fingers and swiveled his hand around, working his wrist in every possible direction. He nodded. “I think it’s okay. Really. Thanks.”

“Why were you down there in the basement with him?” Nick asked Laura.

Warren looked at Laura like that thought had occurred to him, too.

“I knew something was wrong,” Laura answered. “I knew Warren was in trouble.”

“Did you see his daughter, too?” Shane asked Laura.

She shook her head no.

They all looked back at Warren who had a cup of steaming coffee in his hand now. Billy had made some coffee on the propane stove and a few of them were sipping from cups.

“When the generator ran out of gas,” Warren began and then stopped like he’d just noticed that the lights and computers were still off. “Why is the generator still off?”

“All the gas is gone,” Shane told him.

Warren looked confused like he was trying to figure out how they had gone through their entire supply of gasoline.

“Somebody dumped all of the gas out of the cans,” Nigel said. Then he looked right at Nick. “Perhaps to create a more dramatic ambiance.”

“I didn’t empty the gas cans,” Nick said. “I don’t know who … or what did it, but it wasn’t me.”

Billy had the camcorder back up to his eye, filming the conversation while walking around in a circle beyond them and the glow of the battery-powered lanterns.

“Maybe the construction crews that were here had some extra gas,” Shane said.

“We looked already,” Nick answered.

“Well, maybe we should look some more.”

“We don’t have any gas here!” Nick snapped. “I don’t know why someone emptied them, but that’s the reality we’re faced with now. We don’t have electricity, but we’ll get through the night and carry on with our jobs here.”

Everyone was quiet. Nick’s outburst seemed to put an end to the argument about the gas cans.

“Please,” Nick said to Warren. “Continue. Why did you go down to the basement?”

Warren sipped his coffee again, and then took a deep breath. “When we were all running to the foyer, I was the last one to leave. I was about to follow you guys outside but the I stopped when I heard my daughter calling me.”

“And your daughter is …” Nick let his words hang in the air.

But Nick already knew the answer to that question; Shane was certain that Nick had done extensive research on everyone here before inviting them along. Nick just wanted it confirmed for the camera, for his film.

“Yes,” Warren answered Nick. “She …” He struggled for a moment, trying not to cry. “She overdosed on pain pills in our home. She had snuck off to a party in the middle of the night and I caught her coming home early in the morning. I was mad … so angry. I yelled at her. I said some things I shouldn’t have said. She stormed off to her room. I didn’t realize that she had taken so many pills. I was working in my office that day while she was … she was … dying.” Warren wiped away at his tears.

“It’s okay,” Kristen said. “If you don’t want to—”

“No,” Warren said, clearing his throat. “No, I need to tell the rest of it. I saw her that day she died. I saw her after she was already dead.”

Warren let those words sink in.

Everyone was quiet, waiting for him to continue.

“Like I said, I was in my office, burying myself in my work when I heard her in the kitchen. I went to the kitchen and I saw her standing by the door that led out to the garage. She smiled at me and told me that she loved me. She looked so happy, almost glowing. And then she left. I followed her out to the garage, but I couldn’t find her. She wasn’t out there. She wasn’t outside. I ran back inside, calling her name. I had this strange feeling that something wasn’t right. I went to her bedroom and knocked on the door. She didn’t answer. Normally I wouldn’t have barged in, but I just had this feeling. I opened the door and … and I … I found her there.” He wiped away at more tears. “She’d been dead for a while—that’s what the paramedics said once they got there.” Warren sniffled and rubbed at his eyes. “But I saw her spirit that day. I saw her in the kitchen and she spoke to me. She smiled at me. She told me she loved me. And then tonight … I saw her again. She was so afraid. She was in trouble. She needed my help.”

Nick looked at Laura.

“That person he saw tonight wasn’t his daughter,” Laura said to Nick.

Warren looked at Laura. “You don’t know that for sure. What if it was my daughter? What if Erin followed me to this island somehow? What if she followed me and now this thing here has got her? What if she’s really in trouble and needs my help?”

Laura shook her head. “I don’t think so. I think this thing here … this evil presence, it’s making us see things.”

Shane thought of Mike’s face in the hole in the wall and Old Lady Cranston trying to crawl out of that same hole in the wall.

Nick still stared at Laura. “And you followed Warren when he went down to the basement?”

She nodded. “I knew something was wrong.” She looked away from Nick and then at the others one by one. “There’s something wrong with this manor, with this whole island. There’s something very evil here. Something very powerful.”

Nigel sighed loudly, protesting his discontent, but he didn’t say anything.

“I think we’ve all seen some things here,” Laura continued and this time she looked right at Nigel as if challenging him to tell the truth about the things he’d seen. “I think we’re seeing our deepest fears, our worst memories come to life.”

“Or our imaginations are making us see these things,” Nigel countered.

“Why don’t you give it a rest?” Shane snapped at Nigel.

“I have a right to express my opinion,” Nigel told Shane. “That’s why I was asked to come along, to give rational explanations for what’s really going on here.”

“Yes,” Nick said, jumping to Nigel’s defense. “We all have a right to our opinions.”

“So, what’s your rational explanation for what happened to Warren and Laura in the basement?” Shane asked Nigel.

“Warren imagined he saw his daughter, imagined he needed to help her to appease some kind of guilt he is feeling.”

Warren glared at Nigel, but Nigel continued quickly. “Laura noticed Warren leaving, and her imagined psychic skills picked up that something was wrong so she followed Warren down to the basement. Down there, both of their imaginations went haywire and they saw things that weren’t there.”

“Both of them saw the same thing?” Shane asked dubiously.

“Yes. It can happen. Power of suggestion between people. Like UFO sightings. One person sees a light in the night sky and he believes it’s a UFO, and pretty soon the other people around him are seeing the same thing, seeing what he has suggested they see.”

“That’s bullshit,” Warren spat out. “I know what I saw. I saw what Laura saw. I saw that black liquid, that black blood or whatever it was, following us, coming up the steps. I saw that pink thing that used to be the door handle wrapped around my wrist.” He raised his wrist up to show the marks on it as proof. “Laura saw it, too.”

“But the stairs weren’t wet,” Nigel said. “There was no evidence down there that there was any kind of liquid on the steps.”

“The basement door was stuck,” Shane said. “How do you explain that?”

“They locked it without realizing it,” Nigel said and shrugged. “Or it was stuck from the humidity.”

“Like the door to Room 214 was stuck?” Nick said. “That’s a lot of doors getting stuck around here.”

“All I’m saying is that there are rational explanations for all of this,” Nigel said. He looked at Harold, his only other lifeline in this group of believers. “What do you think, Harold? You’re a scientist.”

“I’m a scientist, too,” Warren grumbled.

Nigel ignored Warren as a lost cause, waiting for Harold’s reply.

Harold shrugged. “I’ve seen something, too.”

Nigel exhaled, suddenly disgusted that everyone had turned against him.

“I saw my brother outside,” Harold said. “When I was …” He paused for a moment like he wasn’t sure how much he should say. He glanced at Nick and then continued. “When I was doing some tests outside, I saw someone standing in the woods right behind the manor. It was my brother. He’s been dead for years, but I saw him standing there in the brush plain as day. He was … he was just staring at me and he was reaching a hand out like he needed my help.”

Shane looked at Nigel, ready for his explanation now, but Nigel remained quiet. Shane was happy to see the frustration on the bitter man’s face.

“But I think there could be a scientific explanation for all of this,” Harold said.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

“What kind of scientific explanation?” Nick asked. He stared at Harold like he was warning him against saying too much.

But Harold looked like he was caring less and less about Nick and this job.

Shane felt the tension between the two men. He had wondered why Harold, a geologist, was here with them on a ghost hunt and a documentary. There was a reason the scientist was brought along, and it had something to do with the “real” reason they were here. And if this other reason they were here on this island put their safety, maybe even their lives, in danger, then Shane wanted to know what it was.

Just then, as if the manor itself answered, the walls and ceilings around them rumbled, the wood creaking, the floor quaking. There was a loud popping sound from a distant room. Then everything was quiet except for the pouring rain and howling wind outside.

They all stared up at the ceiling. The chandelier still rattled a little from the rumbling that had just shaken the house, but the manor was quiet now.

“That quake we just felt is part of my explanation,” Harold said, still looking up at the ceiling.

The rest of them waited for Harold to continue. “I believe there’s some seismic activity here on this island,” he said.

“Well, that’s quite evident,” Nigel mumbled. He had his silver flask in his hand that never seemed to run out of whiskey.

Harold ignored Nigel’s comment. “There’s more seismic activity in the Caribbean than a lot of people realize: earthquakes and volcanoes. And I believe there’s something unstable under this manor.”

“It isn’t safe here?” Kristen asked. She seemed ready to use anything as an excuse to jump to her feet and bolt out of there.

Harold shook his head and glanced at Nick who glared at him. “I don’t think it’s entirely safe here. When could an earthquake happen? Who knows? It could happen in the next few minutes, few days, or few years. But if these tremors are any indication, I believe it could be soon. I believe these tremors are getting stronger and more frequent.”

“I think that’s reason enough to abandon this documentary,” Shane said, looking right at Nick.

Nick looked at Shane, but didn’t answer him. But his eyes seemed to say: We’re not going anywhere.

“I believe there might be some kind of … of fissure underneath this building,” Harold continued.

“What? Like a hole in the ground?”

Harold nodded. “Kind of like a natural cave or hollow area. I think there might be quite a few of them underneath this building … more like a tunnel system. And I believe these tremors may have formed a crack between those caverns and the surface. It may have been cracked hundreds or even thousands of years ago.”

“So … what does that have to do with the ghosts here?” Nigel asked impatiently.

“I believe the fissure could be releasing certain … gasses.”

“Gasses?”

“Yes, there are many types of gasses below the earth’s surface; methane is one of the most well-known. But there are many other rarer types of gases, and some like mixtures of carbon dioxide and methane, and another gas called ethylene, can lead to certain side effects like disorientation, a narcotic effect, disassociated thinking … and hallucinations. Some geologists have theorized that the Oracle of Delphi in ancient Greece might have been breathing in hallucinogenic gasses, like ethylene, to come up with her visions of the future.”

“And you think that’s what’s happening here?” Warren asked.

Harold shrugged. “It could be a possibility. It might line up with the seismic activity here. Gasses can rise to the surface much easier along fault lines.”

Nigel seemed to come alive with excitement. “Yes! That could be it. We could all be hallucinating because of these gasses.”

“Like we’re being poisoned?” Kristen asked.

“I don’t know if we’re actually being poisoned,” Harold said. “I don’t know if the concentrations would be high enough to be toxic, but it could certainly be enough to cause side effects like hallucinations, paranoia, and strange thoughts. But any of these side effects would only be temporary.”

“Yes, it makes sense,” Nigel butted in. “We’re all seeing things that mean something to us.” He looked at Shane. “You’re seeing your childhood friend and the old lady from the Cranston House.” He looked at Warren. “You’re seeing your daughter.” He looked at Kristen. “You’re seeing the dead bodies buried around the house because you read about them in your research.”

“What about you?” Laura asked Nigel. “What have you seen here?”

Nigel didn’t answer.

“Or another explanation is that there really is something supernatural going on here,” Shane said.

“Give me a break,” Nigel said.

“I think Laura’s right,” Shane said. “She feels the evil here, too. I don’t think it’s just some ghosts we’re dealing with.”

“What do you mean by that?” Nick asked.

“I think there could be some demonic activity here,” Shane said. “Ghosts are usually spirits trapped between life and the afterlife. But demons could explain the visions we’ve all been seeing. Demons could be pretending to be the people that we knew, like my friend from my childhood and the old lady from the Cranston House.”

“I investigated the Cranston House before,” Nigel said. “I even spent the night there and I didn’t see a damn thing.”

Shane looked at Nigel. “Maybe if you weren’t so drunk all the time, you would see something.”

Kristen barked out a nervous laugh, and Shane couldn’t help smiling. He loved the way she laughed.

“Screw you,” Nigel mumbled.

Shane looked at Harold. “You just said you saw your brother in the woods behind this manor earlier today. And Warren saw his daughter. They both saw that black liquid in the basement. Who else has seen things?”

“It doesn’t really seem like a big deal now,” Warren said. “Remember the hardhat we found earlier with the word BOSS on it? It was missing earlier when we were in the sunroom. And now it’s back again.”

“That’s something physical,” Nigel said. “The gas cans being emptied, the hardhat being moved around … all of those things are physical things. Somebody, one of us, or someone hired by Nick Gorman, has been doing those things. Not ghosts.”

“Demons are physical beings,” Shane said. “Unlike ghosts, they can do physical things, they can materialize in our world and they can touch us. They can hurt us.”

Kristen practically shivered with fear.

Footsteps sounded from upstairs, like someone was walking around up there right above the dining hall ceiling.

Nigel smiled up at the ceiling. “There,” he said. “That must be the crew Nick hired for this hoax. They’ve been hiding in this manor the whole time.”

“I don’t have a crew here,” Nick said.

Nigel marched towards the foyer, shining his light in front of him. “We’ll see about that.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

“Nigel, wait!” Shane said.

Nigel didn’t listen—he kept walking towards the foyer.

“We should stick together,” Shane said, looking at the others.

They all followed Nigel through the foyer to the ballroom, and then up the stairs to the second floor balcony.

Nigel walked down the hallway, getting closer to Room 214 for a moment, and then he stopped. He cocked his head like he was listening, concentrating.

More footsteps sounded from the floor above them.

“They’re on the third floor,” Nigel said and he headed down the hall for the stairs at the end of it.

Moments later they all gathered on the third floor. It was dark up here, the only light coming from their flashlights and the occasional flashes of lightning that lit up the rooms on each side of the hall for a moment.

They checked each room along the way to the sunroom.

• • • • •

Harold was the last one in the group, bringing up the rear. He stayed behind as they searched the rooms one by one, stepping into each one and shining their flashlights around.

He was about to catch up to the others, but he heard someone whispering in a room they had just searched. He turned back towards the room, walking a few steps back down the hall. He stood in front of the open doorway and shined his flashlight in at the room. For a second he thought he’d seen someone inside the room—a flash of movement, someone moving deeper into the darkness.

“Harold,” the person whispered.

It was his brother. That was his voice.

Harold stood in front of the doorway, about to enter the room alone as the rest of the group worked their way down the hall. None of them had even looked back to see what he was doing.

“Harold … I need help.”

Harold almost took a step inside—it was like his body was moving before he’d even thought about it. He forced himself to stop.

No, he told himself. He even shook his head no. He wasn’t going to go into that room. He had only been hallucinating. There hadn’t been a shadow moving in the room. There had been no voice whispering to him. His dead brother was not in that room. He was experiencing a side effect from the gasses escaping from below this manor and nothing else.

He hurried to catch back up with the group.

• • • • •

All of them entered the sunroom. Lightning flashed again, lighting up the room for a second. The rain thrashed against the row of windows and the tops of the tree branches scraped against the glass as the wind howled through the eaves.

“There’s no one up here,” Warren said.

Nick turned to Nigel. “We’ve searched every room along the way. Are you satisfied now that I don’t have a crew here?”

“No. They’re here. They’re in those passageways inside the walls.”

“Give me a break,” Nick mumbled, turning away from Nigel.

“That’s how they’re getting around,” Nigel said. “You hired the construction crews to create those passages inside these walls, and then they made sure that they were safe enough to travel through them, and then you had the construction crews leave their tools and materials behind so you could concoct the story about the accidents and the evil spirits that drove them away from this island.”

Nick just shook his head like he had given up trying to reason with Nigel.

“And you’re in on this too!” Nigel roared at Kristen as he turned to her.

Kristen opened her mouth to answer, but then she just snapped it shut again like she was too shocked to respond. She shook her head no, mimicking her uncle’s gesture.

“Let’s stop arguing about crews and hoaxes,” Shane said. “We need to get out of here. This place is dangerous.”

“Not this again,” Nick said, rubbing at his temples like a massive headache was coming on.

“It’s too dangerous,” Shane said. “This is getting out of control. Even if you won’t believe that there might be demonic activity here, then at the very least you should concede that the earthquakes and possible toxic gasses are enough of a reason to leave.”

“He’s right,” Kristen said. “We should leave.”

“I agree, too,” Harold added. “Definitely because of the seismic activity.”

Nick looked at all of them, not hiding the pure disgust on his face. “I wish all of you would stop your fucking whining.”

Everyone was shocked into silence for a moment. The only sound was the pouring rain and raging wind outside.

“I invite you all here to share in this momentous occasion,” Nick continued as he paced around the large room, “this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to find proof of ghosts, of spirits, of an afterlife, of a world beyond our own, and what do I get? A bunch of frightened children whining the entire time.”

“What the hell’s wrong with you?” Shane said. “We’re just talking common sense and safety here.” He gestured at Harold. “Your expert said there’s seismic activity under this manor and possibly poisonous gasses. I got stuck in a room earlier. Laura and Warren got stuck in the basement. Someone, or something, emptied all of our gas cans. This has gone too far.”

“You’re pathetic,” Nick mumbled. “No wonder your TV show got canceled.”

Shane didn’t take the bait. “You made me the leader,” he told Nick. “You said once we were here on this island that I was going to call the shots. That’s why you hired me. And as the leader, I’m calling this off.”

“What are you going to do?” Nick asked with a mean smile on his face, his arms stretched out wide. “Go out into the rain and lightning? Go down to the docks and wait there until morning for the boat to come back?”

“I’ll stay on the front porch if I have to.”

“I’m leaving, too,” Kristen said.

Nick stared at his niece. “I expected a little more backbone out of you.”

Kristen looked instantly crushed by her uncle’s words.

“Come on,” Shane told Kristen. He looked at the others. He wasn’t going to wait for them to follow. He left the sunroom and started walking down the hallway with Kristen, heading for the stairs at the other end.

Shane heard the others following him out into the hallway—he heard Nick yelling at him. “You’re going to abandon the ghost hunt of a lifetime? You’re really going to walk away from all of this? Destroy your only second chance at a career?”

Shane didn’t turn around or answer—he kept on walking.

“I hope you read your contract well,” Nick said in a sing-song voice like a bully teasing a child on the playground.

Shane stopped. He looked at Kristen beside him. She looked nervous.

The others caught up to them and Shane turned around to face Nick who was at the front of the pack. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” he asked Nick.

“One of the clauses states that if you walk out, then you forfeit all of your fees.”

Shane shook his head. “You don’t get it, do you? What good is money if you’re not around to spend it?”

Nigel sighed heavily, expressing his disagreement with the melodrama.

Shane didn’t care. He didn’t care what Nigel thought anymore, and he sure as hell didn’t care what Nick thought.

“Wait a minute,” Warren said. “Maybe we need to look again at Harold’s explanation. Not demons,” he said as he looked at Shane. “And not a hoax,” he said as he looked at Nigel. “Maybe Harold is right about the hallucinations from the gasses. Could those gasses reach all the way up here to the third floor?”

Warren looked around for Harold to answer his question.

Harold wasn’t there.

“Where’s Harold?” Warren asked.

“I thought he was right behind me,” Billy said.

“Shit,” Shane breathed out. “We can’t keep wandering off by ourselves in the dark.”

“I don’t think he wandered off,” Laura said. Her words were low and ominous.

They all shined their flashlights at Laura, spotlighting her in the darkness. She looked scared.

They all turned back towards the sunroom down the hall.

“Harold!” Shane yelled down the hallway. “He has to be back there somewhere—in the sunroom or in one of those other rooms.”

A crashing noise sounded from far down the hallway.

They all froze, all of them pointing their flashlights down the hall towards the sunroom.

“Harold?” Shane called.

A shadowy figure stood at the end of the hall, but then it darted into one of the rooms.

“Shit,” Shane said. “Was that Harold?”

“That didn’t look like Harold,” Warren said. “Too big. Too fast.”

Shane looked at Laura who only shook her head no. She didn’t think it was Harold, either.

“Harold!” Warren yelled down the hallway.

They all moved a few steps down the hall, their flashlight beams knifing into the darkness in front of them.

A loud pop and more crackles sounded from inside the walls. It sounded like pieces of wood were snapping loose, like things were shifting and breaking, like it would only take a few more strategic lynch pins to give way before this whole structure came crashing down.

There was a growl from deep down in the darkness somewhere, like the low warning sound from a watchdog.

“What the hell was that?” Kristen whispered and came to a stop.

They all halted, waiting, staring down the wide hallway. Another darker shadow moved across the hall. Small objects flew at them from the darkness, raining down on them, pelting them like hail and then bouncing down all over the wood floor.

Shane shined his flashlight beam down at the little white objects all over the floor. He bent down to pick one of them up and then almost dropped it when he realized what it was.

Kristen stifled a scream.

It was a tooth, recently extracted, with blood caked all over the root.

The screaming from down the hall began … a man’s scream. But the screams and cries sounded muffled, like they were coming from behind the walls.

Something crashed around inside the hallway walls on the right side, pushing the plaster out, cracks radiating from each spot where the thing pushed on the walls. Now Shane knew what had caused the cracks and damage to the second floor hallway. And then the pounding stopped … everything was silent.

“Harold!” Shane yelled and started running down the hall towards the sunroom.

The others followed Shane.

“Stay together!” Shane warned. “We need to check every one of these rooms.”

They checked each of the rooms along the way back to the sunroom, shining their flashlights and camera lights into the room. But Harold wasn’t in any of the rooms. And when they got to the sunroom, he wasn’t in there, either.

“Harold!” Warren yelled, looking around at the sunroom. Shane checked each of the windows, but they were all intact and closed.

“Harold!” Warren called out again.

No answer from Harold now, no screams anymore … Harold was gone.

“Fuck this!” Kristen yelled and bolted out of the sunroom. “I’m out of here.”

“Kristen, wait!” Shane yelled. He didn’t want them splitting up again. He ran after her.

The others followed Shane as he ran down the hall.

Shane nearly caught up with Kristen on the steps that led down from the second floor to the ballroom. She was shuffling down the steps so quickly that he was afraid she was going to trip and fall, but somehow she managed to keep her balance and make it all the way down.

“Kristen, stop! Wait a minute!”

“I’m not staying inside this house for another minute!” Kristen screamed as she ran across the parquet floor of the ballroom towards the foyer.

Shane didn’t yell back at her, he saved his breath and poured all of his energy into running after her. He agreed with Kristen, he just needed the others to see it, too. Maybe after the teeth that had been thrown at them (Harold’s teeth? They had to be.) they would understand the evil they were dealing with now.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

By the time Shane got to the foyer Kristen was already outside the Thornhill Manor. She had left one of the massive front doors wide open. Shane stopped by the stacks of construction supplies and found a half-folded blue plastic tarp. He pulled it off of the pallet of bags of plaster and took it with him out onto the front porch.

Kristen was already out by the iron gates by the time Shane got to the edge of the front porch by the steps. He draped the plastic tarp over his head and shuffled down the wood steps to the cracked pathway through the front yard. He ran past the leaning fountain that was overflowing with dark water now, and he ran up to Kristen who stood in front of the gates, staring at a set of chains wrapped around the gates with a shiny new padlock connected to them.

“What the hell?” Shane said.

Kristen turned to him and shook her head in disbelief. “He locked the gates. I can’t believe he locked the gates.”

“Here,” Shane said. “Get under the tarp.”

She didn’t argue, she got underneath and held part of the plastic tarp up over her head. The rain drummed on the tarp like thousands of tapping fingers.

“I can’t believe he did this,” Kristen said again.

“Why would he lock the gates?” Shane asked her.

Kristen shivered underneath the tarp.

“Kristen, why would your uncle chain the gates shut? Why would he force us to stay here?”

She didn’t answer. She was looking out at the darkness beyond the front gates where the tall grasses waved back and forth in the unrelenting wind and sheets of rain. Beyond the field of grasses and weeds, the tree branches and shrubs rustled—a frenzy of activity. But it seemed like something among all that motion out there had grabbed her attention.

Like when she was on the patio earlier, Shane thought.

“Kristen …”

“I don’t know,” she said in a voice so low Shane almost didn’t hear her over the wind and rain.

“I know he came here to film a documentary about a haunted house on a haunted island,” Shane said. “But it seems like there’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”

Kristen looked at him like he finally understood.

“Laura seems to believe Nick is here for another reason.”

“I think so, too,” Kristen said. “But I don’t know what the reason is … I swear. He hasn’t told me. He’s changed a lot in the last year since …” She let her words trail off like she was saying too much.

Shane held an arm around Kristen’s shoulders, drawing her in closer so they were both protected underneath the tarp. “Since what?” he asked, but he could already guess what it was.

“Since his diagnosis. Pancreatic cancer. The prognosis wasn’t good. He didn’t tell me about it, but I don’t think his last visit went very well.”

“So you think this is some kind of a bucket list thing for him? Something he’s always wanted to do?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “But I don’t think this is a bucket list thing. He’s been interested in buying this island for some time.”

“He’s buying this island?” Shane asked. He couldn’t hide his surprise.

Kristen groaned like she shouldn’t have said anything, pulling away from Shane a little.

“I’m sorry,” Shane told her. “I won’t say anything. I just want to know what’s going on … what’s really going on.” He hesitated for a moment, then asked: “Is there any possibility that Nick is doing all of this … that this is really a big hoax?”

Kristen looked at him, bracing herself for the accusations coming next.

“I’m not saying that you’re a part of it,” Shane added quickly. “But I just want to know if you think Nick might be doing all of this.”

She didn’t answer.

“I need to know, Kristen. If this isn’t a hoax, then we could all be in some very grave danger.”

“I don’t think it’s a hoax,” she said. “If it is, then Nick has managed to keep it a secret from everyone in the production crew and around Hollywood … which can be a difficult thing to do.”

Shane just nodded. It was what he feared. He heard voices. He turned and saw the others gathering on the front porch. Beams of light from their flashlights searched the darkness. They waited at the edge of the porch, none of them venturing out into the storm just yet. But Shane was sure that even from where they stood, they could see the bright silver chain and gold padlock on the gates.

“Why is your uncle buying this island?” Shane asked as he turned back to Kristen. He kept his voice low, his words rushed. He wanted to find out as much as he could before the others got to them.

“I don’t know. I really don’t. But I think he’s looking for something.”

Shane didn’t bother asking Kristen what Nick was looking for on this island; Kristen didn’t seem to know. He thought of Harold being here—a geologist, and maybe that was an odd choice for a ghost hunt. But if Nick was buying this property, maybe a geologist made sense … a geologist checking for sinkholes and earthquake activity. Even though there wasn’t much on this island except for the Thornhill Manor, Shane could imagine that it would still cost quite a bit to purchase it and no one would make such a purchase without an inspection.

But then again, if Nick was looking for something, maybe the geologist was here to help him find it. Maybe Nick was looking for something buried underground, something priceless. But what could be priceless to a billionaire? Was it something personal to him?

“I think he gathered all of you here for a specific reason,” Kristen said. “I think there was a reason he chose each of you for this team. Maybe it had something to do with everyone’s past and their exposure to the paranormal. Especially Laura.”

Shane looked at her, about to ask her what she meant, but his words were cut off as Warren and Laura ran up to them in the rain. They had brought their own tarp. It was smaller than the tarp Shane and Kristen had, but it was protecting them a little from the rain. They stared at the chain and padlock like they couldn’t believe what they were seeing.

“Who did this?” Warren asked.

“Who do you think?” Shane answered him. He looked back at Kristen. She was staring out at the darkness again like she’d seen something out there.

“Why would Nick lock us in here?” Warren asked.

“I don’t know,” Shane said.

Warren looked at Kristen.

“Kristen doesn’t know,” Shane said. “But we need to find out.”

“This isn’t good, Shane,” Laura said as she huddled up next to Warren. “Harold’s gone. That thing in there took him. He’s in the walls now. The same thing’s going to happen to all of us if we don’t get out of here. We need to get out of here right now.”

“I know.”

Kristen jumped back into Shane’s arms and let out a short yelp of a scream.

“What is it?” Shane asked her.

Kristen pointed out at the darkness. “Did you see it? There are … people out there.”

Laura and Warren got closer to the gate, almost pressing up against it, both of them staring out at the darkness.

“She’s right,” Laura said. “There are people out there … they’ve been awakened.”

“I don’t see them,” Warren said.

Just then a flash of lightning lit up the world for a split second, and Shane saw the figures out in the weeds and grasses, one was trying to stand up. Two others were on the ground, writhing, almost like they were pulling themselves up out of the ground … out of their shallow graves.

“That can’t be possible,” Warren said as the world turned to darkness again.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Billy handed out paper towels for everyone to dry themselves off as they stood around the battery-powered lanterns. Shane used one of the spare shirts he’d brought in his duffel bag to dry his arms and then his hair. He ran a hand through his hair, the hair standing up like little spikes on his head.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Warren demanded from Nick. “Chaining the front gates?”

Nick didn’t even try to defend himself.

“This is dangerous,” Shane yelled at Nick. “Harold’s gone! What we saw up there, that was no hallucination! Those teeth that were thrown at us were real.”

“He’s right,” Kristen said. “We need to leave.”

“We’re staying,” Nick said. “All of you agreed to stay, and we’re staying!”

“What the hell’s wrong with you?” Shane asked Nick.

Nick stared at Shane with a twisted smile. “Didn’t you used to lock the gates and doors shut to the properties you investigated?”

“That was for a TV show,” Shane answered. “A gimmick the producers wanted to use.”

“I knew it,” Nigel said, beaming. “I always knew it was all a hoax.”

“I didn’t say my investigations were a hoax,” Shane said through clenched teeth. “I just said that the locked doors and chains were a gimmick.”

“And you had a camera crew with you the whole time,” Nigel said. “You can admit it now.”

“No … it was just me.” Shane turned away from Nigel. “I’m not going to argue about this right now.” He looked at Nick. “We’ve got seismic earthquake activity here. We may have side effects from gasses escaping the earth’s surface. And we have some kind of demonic infestation of this manor, one that was likely put into effect by the original owners, the Thornhills. Harold is gone—inside these walls somewhere. And you think it’s a good idea to lock our only escape route?”

“I said we’re staying, and that’s final,” Nick said.

Shane looked around at the others. Of course Billy, his loyal guard dog, wasn’t going to say anything. And probably not Nigel—he was still too busy trying to convince himself that this was all one big hoax for his benefit. But the others, why weren’t they outraged by this? He looked back at Nick and took a step towards him. He was done playing around now. “Give me the key right now.”

Nick didn’t budge.

“You can stay here if you want to, Mr. Gorman,” Shane said. “But me, and anyone else who wants to, is going to be allowed to leave this place.”

Shane took two more steps towards Nick.

Nick backed up quickly and pulled his gun out of the waistband of his pants that had been hidden underneath the tail of his large shirt. He aimed it right at Shane.

Shane stopped in his tracks.

“Nobody’s going anywhere,” Nick said. He gestured with his gun at Shane. “You just back up a few steps.” Nick’s ever-present smile was gone now. He looked tense, his grip on the gun was firm and steady—the look in his eyes said that he wouldn’t hesitate to use it.

“You’re crazy,” Shane said. He glanced at Kristen who looked as horrified as everyone else did.

“Uncle Nick,” Kristen said.

Nick ignored her pleas. “Get over there with the others,” Nick told Shane. “I want all of you standing together in a group.”

“This is ridiculous,” Nigel complained.

“I am going to finish this,” Nick said through clenched teeth. “I came here to find something and I’m going to find it.”

Shane knew it. Nick was after something and it had nothing to do with ghosts or haunted houses. “Whatever you want to find so badly, fine … go find it. But let us leave.”

“I need Laura’s help.”

Nick aimed his gun at Laura. “I want you over there, away from the others.” He nodded at Billy. “You too.”

Billy looked hesitant. So far he had seemed willing to go along with whatever Nick wanted, but it seemed for just a moment that things might be going too far for him. But Billy only hesitated for a moment—he followed Nick’s orders and walked across the room to stand beside Laura.

Nick aimed his gun at the others, but he spoke to Billy. “Get some extra shirts out of their duffel bags and tear them into strips.”

Billy hesitated for a moment.

“What do you need strips of cloth for?” Nigel asked.

Nick ignored Nigel and glared at Billy. “Did you hear me?”

Finally Billy moved into action. He picked up Shane’s duffel bag and spilled the contents out. He grabbed a T-shirt and pulled a pocket knife out of his front pants pocket. He cut at the shirt and tore the bottom of the shirt into strips.

“Nobody’s going to get hurt,” Nick said, his tone more conversational now. Even his fake smile was back.

But Shane could see the malice in the man’s eyes. He was no one to challenge right now. Kristen had said her uncle was dying of cancer. Who knew what his mental state was right now, or what different medicines he might be taking.

“Everyone just needs to do what I say and we’ll all get out of this just fine,” Nick said.

“You’re going to tie us up?” Shane asked as Billy tore another one of his shirts into strips of cloth.

“You made me do this,” Nick snapped at Shane. “You had to rock the boat. You had to keep whining about leaving.”

“That’s because it’s dangerous here.”

“You don’t have to tie us up,” Kristen said, already beginning to cry.

“I can’t trust any of you now,” Nick said. “Billy’s just going to tie your arms up for a few hours while Laura helps me find something.”

Kristen took a step towards her uncle. “Please … What’s wrong with you? You’re not yourself. You’re sick. This place … it’s affecting your mind somehow.”

Nick aimed his gun right at Kristen.

She froze in mid-step, horrified that her uncle was pointing a gun at her. But it was more than that—it was the look in his eyes; she didn’t know this man anymore.

“You know I love you, Kristen,” Nick said. “But I can’t let you and the rest of them ruin this. I can’t have any distractions. You’ll understand everything in a few hours, I promise. All of you will. This may be one of the most important discoveries of all time.” He looked at Billy. “Kristen first.”

Billy walked over to Kristen with the lengths of cloth dangling from his hands. He moved around behind her.

“Billy, don’t.”

“Come on, Kristen. Put your hands behind your back.”

“You don’t have to do this. You don’t have to do what he tells you.”

“Yeah, actually I do.”

“Kristen,” Nick growled, his gun still aimed at her. “Don’t make him ask you again.”

Kristen reluctantly complied and put her hands behind her back. Billy made quick work of tying her wrists together. And then he moved on to Warren.

Once Billy had everyone’s hands tied, he tied Laura’s hands together in front of her.

“Okay,” Nick said. He seemed much more relaxed now that everyone else was tied up. He looked at Billy. “Leave our fearless leader here, and take the others to different rooms, all of them separate from each other. I don’t want them helping each other escape. Tie their legs together too.”

Billy had some more lengths of cloth in his hands and he gestured at Warren, Nigel, and Kristen to start walking towards the foyer.

“I’ll never forgive you for this,” Kristen told Nick as Billy marched the three of them out of the dining hall. “I want a lantern with me,” she yelled and she seemed on the verge of panicking.

Billy grabbed one of the lanterns and took it with him.

“Don’t take a light for Nigel,” Nick called after them. “He’s too tough for that. He doesn’t believe in ghosts.”

Nick watched them walk away as Billy’s flashlight beam and lantern disappeared into the darkness. And then he smiled at Shane. “Sit tight,” he told him.

• • • • •

Billy helped Kristen sit down on the ballroom floor not too far away from the nearest set of the double stairs that led up to the balcony above them. He set the lantern on the parquet floor a few feet away from her.

“Stand over there,” Billy told Warren and Nigel.

They did as he ordered, shuffling back into the gloom, Warren struggled with the cloth binding his wrists together but he couldn’t get free.

“Billy, please don’t do this,” Kristen begged as he wrapped the length of cloth around her ankles twice and then tied the ends together.

“I have to help him.”

“How much is he paying you?” Nigel sneered.

“A lot,” Billy said over his shoulder, but then he looked at Kristen and his expression softened. “I need it. I’m in some … in some trouble with the kind of guys you don’t want to be in trouble with. Your uncle helped me. I owe him.”

“Nick’s your uncle?” Warren asked.

Kristen didn’t answer Warren; she kept her eyes on Billy. “I can help you. I know some people—”

Billy just shook his head and smiled at her, stopping her words. “I know you would help if you could,” he said as he tied another knot in the cloth. He rested a hand on her ankles for a moment. “Too tight?”

“How considerate,” Nigel said.

Warren stood beside Nigel but he remained silent, glaring at Billy.

Bill looked back at Kristen and he shook his head slightly. “Don’t be afraid. You know your Uncle Nick would never hurt you. He just needs these guys out of the way for a few hours.”

“What for?” Nigel asked. “What’s he looking for?”

“I don’t know,” Billy said over his shoulder.

“Yeah, right.”

“Then untie me,” Kristen said to Billy with a glimmer of hope. “I’ll go with you. I … I won’t be in the way. I don’t want to be here alone. Please.”

“I’m sorry,” Billy told her. “It’s not my decision.”

“There’s nothing here to be afraid of,” Nigel assured Kristen. “Except for your uncle and this coward, that is.”

“Uncle Nick is going crazy,” Kristen told Billy, ignoring Nigel. “Can’t you see that?”

Billy didn’t respond. He looked up at the balcony above them, and then he looked over at Warren. “I’m going to take you up to the balcony so you can be close to Kristen, but not close enough to help each other.”

Warren just glared at him.

“Talk to her if she needs it,” Billy told Warren.

Warren wouldn’t acknowledge Billy, but he nodded at Kristen.

Billy shifted his eyes from Warren to Nigel as a mean smile appeared on his face. “And you … I’ve got a special place in mind for you.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Nick set his gun down for a moment and tore a strip of cloth off of another shirt. He walked over to Shane. “Feet together.”

Shane put his feet together in front of him, sitting up with his hands tied behind his back. He watched Nick wind the long strip of cloth around his ankles and he thought about kicking Nick in the face before he could get the cloth tied, but what would that accomplish? His hands would still be tied and he would still be helpless. A fantasy played in his mind of knocking Nick out and then Laura untying his hands … but he knew it wasn’t going to work. He could see how cautious Nick was being, he would’ve backed away from his kick the moment Shane began to draw his legs back.

“What’s here on this island that’s so precious to you?” Shane asked Nick.

“Something I’ve been looking for. Something humanity has been searching for ever since we discovered fire and became aware of our own mortality.”

“Why didn’t you tell us about it to begin with? Why not just be honest?”

“Because he needed us here to awaken it again,” Laura answered for Nick.

Nick shrugged as he stood back up and looked at Laura. “I don’t know about that. I know I needed you here, and to get you here I brought the others.”

Laura looked disgusted. “You just can’t see it, can you? You don’t understand what you’re playing with. But you will … you’ll understand everything very soon.”

• • • • •

Billy pushed Nigel into Room 214. “I hope you’re looking forward to spending a few hours in here all by yourself.”

“Do you want to know what I’m looking forward to?” Nigel asked as he turned around to face Billy.

Billy walked over to the camera in the corner of the room and switched it off, ignoring Nigel.

“I’m looking forward to having a conversation with my team of lawyers and discussing how much we’re going to sue Nick Gorman for.”

“Good luck,” Billy said as he walked back towards Nigel. “I’m sure Nick’s team of lawyers can beat up your team of lawyers.” He stood the flashlight up on the floor on its end, the beam of light pointing up at the ceiling. He had two more lengths of cloth in his hands. “Sit down on the floor.”

Nigel remained standing, defiant.

Billy smirked. “It’s okay if you want to stand. I’ll tie your legs together and eventually you’ll get tired enough to fall over. It probably won’t be an enjoyable landing, I’m sure.”

Nigel knew when it was prudent to give in. With some effort he squatted down and then settled into a sitting position.

“Legs out straight. Feet together.”

Nigel complied, letting Billy tie his ankles together.

Billy stood up with the last strip of cloth in his hand and smiled at Nigel. “I’ve got one last little surprise for you.” He pulled out a handkerchief from his back pocket and walked around behind Nigel. “Everybody’s sick of hearing your mouth.”

“You’re going to pay for this.”

Billy shoved the wadded-up handkerchief into Nigel’s mouth and then wrapped the strip of cloth around Nigel’s head before he could make another threat. He tied the strip of cloth tightly behind Nigel’s head, jerking his head a little in the process. “Go ahead and sue me … you won’t get much. Blood from a rock and all that shit.”

Nigel mumbled into his gag.

Billy patted Nigel on his head and went back to retrieve his flashlight from the floor.

“Sweet dreams,” Billy said as he walked to the door and closed it behind him, leaving Nigel alone in the dark.

• • • • •

Billy walked down the hall to Warren who lay on his side exactly where he had left him, right near the top of the stairs. He crouched down beside him. “You guys stay cool for a few hours, long enough until Nick’s done with what he’s looking for, and then I’ll be back up here for you.”

The physicist stared up at him like he didn’t believe a word he was saying. And Billy thought that maybe what he was saying wasn’t true. Maybe Nick had other plans for these guys. He didn’t know. He just knew that he would do whatever Nick told him to.

“Sorry I don’t have an extra lantern for you,” Billy told Warren. “But you’ll still get enough light from Kristen’s lantern downstairs.”

Warren still didn’t say anything; he just continued glaring at Billy with a quiet murderous rage.

Billy actually felt a tingle of unease from the man’s deadpan stare. He rose and walked away from Warren, then shuffled down the stairs, letting his flashlight beam light his way. He felt bad about what he was doing, but Nick told him to do it and right now he had no choice but to follow Nick’s orders. Nick was going to pay the rest of the money that he owed to Jimmy Izzo so he didn’t end up dead in a ditch somewhere or tied to a chair in someone’s basement with a drain underneath it.

Billy felt Kristen’s eyes on him as he walked past her. He thought she might say something to him as he walked by, maybe plead or beg again, one last-ditch effort to appeal to him—but she didn’t. He still loved Kristen in a way even though their relationship had never blossomed … he always had loved her. She just didn’t feel the same way about him.

She stared at him with cold hatred in her eyes, much like Warren’s expression had been a few moments ago. Billy thought about apologizing to her again, trying to explain his side of things and the jam he was in with Jimmy, but he didn’t—he just kept on walking.

He met Nick, Laura, and Shane in the dining hall. Shane was right where he was before, tied up on the floor, sitting up. Nick had his gun stuck down in the waistband of his pants, the handle sticking up over his shirt. Laura stood several feet away from him with her bound hands in front of her. No bindings for Laura’s legs—she had some walking to do.

“This way,” Nick said to Laura, gesturing at the other end of the dining hall, at the door that led to the kitchen. She didn’t look surprised about their destination.

Billy followed Nick and Laura into the kitchen. He left one battery-powered lamp lit for Shane and he carried another lantern with them to the basement door. They all gathered at the door.

“This place is evil,” Laura said. She looked at the closed door to the basement, the edge of it splintered from the pry bar Shane had used, the door handle gone now, rolled away into the darkness somewhere. She looked at Nick. “The evil of this place is affecting you … affecting your judgement … affecting your soul.”

“There might be evil here,” Nick said. “But there’s also something wonderful … something you’re going to find for me if you want your friends to stay safe.”

“You think it’s wonderful,” Laura said. “You don’t think it’s bad, but that’s what it wants you to think.”

Nick didn’t respond. He pulled the broken basement door open all the way and now it was a mouth to the pitch-black basement, the stairwell a throat down to a monster. He took a small flashlight out of his pocket and turned it on. “You go down first,” he said to Laura. “Then you.” He looked at Billy. “I’ll be right behind both of you.”

Billy nodded and followed Laura down the basement steps with Nick a few steps behind him.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

Nigel lay on his side in Room 214. The darkness was nearly impenetrable unless a flash of lightning lit up the room for a moment. In that moment of light he saw the empty room around him: the camera set on the tripod in the corner, the window with the tree branches right outside of it, the scattered debris and dust on the floor, the closed door, and of course the hole in the wall.

He breathed heavily into the gag tied around his mouth. At least the handkerchief tasted clean. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on Billy after this was all over. But what he really couldn’t wait for was to have that conversation with his lawyers. He was going to make Nick Gorman pay for this. Nigel really didn’t need the money, but taking it from Nick would feel so good … along with ruining his reputation.

Nigel tried to move his wrists but they were tied too tightly together. He flexed his fingers to make sure he still had circulation in them. For a moment the thought of losing blood to his fingers frightened him. How long could a person go without circulation? How long before nerve damage started?

A scratching noise interrupted his thoughts.

He writhed on the floor, turning over to where the sound was coming from in the darkness; it was coming from the hole in the wall.

Rats? They hadn’t seen any evidence of rats here at the manor so far. He hadn’t seen evidence of any animals now that he thought about it. But that didn’t mean that there weren’t hordes of rats in the walls; he was sure this island was crawling with them.

He could imagine a rat crawling out of the hole … a scout sent out to investigate the tied up piece of meat in the middle of the floor. And then soon an army of rats would come gushing out of the hole, a wave of them running towards him, gnawing at him, dull teeth tearing at his flesh, claws digging into his skin, the filthy little creatures crawling all over him while he was helpless to fight them off.

Stop it! he told himself.

Another flash of lightning lit up the room and he stared right at the hole in the wall. No rats or any other kind of movement in the hole that he could see.

Calm down, he told himself. He would’ve whispered it to himself if that son-of-a-bitch hadn’t gagged him. But he needed to soothe himself somehow. He could feel the panic wanting to build up inside of him and he had to push it away. He really needed a drink. The buzz of courage was beginning to wear off now.

The wood creaked around him and the wind howled outside. The rain splashed against the windows, the branches beating at the glass. He tried to tune out all of those sounds, listening for the sound that he’d heard before, that sly sound from deep inside the hole.

A scratching sound …

Then he heard a whisper from down inside the hole. The voice was so low he tried to convince himself that he had imagined it.

It’s in your mind … you’re letting all of this get to you. You’re letting your imagination overwhelm you. You’re letting it win.

Then he heard the whisper again … no closer, but it was louder. It sounded like a child’s voice. “The Tall Man is coming for you.”

• • • • •

Warren tried for five minutes to wriggle out of the strip of cloth binding his wrists together, even managing to build up a film of sweat on his wrists, but the cloth was tied too tightly. He needed someone else to loosen the knots.

He rolled over onto his side and looked down the dark hall … as much of it as he could see anyway. There was no way he could get down that hall, open the door, and then get inside the room for Nigel to help him.

The stairs. The light was shining from the bottom of them. He couldn’t see Kristen in the light from his position on the floor, but he could hear her heavy breathing.

“You okay?” he called down to her.

More heavy breathing, and then: “Yeah. I … I hear something down here. Like something moving around in the dark. In the ballroom.”

She was already beginning to freak out and it had only been ten minutes since Billy had left them here. How long were Nick and Billy going to keep them like this? Hours? The rest of the night? But then the real question surfaced in his mind. Were Billy and Nick going to kill them? Say that they had died from accidents here?

He couldn’t be sure if Nick and Billy were going to kill them or not, but he didn’t want to wait around and find out. He needed to get free and then get Laura, Nigel, and Shane free. He didn’t have anything to cut the cloth with and there was nothing on the floor he could use.

And that only seemed to leave him one possibility—one that he didn’t like very well: he needed to go down the stairs and get to Kristen so they could untie each other’s bonds.

Warren stared at the light coming from the bottom of the stairs, seeing his actions in his mind. He could roll down the stairs. They were wide enough for his body to fit long ways, as long as he could roll straight all the way down and not get jammed up halfway down.

What if he knocked himself out rolling down the steps? Or worse, broke his neck.

He ran some probability statistics in his mind. He thought the idea of paralysis was pretty low. But, however, there was a much higher chance of knocking himself out. And let’s not forget breaking some bones along the way, most likely a collarbone or elbow. Even if he knocked himself out, Kristen could untie him, but then she would have to wait until he was conscious again to untie her.

Yes, it was dangerous, but the need for them to be free far outweighed the dangers right now. He would just have to roll himself down as slowly and as controlled as possible.

Warren couldn’t wait any longer. He was about to maneuver himself into position at the top of the stairs and begin his roll. But then he heard a noise from down the hall. He writhed around to get a better look. He still couldn’t see anything—he could barely make out the door to Room 214 where Billy had stowed Nigel away—but he could definitely hear something from farther down the hall.

Footsteps.

Somebody was down that hall, someone large and heavy if the footsteps were any indication.

But everyone else was downstairs.

Except Harold.

Was it Harold down the hall?

“Harold!” Warren called out. “Is that you?”

No answer.

Maybe Harold was okay. Maybe Harold could untie the cloth around his wrists for him.

“Harold! I need help!”

The shape and size of the person seemed too big to be Harold … too tall. Impossibly tall. Warren could make out the outline of the person (man … had to be a man) as he approached. Then a flash of lightning lit up the hall just enough from the open doors of the rooms for Warren to see the man clearly—and it definitely wasn’t Harold. The man in the hall was thin and at least seven feet tall. The stovepipe hat he wore only made him seem taller. He walked slowly down the hall towards Warren, each footstep a thundering stomp.

Warren wriggled away as best he could, getting closer to the edge of the steps, lining his body up for a roll down those stairs—his decision made for him now.

It’s not real. That man’s not real, just like Erin wasn’t real.

But then Warren remembered the door handle coming alive in his hand, turning into a thick pink snake that had wrapped around his wrist, pinning him to the door. That had been real for a moment—the marks on his wrist proved that. But then it wasn’t real.

Warren watched the tall man, but the man had stopped approaching; he had stopped in front of the door to Room 214. And suddenly Warren realized that the tall man hadn’t been coming for him, he’d been approaching Room 214 the whole time … he’d been coming for Nigel. Maybe this was Nigel’s personal demon manifested by this house to haunt him.

Just like Erin was for him? Was that what Erin was? His personal demon?

Yes, she was.

Tears blurred Warren’s vision and his insides twisted with ache and loss. He felt like crying out, sobbing, and he wished to God he could wipe his eyes. He had cried so much over the last year and a half, he had wished so many times that he could go back and change things, listen to his daughter, see the signs of her depression and the pain she’d been going through.

His only consolation was that when she had walked to the door that led out to the garage, when he had seen her spirit in the kitchen that day, she had looked happy. She had told him that she loved him, and she told him goodbye. She looked so peaceful then. That was Erin’s true spirit, not whatever ghost this place was conjuring up, some kind of dark doppelganger, a cheap imitation of his daughter.

No, Laura was right. This place, and whatever was in it, was pure evil.

And now that pure evil stood right outside of Room 214.

Would that tall man hurt Nigel? Would he kill him?

Warren wondered what would’ve happened if Shane hadn’t gotten the basement door open in time and that wave of black blood (and whatever slippery creatures squirmed around inside of it) had reached them … would it have overtaken him and Laura? Would it have dragged them back down into the basement? Would it have killed them?

He didn’t have the luxury of waiting around to find out; he couldn’t lie here, bound and helpless, and watch the tall man enter Room 214 where Nigel lay like a goat tied up for slaughter.

It was time.

Warren rolled over, down onto the first step … and then he started rolling faster and faster down the stairs.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

Nick, Laura, and Billy gathered at the bottom of the basement steps. Nick had his gun tucked back into the waistband of his pants and he held the lantern now, taking it from Billy.

They walked through the aisles of boxes, crates, and furniture … venturing deeper into the basement.

“Shit,” Billy said. He stopped when he saw the camera they had set up on the tripod in front of the bare wall near the corner yesterday. It was lying down in front of the wall in pieces. He hurried over to the camera.

Laura could tell that the camera was demolished. She watched Billy crouch down beside the smashed pieces and sift through them.

Nick nudged Laura forward. “Keep going,” he grumbled. “We need to find the doorway.”

Laura walked forward into the darkness, the lantern Nick held only illuminated so much around them and it felt to Laura like she was driving down the darkest backroads she’d ever been on where the headlights only pushed the darkness back so far.

But she felt something else besides the crushing evil that seemed to come from everywhere in this manor … she felt something pulling at her from deep in this basement, from those ancient rooms, those first rooms built in this manor before the rest was even constructed above them. Her mind slipped back for a moment to Thaddeus Thornhill’s first day here on this island, when this manor hadn’t even been built yet, when this was only a hole in the ground, natural caverns below that led down to the secret he had dared to hope was still here.

And then he had found it.

Then the walls had gone up later, a secret doorway built to the tunnels below.

“You can feel it, can’t you?” Nick asked from behind her. He nudged her forward a little harder this time, constantly pushing her forward, growing impatient.

“I want to make sure my friends are going to be okay,” she told him.

“Your friends? You really think they are your friends? They came here for the same selfish reasons you did. Whether it was for money or fame or a resurging career … they were all selfish reasons.”

Nick’s words bit at her a little. Yes, she had come here for the money, but the money was going to help her aunt. But she wasn’t going to argue about this with Nick and try to justify her actions to him. It would only be a waste of time.

A sudden feeling of fear and evil struck her, squeezing the breath from her. She stopped.

Nick must’ve sensed her unease. “What is it?”

She turned around and looked at Nick, then past him. “Where’s Billy?”

Nick looked around at the darkness all around him like he’d just realized that Billy wasn’t with them. He shrugged like he’d misplaced something insignificant and then looked back at Laura.

“Something happened to him,” Laura said. “It got him.”

Nick just sighed like this conversation wasn’t worth wasting time on. “Get going. Find the doorway before that thing gets your friends upstairs.”

“And your niece,” Laura reminded him.

• • • • •

Billy sifted through the pieces of the camera on the floor. The camera was on its side, broken loose from the tripod. But the camera hadn’t just fallen over, it had been pulverized purposely. But maybe he could still salvage the film from it.

“Billy,” a male voice snapped at him from the darkness.

He jumped to his feet, turning around and aiming his flashlight beam into the blackness. He didn’t see anyone standing there.

“Over here,” the male voice said.

Billy panned his light beam to the right, then back to the left. Still no one there.

It hadn’t been Nick’s voice—he was sure of that—but the person’s voice sounded familiar. One of the guys he had tied up? Maybe one of them had gotten loose and followed them down here. No, he didn’t think so.

“Billy,” the person whispered, and he sounded closer now even though Billy still couldn’t spot the person in the beam of light from his flashlight.

“Who are you?” Billy asked.

“You know who I am.”

Billy felt his stomach sinking, his muscles turning to jelly, his balls crawling. A shiver ran across his skin. He could feel his heart hammering inside his chest, a painful staccato beat. Something was very wrong here. He felt strange, a little light-headed and detached from reality, like this was all a strange dream. His senses were screaming at him that something was wrong. He had believed, or at least he had convinced himself that he believed, that this was all some extravagant hoax by Nick, but now, at the deepest level, he realized that all of this was real. He felt like a person suddenly confronted with the impossible just when it was too late.

He needed to run, yet he was hesitating. Some part of his mind, the rational part, still wanted to prove to himself that what he was seeing and hearing wasn’t real, that the other unruly and untrustworthy part of his mind—his imagination—was sabotaging him.

“Billy …” the thing whispered from the darkness. Now the voice didn’t sound familiar at all, it didn’t even sound human.

And it wasn’t human. It was a thing—Billy could see that now. It was a black shadow standing in the darkness only ten feet away in the form of a man … but it was changing into something else, lowering to the ground and growing wider at the same time, flattening down to an oil slick on the floor.

Billy turned to run. He wanted to scream but his mouth was too dry, his throat locked in constriction. His muscles burned with adrenaline, yet he couldn’t seem to move fast enough. The oil slick thing was on him in seconds. He felt it drape down over top of him, knocking him down to the floor. The thing felt like a wet, rotten blanket smothering him. The slick thing conformed to his head and face like a thick piece of plastic wrap, the mucus-like substance pouring into his nostrils, his ears, his mouth. It was sliding into his brain, oozing down his throat, his body immobilized.

This is real … this thing is real …

His last thoughts were of Kristen, Shane, Warren, and Nigel—all of them tied up and helpless when these things crept out of the dark for them.

• • • • •

Laura found the doorway. It was a literal doorway that opened up in a far wall of stacked stone.

But this was more than just a physical doorway … this was also a spiritual doorway that led down into a netherworld of evil and darkness.

She looked at Nick as she stood in front of the stone wall. This was her last chance to convince him that something horrible waited for them down in those tunnels and caverns—something worse than death.

But Nick wasn’t going to listen. She could already see that.

“Nick,” she said, trying anyway. “I know you believe something wonderful is down there, something that will help you, but I’ve seen it and you have to believe me … it’s not good. It’s very bad.”

“This is it?” he asked. “This is where the doorway is?” He had his gun in his hand again and the lantern in his other hand.

Laura saw the determination in Nick’s eyes, the focus. He was an animal of singular focus now. She figured this was how he had acquired his wealth and power, his unwillingness to give up. And he wasn’t going to let some warnings from her dissuade him.

She looked back at the stones in the wall and she saw an oddly-shaped stone. It seemed so obvious to her, but she knew most others would never see it like she could see it. They weren’t meant to see it. She couldn’t explain how she knew things, how she could find things, how she could see them in her mind, but she could.

With a trembling hand she touched the stone near the corner of the wall and it turned easily underneath her fingers, twisting to the side. There was a loud grating sound, like blocks scraping on blocks, and then a whole section of the wall seemed to come forward from the rest of it, and then all of the stones collapsed down onto the floor in a heap. A cloud of dust rose up from the pile of rubble. A tunnel lay beyond the opening and only blackness beyond it.

She looked back at Nick, afraid he might shoot her now that he didn’t really need her anymore. But he handed the lantern to her. “Hold this in your hands.”

She managed to hold the lantern in her bound hands by the wire handle as he pulled his flashlight out of his pocket.

“You go in first,” he told her. “I’ll be right behind you.”

The lantern put out a lot of light, but it only penetrated so far down the black tunnel beyond the doorway. She saw that the smooth stone floor descended down into the depths.

She stepped inside the doorway, followed by Nick.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

Nigel heard the footsteps outside the closed door of Room 214. The whispered childlike voices coming from the hole in the wall had stopped now that something waited outside the door, their warnings given.

It was the Tall Man, the voices had said. He was right outside the door, standing there, just waiting to enter.

Nigel was suddenly a child again—he saw himself at his bedroom door at night, peeking out into the hallway to see the Tall Man standing at the end of it. He saw himself closing his door and running back to his bed, covering up with his blanket, his eyes wide in the darkness as he stared at the door, as he watched the door handle slowly turn. It wasn’t like the Tall Man was trying to be quiet, but more like he was trying to draw things out, stretch out the horror, prolong the fear, perhaps savoring the dark pleasures that were going to come soon.

But it had never gotten that far when Nigel was a child. Even when the Tall Man entered his bedroom, Nigel screamed for his mom and dad, knowing he would get the belt for waking them up in the middle of the night with his silly nightmares.

The Tall Man didn’t visit every night … actually there would be quite a while between visits, sometimes three to four months. But the Tall Man always came back as long as they lived in that house. And Nigel never let him get close to his bed. He would take a beating from his father any day rather than suffer the unimaginable torments that the Tall Man had waiting for him.

By the time Nigel was eleven years old he had done some research at the public library, his rational mind fighting to take control by that age. He wanted to get to the root of this mystery. Obviously he was seeing some kind of ghost or spirit left behind in their old house, a spirit trapped there somehow.

He looked up the history of their house (with the librarian’s help) and found a photo of a tall and painfully thin man who used to own the property in the late eighteen hundreds. The man wasn’t wearing the stovepipe hat in the photo, but he wore the black suit and tie. He sat stiffly in a sturdy and ornately designed chair, staring straight at the camera. His piercing dark eyes seemed to stare right from the past at Nigel. The man’s jet-black hair was slicked down and parted at the side. His flesh was sickly pale, his face gaunt, his hands large—they reminded Nigel of giant white spiders.

Nigel had almost abandoned his research right then, unable to look at the photo any longer, but he made himself dig further, and he discovered the history of the house they lived in.

The Tall Man was named Rudolph Boone and he had lived in this house until he was arrested by the police. The neighbors had complained of odd behavior from Mister Boone and they had smelled a rotten stench coming from his house, the smell of death and decay. Finally, the police investigated. They found a tin can of organs in Mr. Boone’s trash bin … and that gave them reason for a warrant. When the police searched his home, they found a pile of bones and two partially decomposed bodies strapped down to wood tables in his basement. It was a big story at the time. Mr. Boone was tried and he admitted to his crimes, never expressing regret or remorse over them. He was sentenced to be executed, but he vowed in court to come back from the dead. He was hanged eight months later.

And then when Nigel was just a baby, his father and mother had bought the Boone house, even with its bloody history, because it was cheap. As soon as Nigel was old enough to sleep in his own room he began seeing the Tall Man roaming the halls. The man wore the same black suit that Nigel would see him later wearing in the photograph. And Nigel was certain that the man hidden some sharp instruments somewhere down inside that suit: knives, saws, pliers—the same instruments he had used to torture his victims, the same ones he had used to cut them up.

How could Nigel have forgotten about the Tall Man all these years? How could he have stored all of those memories away, crammed them into some lockbox inside his mind that had stayed shut?

By the time Nigel was twelve years old they had moved out of the house and the nightmares of the Tall Man had stopped. Over the years Nigel had rationalized that he had seen a figment of his imagination. After seeing the photograph when he was eleven years old, he simply superimposed that image onto the black shape he’d been seeing. He knew the power of one’s imagination—he had even written about the power of it in his first book. Many people who report ghost or UFO or other supernatural sightings aren’t doing it as a hoax or a prank, they honestly believe what they saw even though it wasn’t real.

But now Nigel realized that he had been lying to himself all these years. He had subconsciously (or maybe it had been intentional) mixed up the timeline, pretending that he had seen the photos first before he ever saw the Tall Man. But that wasn’t true … it was the other way around. And now he remembered everything. When Laura had asked him about the Tall Man when they’d been on the boat together, everything had come rushing back, the truth revealed in his mind.

Tears welled up in Nigel’s eyes—he was a fraud, a liar. He had lied to everyone all these years about his experiences with the supernatural, and he had lied to himself. He had seen a ghost as a child, he had seen it many times, and here at the Thornhill Manor, he was seeing it again.

The door handle slowly turned. Nigel tried to wriggle farther away from the door, but he didn’t want to get too close to the hole in the wall because now he realized that there were other things in this manor … there were far worse things than the Tall Man.

Nigel screamed into his gag. He thrashed as panic fully bloomed inside of him.

The door opened and the nightmare from his childhood was revealed as another flash of lightning lit up the room for a moment.

• • • • •

Kristen heard the thumping sound on the stairs. For a moment her heart stopped in her chest. She imagined terrible apparitions rumbling down the stairs, coming to get her.

She didn’t want to look, but she had to see. She wriggled around so she could face the stairs.

A body was rolling down the steps towards her. It looked like Warren.

Kristen rolled out of the way, kicking the battery-powered lantern and knocking it over (Oh God, please, don’t let the light go out). The shadows danced and stretched as the lantern fell over onto its side and rolled away. But at least it didn’t break.

Warren’s body landed down at the bottom of the steps. And then it was still.

Everything was quiet for a moment and all Kristen could hear was her own quick breaths, her heartbeat thudding in her ears, her blood rushing in a quick rhythmic beat.

Kristen lay still for another moment as crazy thoughts raced through her mind. Warren had been killed and someone had pushed his body down the stairs.

Had Billy pushed him down the stairs?

No, Billy was probably already with Nick and Laura down in the basement, looking for whatever her uncle had come here to find. She realized now that something was wrong with Nick’s mind. He’d always been a little eccentric, a little unorthodox—you really couldn’t be a truly great filmmaker (or maybe any kind of artist) without having a wild streak, without a selfish obsession; it came with the territory. And Nick had his share of quirks, but he had never intentionally hurt anyone as far as she had known. He’d always been selfish, demanding, egotistical, but these last few months, ever since his cancer diagnosis, he had changed. He had become more restless, searching for something—and now he had found it here. She never would’ve worried about her uncle hurting her or anyone else, but now she was truly scared of him. She never would’ve imagined him leaving her tied up in this house that frightened her so badly. She never would’ve imagined him keeping her and the others in this house against their will by chaining the gates shut. But he had changed, and this house, and the evil that was here inside of it, was changing him even more.

Warren still hadn’t moved.

“Warren,” she whispered. She rolled over closer to him and then she froze for a moment, listening and watching him. He didn’t seem to be injured or bleeding anywhere, not that she could see in the glow of the lantern. And he was breathing—she could hear his breaths, even see the slight rise and fall of his chest.

She lifted her bound feet and kicked at him gently, her muscles straining—this was quite a workout.

He grunted, twitched, moved a little.

She kicked him again. Harder this time. “Warren!”

He snapped awake, trying to sit up, but then he seemed to realize that his hands and feet were bound. He mumbled something to himself that she couldn’t make out.

“Warren, wake up. Are you okay? What happened?”

He didn’t answer her. He seemed to be more concerned with coming to his senses rather than answering her rapid-fire questions.

“Nigel,” Warren said and then cleared his throat.

“Are you okay? Did someone push you down the stairs?”

He shook his head no and seemed to be clearing his mind a little. “I rolled down. Had to get down here to you so you can untie my hands.” A pause while he took an assessment. “Nothing broken or sprained.”

Kristen was already wriggling towards him, getting into position with her back to him.

“Nigel,” Warren barked. “There’s someone up there with Nigel.”

Kristen froze. Her eyes darted to the steps that disappeared up into the darkness. “Who?”

Warren shook his head like he was dismissing it—they had more important matters to attend to. “Quick, roll over here and untie my hands.”

Kristen was already in position and Warren rolled over with his back to her. It took her a moment to wriggle up close to him and find his bound hands with hers, but then she found them and started picking at his knots with her nearly numb fingers.

A door slammed upstairs.

She froze.

“Keep going!” Warren told her. “I think I feel the cloth loosening.”

“Who’s up there with Nigel?” she asked as she worked at the knots. “Harold?”

“No, it’s not Harold. It’s something bad.”

Kristen thought of the zombie-like things she’d seen outside the iron fence.

“Kristen, focus!” Warren snapped at her. “Do you want me to try to untie you instead?”

“No,” Kristen answered, already pulling at the knots again. They were so tight, but one of them was beginning to give way.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

Nigel watched as the door to Room 214 opened slowly. The Tall Man was taking his time. And why not? Where was Nigel going to go now? Who was he going to call for help with the rag tied around his mouth? His parents weren’t going to rush into his bedroom and rescue him this time, his father with his leather belt coiled up in one fist and a scowl of rage on his face. No, Nigel was alone and helpless now, and it was like the Tall Man knew that, like he had waited patiently all these years for this moment.

Another flash of lightning revealed the Tall Man silhouetted in the doorway, already inside the room in front of the doorway. He didn’t have his hat on and he was still taller than the top of the doorway. His impossibly large hands hung down by his sides, almost to his knees. After the lightning was gone and the room was plunged back into darkness, the image of the Tall Man’s silhouette was superimposed on Nigel’s mind, the etching of a madman who had the tools of his trade hidden somewhere inside his black suit … sharp things … destructive things.

The door slammed shut. The Tall Man was inside the room with him now.

Nigel was crying and moaning into his gag. He had stopped writhing and thrashing, he had stopped moving towards the other side of the room, towards the hole in the wall that seemed like it had gotten much bigger since the last time he had seen it.

Footsteps in the darkness now … slow and steady.

The Tall Man was coming. After all these years he was going to make it all the way to Nigel and he was going to get him this time. He had waited so long, but what was time to this thing anyhow?

Another footstep.

Nigel sobbed into the rag. He felt like he was seven years old again, helpless and scared under the covers of his bed. This was it. This was the end. This thing was going to touch him, then tear him apart, devour him, or take him to whatever hell it roamed.

He wasn’t ready, but he couldn’t fight back now.

The Tall Man was right beside him now. He could sense him in the darkness; he could hear the swish of his clothing as the fabric shifted against his pale body. Nigel inhaled big gulps of air through his nose and picked up the scent of wet decay coming from the thing beside him.

A cold dead finger brushed against his cheek.

He jerked, screaming into his gag. He thrashed again like a fish out of water, the panic full-blown in him again. There was no dignity in his dying spasms now; no one would know how he had died, no one would know what had really happened to him.

Nigel felt the Tall Man’s hands on his shoulders now, grabbing at his shirt, the man’s fists bunching up in the fabric, pulling the shirt tight.

Ghosts can’t hurt you. They can’t touch you. It was a mantra he used to repeat over and over in his bedroom when he was a child. He hadn’t thought of it all these years until now.

But now he knew it wasn’t true—ghosts could touch. They could hurt you.

Nigel felt himself sliding across the floor, being dragged by the Tall Man towards the hole in the wall.

• • • • •

“I’ve got it,” Kristen said as she felt the knot pull free.

And then Warren did the rest, pulling his wrists apart from the strip of cloth. He sat up like a piston and worked on Kristen’s bonds. He had her untied in a few seconds and then they each untied their own ankles.

“Go get Shane untied,” Warren told Kristen. “Bring him back here. He’ll know what to do about that … that thing upstairs.”

“What is it?”

“Ghost. Demon. I don’t know. But we need Shane.”

“What about you? What are you going to do?”

Warren got to his feet. He winced and she figured he might have some injuries from his roll down the steps, injuries that he wasn’t telling her about, but nothing that he was going to let stop him. “I’m going back up there.”

“You said we need Shane.”

“We do,” he answered.

Warren was about to bound up the stairs.

“Here,” Kristen told him. “Take this.” She picked up the lantern from the floor and handed it to him. The thought of making her way back to Shane through the darkness sent shivers of fear through her body, but it was only through the foyer—she would hopefully see the light from their base of operations from there.

If they left a light on for Shane, she thought. Or if Shane is even there.

But she pushed those thoughts away.

“Hurry,” Warren said and then he was running up the stairs.

Kristen didn’t hesitate; she turned and bolted through the darkness, her hands out in front of her as she ran. Even though it was dark, she could still make her way through the vast ballroom. A flash of lightning lit up the sky outside and she saw the room for enough of a moment to see the archway to the foyer.

Once in the foyer, Kristen saw the faint glow from a lantern coming from the archway that led to the dining hall. She ran past the stack of drywall and heap of equipment stuffed into the corner. For a second she thought she sensed something moving in the darkness near the front door, something running towards her, ready to intercept her before she could make it to the base of operations.

Just keep running, she told herself. Her mind was a buzzing nest of static right now as everything shut down for a moment except the physical need to survive.

She made it to the dining hall, and she ran towards the lone lantern on the floor near the computer tables. She saw Shane tied up on the floor, vigorously trying to escape.

“Shane, it’s me,” she told him as she crouched down beside him to help.

Shane rolled over onto his side to give her access to his bound hands. The cloth strip around his wrists was already a little loose, and she thought that if he would’ve had ten more minutes he might have gotten himself free. His skin was sweaty and warm, and she figured his wrists were pretty raw from his struggles. Hers were, too.

“We need to help Laura,” Shane said as soon as he was free.

“I know, but we need to help Warren and Nigel first.”

He froze. “What’s wrong?”

“I untied Warren and he untied me. But Nigel is still upstairs in Room 214. Warren said there’s somebody … or something up there with him.”

She saw the confusion on Shane’s face.

“Warren went up there to help Nigel,” she said. “He told me to get you and bring you back with me. You would know what to do.”

Shane nodded like he understood. “We need to grab the lantern and another flashlight. Some cartons of salt … as many as we you carry.”

Kristen did as Shane instructed, she grabbed an extra flashlight and two cartons of salt. Shane had two lanterns and another flashlight. They ran out of the dining hall and into the foyer, and then to the ballroom. Shane led the way with the lanterns and flashlight, the lights bouncing around in the darkness as they ran.

They rushed up the stairs and then down the hall to Room 214. The door was wide open, a glow shining out from the doorway from Warren’s lantern. And before they even got inside, Kristen heard the sounds of commotion from the room, shouts of alarm and grunts of struggle.

Shane bolted inside the room first, with Kristen right behind him.

As soon as she was inside the room, Kristen froze as she stared at the horrible sight across the room.


CHAPTER SIXTY

Kristen felt the flashlight and the cartons of salt slip from her fingers as the strength rushed out of her body. The flashlight landed on the floor with a thud … luckily it didn’t break. The two cartons of salt rolled away into the darkness. From Shane’s two lanterns and his flashlight, there was plenty of light to see that Warren was holding on to Nigel’s legs, trying to keep him out of the hole in the wall. Something big and dark was crammed inside that hole, some kind of person, and he was pulling on Nigel’s body, trying to drag him all the way inside.

“Help me!” Warren yelled at them.

Shane was across the room in seconds, dropping his lanterns and flashlight down on the floor to free up his hands. He grabbed on to Nigel’s body, pulling on it.

Kristen watched in horror. For a split second this reminded her of yesterday when Warren had been trying to wrestle the metal clipboard out from inside the hole, only now he was trying to wrestle a person out of the hole. And that hole seemed so much bigger now, so much deeper, as it tried to swallow Nigel alive.

“The salt!” Shane yelled at Kristen. “Get the salt!”

Kristen jumped, fully alert now.

“Kristen, pour the salt into the hole!” Shane told her.

Kristen looked down at the floor and saw the flashlight, but she didn’t see the containers of salt. They had rolled away. She grabbed the flashlight and panned the beam of light around until she saw one of the cartons of salt.

“Hurry!” Shane yelled. “Once he gets him inside these walls we’ll never get him back!”

Kristen darted over to the carton of salt and picked it up from the floor. She tore the tab away from the top of the container as she ran across the room to Shane, Warren, and Nigel. She got to the hole and shook the container of salt at it, shaking salt at the hole, the salt sifting down onto Shane and Warren and Nigel. She thrusted her hand into the hole and poured the salt into the darkness, afraid that something in there was going to let go of Nigel and grab her hand. She found herself yelling at the hole, her words coming from a place of anger deep inside of her that she never knew she had. “Take that, you son of a bitch!”

Shane and Warren fell back in a rush with Nigel, all of them collapsing into a heap on the floor. Nigel was out of the hole now, his head hitting the floor with a solid thump on the way out.

A long arm clothed in tattered black cloth reached out of the hole, a gigantic pale hand trying to grab Nigel one last time.

Kristen was frozen for a moment as she stood beside the hole, watching the arm flail around, searching for Nigel. She poured the rest of the salt right onto the thing’s hand. The arm shot back inside the hole.

Shane and Warren dragged Nigel away from the hole, all the way to the middle of the floor.

Nigel stared up at the ceiling, breathing hard, his eyes wide with shock. He had scratches all over his face, nothing too deep, but those wounds were probably just the beginning of what had been coming for him once he got all the way inside that wall.

Warren worked furiously at the strip of cloth tied around Nigel’s wrists and then practically tore the strip of cloth off of Nigel’s ankles. Nigel wasted no time pulling the rag out of his mouth once his hands were free.

Shane picked up the other container of salt that Kristen had dropped earlier and tore the tab off the top. “That thing’s going to come out of that hole again.”

He rushed over to the hole in the wall. Nothing lurked inside the hole that Kristen could see, but she heard a hissing noise coming from somewhere deep inside, like a giant coiled-up snake. The salt hadn’t driven it away completely, whatever it was, but it had hurt it for a moment.

Shane dashed more salt into the hole, and then he poured a thick line of salt in front of the hole on the floor in a semi-circle … a barrier to keep the thing inside. He dropped the empty container on the floor and hurried back to them in the middle of the room beside Kristen, Nigel, and Warren.

Everything was quiet for a moment except for the storm still raging outside.

“What was that thing in there?” Kristen asked Nigel.

“An old childhood friend,” he answered. Then he patted himself down like a man looking for a pack of cigarettes, a sudden expression of fear on his face like he’d lost something. Then he smiled as he pulled his flask out of his pocket. “I really need this right now.”

“What do we do now?” Warren said.

“What do you mean, what do we do now?” Nigel said, practically spitting the last swallow of his whiskey out. “We get the hell out of this place, that’s what we do now.”

“Not without Laura,” Shane said.

Nigel sighed like he had forgotten all about Laura.

Shane looked at Nigel. “I understand if you don’t want to go after her. You can get the chain off the front gate so we can all get out of here once I have Laura. There’s got to be a pair of bolt cutters or a hacksaw in those tools down there to cut the chain with.”

Nigel didn’t answer. He took another swig of his whiskey. The flask sounded nearly empty now.

Shane looked at Kristen. “I understand if you don’t want to go with me, too. You can help Nigel if you want to.”

“I have to try and get my uncle back,” she told him.

“I’ll help Nigel with the gate,” Warren said. “Then I’ll come down there with you.”

“What about those … those things outside the fence?” Kristen asked. “How are we going to get past them once we open the gates?”

Shane nodded like he’d forgotten about them. And then his eyes lit up. “We don’t have to get past them. We just need to let them inside.”

“Inside?”

“Yeah.” He looked at Kristen. “I think you’re right, those things are the ghosts or zombies of the slaves, workers, and eventually the fishermen that the Thornhills lured here. The fence … it keeps them out because it’s made of iron. Magnetized iron, I suspect. But if we open the gate and cover the threshold with something … a poor conductor like wood, then they could cross the line and come inside.”

“We could all work on getting the gates open,” Warren said. “And then we could all go down there and get Laura back together. I don’t think we should split up right now. You said before that we shouldn’t split up.”

“We need to get my uncle, too,” Kristen said. “I need to try to talk some sense into him.”

“I think it’s a little late for that,” Nigel said, rubbing the raw marks on his wrists as if to show her proof of his words.

“I know I said we shouldn’t split up, but now I don’t think we have a lot of time,” Shane said and then the house shuddered around them, the wood creaking and popping louder than ever. It seemed like an answer to Shane’s observation. “I think it’s better if we split up right now.” He looked at Nigel and Warren. “You guys work on cutting the chain off the fence and finding some kind of wood to lay down over the opening, but wait at least ten minutes before you open the gates—give me time to get down into the basement and find Laura before you let those … those things in here. And, another thing you need to do before you open the gates is to make sure you make a circle of salt for each of you to stand inside of. I don’t think the dead out there would do anything to you—I think they want the Thornhills—but there’s no sense in taking any chances.”

Warren nodded. “Okay. I’ll help Nigel. But then I want to come down there and help you.”

Shane nodded. “Hopefully by then I’ll be on my way back up with Laura.”

“I’m going with you,” Kristen told Shane.

“Kristen …” he began.

“No,” she snapped at him, cutting his words off. “He’s my uncle. I know he’s turned into a crazy man. I know his mind has been warped either by his disease, or by this house, but he’s still my uncle, and I’m going to make him come back with us somehow.”

“Nothing’s going to make that man see reason,” Nigel said.

“What about Billy?” Warren asked Shane. “He’s probably with them.”

“He’s going to have to come back with us or he can stay here.”

“What if he tries to stop you? He might have a gun too.”

“I’m sure I can take him if I have to,” Shane said. “I’ll find something in the tools to take with me … some kind of weapon. At least we’ll have surprise on our side.”

Just then something pounded against the longer wall of the room … whatever was inside the hole—the thing that had been trying to pull Nigel inside—it was pounding on the wall from the inside. The wall buckled out, the plaster cracking and dust falling, the being inside threatening to burst through the wall.

“Come on,” Shane said. “We need to hurry.”

They rushed out of the room and down the stairs.

In the foyer, Kristen and Shane ran over to the pile of tools in the corner as Nigel and Warren looked through the stacks of materials.

Shane found a screwdriver and stuck it into his back pocket. “Better than nothing,” he told Kristen. “Wait right here,” he told her. “I’m going to get some more cartons of salt.” He was running towards the dining hall before she could say anything.

Warren stood a piece of plywood up on end near the front doors while Nigel walked over to Kristen and the pile of tools.

“Where’s he going?” Nigel asked.

“To get some cartons of salt.”

“Or maybe going down there on his own,” Nigel said.

Kristen’s breath caught in her throat—she hadn’t thought about that. She was almost ready to run after Shane when she heard him coming back from the darkness, the weak beam of light roaming back and forth in front of him.

Kristen turned towards the pile of tools and spotted a black rubber-coated handle. “There,” she said. “That looks like a hacksaw.”

Nigel pulled the hacksaw out of the clutter. It wasn’t a huge saw but it looked like it would do the job.

“You two know what to do?” Shane asked them as he handed Nigel the two containers of salt he had with him.

“Yes,” Warren said, taking one of the containers. “Now go get Laura back.”

Another tremor shook the house; this was the strongest one yet. It almost knocked Kristen off balance. Something snapped inside the far wall—it sounded like the wood studs were breaking in half.

“Look,” Warren said.

Kristen shined her flashlight beam at the wall across from them. A crack ran along the wall as more wood snapped inside. Plaster dust rained down all around them. They could even hear the chandelier in the base of operations tinkling from the vibrations.

“This house isn’t going to last too much longer,” Warren said. “These tremors are leading up to an actual earthquake.”

Shane nodded and he looked at Kristen. “You ready?

She nodded back at him. She was as ready as she would ever be.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

Nigel watched Shane and Kristen dart into the base of operations, disappearing into the darkness, the lights from their flashlights getting dimmer and dimmer the deeper they went.

Nigel held the hacksaw and one of the two cartons of salt in his hands. Warren picked up the large piece of plywood with the other carton of salt cradled under his arm. They stepped out onto the front porch.

They stood there for a moment on the porch as the rain poured down outside. In the distance the shapes of dozens of people moved around in the darkness beyond the fence.

“You ready for this?” Warren asked Nigel.

He gave a solemn nod.

“Do you believe in ghosts now?”

Nigel didn’t answer. He took his metal flask out of his coat pocket and opened it. He drank the rest of the whiskey down in a few swallows then screwed the lid back on. He tucked the flask back down inside his suitcoat pocket—he was ready to go now.

They walked out into the rain and wind, marching down the wide walkway of stone pavers. They were soaked within minutes, their clothes sticking to their skin. They passed by the tilted and moldy concrete fountain. The tiers of the fountain were overflowing with rainwater, yet even with all the rainwater the water in the fountain was still black and Nigel swore he saw small eel-like creatures swimming around in the muck.

Nigel couldn’t believe what had happened here at the Thornhill Manor. He couldn’t believe what he’d seen tonight up in Room 214, the Tall Man, the nightmare from his childhood, coming back to life. And he’d almost been pulled inside the walls by the Tall Man … by that thing, almost buried inside that house forever. For a moment, while his head was inside the wall, he’d caught a glimpse of their world. A strange light that was only perceptible out of the corner of his eye stretched off for what seemed like miles into the gloom inside that wall. The air had felt different in there too, colder and thicker, like it was a weighted blanket pressing down on him. He had noticed a metallic taste on his tongue, like he was sucking on a spoon. A rushing wind had howled in his ears. It was a different world in there, such a fundamentally different place that his mind couldn’t understand it, a different plane of existence.

But Nigel pushed those thoughts and images from his mind as he walked away from the Thornhill Manor. Right now he focused on their task; he could try to understand everything he had seen and felt here later … if he lived through this. The farther he walked outside in the rain and humid air, the clearer his mind felt. The more distance he put between himself and the Thornhill Manor the more he fell back into the familiar ruts and patterns of explaining supernatural occurrences away with rational explanations. He thought of the invisible poisonous gasses escaping from the earth underneath the manor (another reason to get out of this place—maybe the best reason of all). Maybe they were all seeing hallucinations from those gasses. It wasn’t that hard to believe; it wasn’t any more improbable than believing he’d seen an imaginary childhood bogeyman. Maybe in his hallucinatory delirium he had wriggled across the room and pushed himself inside the hole in the wall. Maybe they were all having mass hallucinations, seeing what others saw through the power of suggestion. And now, through that power of suggestion and being poisoned by toxic gasses, they were all seeing the same hallucinations. Or maybe he was the only one … who knew what the others were really seeing? How could he really know? He could only see things through his own eyes, experience reality through his own perception.

It was just a mass hallucination, he told himself as he marched through the driving rain towards the gate, the spikes on the top pointing up at the night sky that was now a low ceiling of constantly swirling storm clouds.

It’s just a hallucination, he repeated to himself like a mantra as he and Warren stepped up to the massive gates, the new chain with the gold padlock coiled around the bars like a metal snake.

Warren wasted no time; he started sawing at a link in the chain with the hacksaw, pulling and pushing with a rabid ferocity.

It was just a hallucination, Nigel told himself again as he set the containers of salt down in the weedy pavers in front of the gate. He had leaned the piece of plywood against the bars already and it almost tipped over from a gust of wind.

Warren didn’t seem to notice the gusts of wind or the rain, not letting it distract him from his task of sawing that chain apart, that one link that could free them. The physicist kept his eyes down on the chain—his point of focus. His mouth was a slash of concentration on his face, his forearm muscles standing out like cords underneath his dark skin, his movements like a machine … a piston rocking back and forth. He didn’t stop to take a break or cuss the toughness of the chain or waste time with despair … all of his energy was poured into this task. Nigel imagined that this was how Warren approached physics problems, with a singular focus like this.

It’s just a hallucination from the toxic gasses, Nigel told himself as a bolt of lightning lit up the world for a moment and he saw the group of dead people waiting in the weeds and tall grasses—at least two dozen of them—all of them just standing there watching. Their heads and bodies were caked with mud that the rain was beginning to wash away. Their rotting clothing was torn apart, hanging off of them in strips of tattered cloth. Their eyes and teeth seemed almost luminous in the sudden light, their mouths hung open.

It’s just a hallucination … just a hallucination … justahallucination …

Snap! The link of chain Warren was sawing broke apart and the chain fell instantly slack, but it was still wrapped around the bars. Warren pulled it all the way free and slung it away into the darkness.

Nigel stared at Warren as he looked beyond the gates at the group of standing dead men out there waiting for them.

“You see them too?” Nigel asked.

Warren just nodded. He reached out to pull the gates open, not wasting time with talk.

“Wait!” Nigel said. “The piece of plywood. And the salt.”

Warren nodded. “Oh yeah.” He grabbed one of the containers of salt and poured a large circle of the salt just off of the pavers. Once the gates were pulled open he would be behind the iron gate, protected slightly—although the dead would only have to come around the gate to get to him.

Nigel poured a circle of salt for himself, going around the circle several times, using all of the salt in the container. He stared down at the circle as the rain washed it away. He looked at Warren at the other side of the gates standing next to his own circle and he could practically read the thoughts in the man’s eyes: What happens if the rain washes all of the salt away?


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

Shane and Kristen ran through the kitchen towards the basement doorway which was now a black rectangle of darkness that looked like a mouth inviting them down into the beast’s throat. Shane shined his flashlight beam down the basement stairs. He went down first, moving as quickly as he could, yet not too fast—he didn’t want to fall down these steps.

The wood creaked beneath his weight. The walls seemed to groan more as they ventured down into the manor’s depths.

At the bottom of the steps Shane took a moment to shine his light around. To their left, the basement disappeared into the darkness, but Shane knew that Nick, Laura, and Billy had gone to the right … to the older part of the basement where the concrete and block walls gave way to stacked stone walls blackened by leaky mortar and mold over the years.

They found Billy’s camera in the older section of the basement … and then his flashlight … and then a spray of blood across the stone floor.

“Oh God,” Kristen whispered. “It got them.”

“No,” Shane said. He couldn’t explain it to Kristen, but he could still feel Laura, he could tell that she was still alive. It was almost like she was a beacon reaching out to him; a weak beacon, but still a beacon.

And if Laura was still alive, that had to mean that Nick was still alive.

“I don’t think it got Nick and Laura,” Shane said.

“But … the blood …”

“I think it just got Billy. I don’t know how I know, I just do.”

Kristen nodded as she stared at Shane. “I feel them too.”

She understood, Shane thought. Kristen was having the same psychic feelings like he was. Maybe they all were psychically sensitive while they were here in the Thornhill Manor. Maybe everyone had these abilities hidden deep down inside of them, but it took a place like this to draw them out.

Shane figured the reason that Kristen was down here with him was because she felt some degree of responsibility for her uncle’s behavior and the weight of correcting the wrongs fell on her shoulders. He wished he could tell her not to bear the burden of her uncle’s actions. He wished he could comfort her, but they didn’t have the time right now.

“Come on,” Shane said and he moved past the smears of blood on the floor. Kristen was right behind him, huddled up close to him. They went into the oldest section of the basement that consisted of stacked stone walls that formed a dugout room.

Then they saw it—the doorway. The wall of stones had crumbled away, piled up on the floor in front of what looked like the opening of a tunnel in the wall.

Shane stared at the opening into the tunnel for a moment, shining his light inside. The light beam only penetrated the darkness so far, and the tunnel seemed to go on forever, descending down like a tunnel to hell. He had a vision of the earthquake finally happening while they were in that tunnel, trapping them in there. He saw himself crushed under rock, in unbearable agony as he cried out into total darkness, each inhalation of air sucking up the last of the precious oxygen that was left in the small pocket of air among the collapsed rock. The vision seemed so real, it felt so real … like he was actually there in that moment, trapped.

“Shane,” Kristen said.

Her voice snapped him out of his thoughts and realized that Kristen was standing right in front of him, right in front of the opening, one leg already through the ragged hole in the stone wall. She was waiting for him to follow her. He hadn’t even seen her walk in front of him, trapped inside the prison of his own mind for a moment.

For a moment he had been paralyzed with fear and he almost told Kristen that he didn’t think he could do this. He thought he had overcome his fears long ago; he thought he had proven that to himself over and over again by locking himself inside haunted houses and buildings, forcing himself to stay the night alone in those places—he thought he had finally faced the panic-inducing fears from the Cranston House; he thought those fears were long behind him … but they had come back in full force while here inside the Thornhill Manor.

But he didn’t tell Kristen any of that. She was worried about her uncle … the things her uncle had done didn’t matter to her; the fact that her uncle was losing his mind from whatever presence that lived on this island didn’t matter to her … she still loved him and wanted to save him. And they needed to help Laura. Maybe Nick wouldn’t hurt her or kill her, but in his state of mind right now who knew for sure.

Shane pushed his fears away and he followed Kristen into the tunnel of rock.

They had to walk single-file, Kristen leading the way now with her flashlight. The tunnel of rock grew more cramped the farther they walked. The silence was deafening and it felt to Shane like they were inside a soundproofed room. The air was cold and thick and it seemed to have a slight metallic taste. He prayed that the batteries in their flashlights wouldn’t die down here and leave them stuck in the dark. He could hear Kristen’s labored breathing in front of him, her hiking boots scuffing along the rock floor. He could hear her breaths … quick like his. Maybe she could feel the pressure pushing down on her chest like he could.

They descended deeper into the earth, farther below the manor through the twisting and turning tunnel, the rock walls squeezing in close for a few feet, then widening again to a more comfortable space.

Shane realized that they were far underneath the manor now, down inside the island. The being was down here. Maybe the being was this manor … or the island itself. He felt like they were venturing down its throat and into its belly. He couldn’t help seeing the manor … and now the island underneath it … like it was alive, somehow animated by this godlike being that the Thornhills had awakened a hundred and fifty years ago.

Panicked thoughts began to race through Shane’s mind. What if Nick and Laura weren’t down here? What if this opening to the tunnel had been a ruse to get them down inside the depths of rock so Nick and Billy could seal it up somehow? He could see the two of them in his mind as they worked feverishly to seal the opening in the wall back up with stones and mortar. After he and Kristen finally turned around after hours of aimless wandering, they would return to find the opening sealed shut.

Shane’s breathing was quickening and he could feel a bout of pure panic wanting to take over … and when they came up to a wall of rock that blocked their way, he knew his worst fears had come true. It hadn’t been wild imaginings; it had been a premonition of his and Kristen’s bleak future. It had been a warning.

“The tunnel ends,” Kristen said in panicky disbelief. She turned around and stared at Shane with wide eyes. This area was big enough for them to stand side by side.

Shane moved closer to the rock wall, running his hand along it. “Shit,” he said. “We have to go back. Maybe we missed some kind of tunnel off of this tunnel.” But he didn’t really believe that. He was really beginning to think that they had been tricked into entering this tunnel.

Yet he couldn’t help feeling that Laura was down here. He could feel that beacon reaching out to him, drawing him closer. It was stronger than ever down here.

“Wait,” Kristen whispered. “I hear something.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

Warren pulled the gates open.

The horde of zombie things, of unearthed dead people, moved closer, but they hadn’t rushed them yet. They were still waiting.

Warren wrestled with the large piece of plywood, fighting the wind to get it into position to drop it down over the threshold and break the line of iron. The dead would be able to cross then, if Shane was right. Warren’s plan was to let the plywood fall down across the threshold and then rush back to his circle of salt behind the open gate.

He looked at Nigel as he held the plywood upright.

Nigel nodded his head … he was ready.

Warren glanced back at the group of beings gathered together beyond the open gates, silhouettes in the darkness, thin shoulders slumped, emaciated limbs hanging down, skeletal hands clenching into fists, mouths agape, yellowed and jagged teeth in their jaws, scraggily hair and tattered remnants of clothing fluttering around in the storm winds. Their eyes almost seemed to glow with a dull yellowish light, a sickly luminance from whatever demonic spirits animated them.

Warren let the plywood fall down and it plopped down like a drawbridge. He ran back for his circle of salt but he couldn’t find it. Had it completely washed away already from the rain?

He spotted the discarded carton and then he saw the faint outline of the circle of salt among the weeds and grass, but it was dissolving fast. He hopped inside the ring of salt and turned around to look at what was coming, holding onto the bars of the gate. He didn’t want to, but he had to see.

The zombies rushed inside the open gates.

Nigel stood on the other side of the stone path inside his own circle of salt; he stood tall and poised, his head held high with English dignity, ready to face whatever consequences were coming their way without complaint, without whimpering.

And Warren fed off of Nigel’s bravery, even if it was an alcohol-induced mock-bravado—a concern about his appearance right up to the end. Warren suddenly found himself standing taller and straighter as the dead people rushed right up towards them.

He had hoped that the zombies would rush right on past them towards the Thornhill Manor. But they didn’t. Instead, they ran right towards him.

This was it, Warren thought. His death was coming in mere seconds. In a moment he would be eaten or torn apart … but he knew that after those moments of pain and terror were over he would move on to another plane of existence. The consciousness, the soul … it didn’t die—it was energy in its purest form, and energy couldn’t be destroyed any more than it could be created. These zombies brought back to life by whatever controlled them were just displacements of energy. Warren was comforted by the fact that his consciousness was going to a different dimension, somewhere where his daughter was. He would find her somehow.

Warren had a smile on his face as he thought about Erin.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

“Do you hear it?” Kristen asked Shane.

Shane’s mind was buzzing with panic, but somehow the calmness in Kristen’s voice rocketed him back down to earth. He was the one who was supposed to be the expert here, the leader of this expedition. He was supposed to be comforting Kristen, not her comforting him. He needed to gather himself and show some resolve, die with some dignity if it came to that.

Shane did his best to clear his mind, to concentrate on this sound that Kristen was hearing. He felt most of the panic and fear drain out of him like water pouring out of a cracked vessel and he cocked his head a little, concentrating and listening.

And then he heard it—there was a shout coming from somewhere. Faint, but it was a shout. And then another shout. A male voice. But it wasn’t a scream of fear or pain. No, it was more like excitement, a whoop of delight.

It was Nick yelling something. It had to be. But Shane couldn’t make the words out.

Could the echo of Nick’s voice be traveling to them from somewhere far off?

Or could this be a trick? Another apparition created by the being that ruled this island and this manor? Could this being be mimicking Nick’s voice just like it had mimicked Warren’s daughter?

Shane heard Nick yell again. He could almost make out the words. He turned towards the sound. It seemed to be coming from behind the dead end they stood in front of, yet it also seemed far beyond the rock.

“Turn off your flashlight,” Shane told Kristen.

Kristen hesitated a moment, staring at Shane, her eyes big and round in the scant light from their lantern and flashlights.

“Keep your finger on the button,” he told her. “But just shut it off for thirty seconds.”

“Why?”

“I’m looking for something.”

“In the dark?”

“You’ll see.”

Kristen let out a long breath and then clicked her flashlight off.

Then Shane turned his flashlight off. “It’s okay,” he whispered to Kristen. “I’m right here.” As frightened as he had been, it was somewhat comforting to have someone to console—a distraction to take his mind off of his own fears. She needed him to be brave for her; she needed his strength.

She didn’t respond to his words, but he could hear her rapid breaths. He concentrated in the darkness, letting Laura’s beacon pull him forward. And then he saw it.

“There,” he whispered. “You see it?”

“I see it,” Kristen said.

A crack of light shined in the darkness around the dead end, drawing a ragged arch … another doorway.

Shane turned his flashlight back on and Kristen turned hers back on a second later. They shined their lights right at the dead end of rock. Except it wasn’t a dead end, it was some kind of door … if they could just find a way to get it open.

“Help me find some kind of button or lever,” Shane told her.

Kristen felt along the edges, digging her fingers into a crease in the rock.

Shane ran his fingers down along the other side, and then he felt a depression in the rock, stuck his fingers inside and he felt something like a rock handle. He pulled back on it and heard a loud click from inside the rock.

The door pushed open, swinging slowly towards them on some kind of hidden hinge, a faint light glowed from beyond it, shining a little brighter now. After they pushed the rock door open all the way and jammed it open with a rock they found just inside the doorway, they saw a wide set of stone steps leading down into the caverns and curving around a rock wall.

Nick’s voice was clearer now. He was talking excitedly, his voice carrying easily now and bouncing off the smooth rock, but his words were still a little garbled.

“Uncle Nick,” Kristen said and hurried down the steps.

Shane followed her down the curving stone steps. He heard Laura’s voice along the way, her words clear now. “Nick!” Laura shouted. “You need to get out of there! It’s dangerous!”

And then Shane heard the sound of splashing water.

A moment later Shane and Kristen saw what Laura was talking about. The bottom of the stone steps opened up into a gigantic cavern the size of a supermarket. The ceiling, thirty feet above them, curved over top of them. The walls were smooth rock, like they had been eroded away by water over millions of years. Across the cavern, in the middle of it, was a wide stream of water—an underground babbling brook that disappeared into the darkness in the distance. But the water was dark and Nick was standing in it up to his knees.

Nick beamed at them, not at all surprised to see them in the cavern. Or maybe he just didn’t care anymore. His gun seemed to have been forgotten in his hand.

“I found it!” Nick yelled at them. “I finally found it!”
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“You have to get out of there!” Laura told Nick. She stood halfway between the bottom of the stone steps and the edge of the water, her bound hands hanging down in front of her. “It’s not safe!”

Shane looked at Laura.

She turned and stared at him and Kristen—not surprised to see them.

“Come on, Laura,” Shane told her. “We need to go.”

Shane rushed over to Laura and untied her wrists. But she wasn’t coming with them. Instead, she looked back at Nick who stood in the water.

“Uncle Nick,” Kristen said with tears in her eyes. She took a few steps towards the river of black water. “We need to get out of here.”

The rock walls rumbled around them, the floor shaking, dust raining down on them.

“You feel that, Uncle Nick?” Kristen yelled at him. “This whole place is going to cave in!”

“You don’t understand, Kristen,” Nick said, still smiling. “You don’t understand what I’ve found here. This is the answer … the answer to everything.”

“What is it?” she asked, seemingly curious even with the danger all around them, hypnotized momentarily by her uncle’s enthusiasm.

Nick shoved the gun down into the waistband of his pants. He walked around in a small circle in the water, kicking the dark water around, still smiling like a child on Christmas morning. “This is life!”

“It’s not what you think,” Laura said to Nick. “It’s a trick, just like everything else here is a trick.”

“No, this is real,” Nick snapped at her. He bent over and splashed the water up onto his face. He stood back up and looked at Shane and Kristen. “I was never going to hurt Laura,” he said, suddenly changing the conversation. “I just needed her to find this place for me.”

“What about us?” Shane asked him. “Were you going to hurt us?”

Nick looked insulted by Shane’s question. “Of course not. I wasn’t going to hurt anyone. I wanted this for everyone … for the world.”

“What about Harold?” Shane asked as the anger boiled inside of him now. “He’s gone. What about Billy? Where’s Billy? What happened to him?”

Nick sighed like he was suddenly annoyed. “I figured there would be some casualties along the way; there always is when something truly great is discovered.” He looked at Laura. “And you helped me. There was no way I could’ve gotten construction equipment to do this. The machines would’ve torn this place up; they would’ve destroyed everything as we looked for it. No, this place needed to be found, the doorways needed to be opened, and you did it.”

“What is it?” Kristen asked again. “An underground river? That’s what you’ve been looking for?”

“It’s more than that,” Nick said. “This is what explorers have searched centuries for. It’s what Ponce De Leon scoured the Florida beaches for.”

No, Shane thought … it couldn’t be …

“The Fountain of Youth,” Nick said, splashing the dark water again, stomping around in it like a kid playing in a rainstorm. “And it’s going to cure me. It’s going to cure everyone.”

Shane thought of Harold’s explanation of the poisonous gasses drifting up from these caverns under the Thornhill Manor. He wondered if Nick was seeing something they weren’t seeing, believing that this muddy underground stream was the famed curing waters of the Fountain of Youth.

“I’ve got cancer,” Nick told them. “Terminal cancer. They gave me nine months to live. A year if I’m lucky. But now … now I’ll live forever.”

Laura watched Nick, but then everything seemed to disappear …

• • • • •

Laura was in the past now—back to when Thaddeus Thornhill first got to this island with his four native guides

The five men had trekked from the cove and into the jungles, climbing the hills, cutting away branches and vines as they ventured deeper into the brush.

And then they saw the clearing … and Thaddeus Thornhill knew it was real; all the torturing of the LaRoux family had paid off. Even after the father swore that he was telling the truth about this island and its secret, even after LaRoux told him where he had hidden the maps, Thaddeus Thornhill continued to torture the remaining members of LaRoux’s family as the man wailed in misery strapped to the wooden chair, watching his family being mutilated. But Thaddeus Thornhill continued cutting and sawing flesh from LaRoux’s family, breaking bones, inflicting unbearable pain … he had to be sure that LaRoux was telling the truth.

And now, as he stared down into the gigantic hole in the ground, at the ancient stone steps leading down into the earth and rock, he knew it was all true.

Laura felt like she was floating just outside of the group of men, and she felt time shift forward slightly. She watched as Thaddeus Thornhill ran his machete blade through one of the guide’s torsos, the man staring back at him in shock. The other three were about to run, but Thaddeus pulled his revolver out and aimed it at them.

“He can live!” Thaddeus promised them. “But you have to take him down to a river of water in the caverns below. Those waters will heal him. I have to see if it will work.”

Thaddeus held his pistol aimed at the men as they carried their injured man down into the ground, carefully working their way down the stone steps with only a kerosene lantern to light their way.

Laura was underground with them as they went deeper down into the earth, down into a maze of ancient tunnels dug into this rock so long ago. Ancient people built a monument to a long forgotten god here … somehow Laura knew that. But even though that god was forgotten, she felt its presence down here as it roamed these dark tunnels for thousands of years, waiting for someone to come along.

Time shifted forward again and they all stood inside the large cavern. Thaddeus Thornhill raced towards the underground river of black water. The river emptied into a large pool that bubbled like a hot tub and the other end disappeared into the darkness. How far did this stream of water go? Miles maybe. An unlimited supply of these healing waters. He touched the dark water, running his hand through it … the water was so cool, so refreshing. It felt alive somehow.

And it was all his now.

The three men led the injured man into the waters, leaving behind a trail of blood on the rock floor as they dragged him. The man was nearly dead, barely clinging to consciousness. But once he was in the water, he woke up with a rush of energy, his eyes wide with shock and fear. The hole in his abdomen and back stopped bleeding immediately. The other three men backed away, letting the man stand on his own in the knee-high water.

“I told you,” Thaddeus told the men.

They smiled at each other, talking in low tones in their own tongue, crossing themselves in prayer at the miracle they had just witnessed.

And then Laura watched Thaddeus Thornhill shoot all four of his men from where she floated. He knew that the god down here craved sacrifices. He shot each man in the head, one by one. He would’ve loved to have drawn their deaths out, made them suffer for days to show his appreciation to this god for the gifts of these waters, but Thaddeus knew that he would bring many more sacrifices to this god in the future. Yes, many more sacrifices. And he would build a church for this god above these caverns and this underground river … he would build a manor.

And over the years Thaddeus Thornhill had the manor built. And over the years he sacrificed many more people. He made them suffer and then he dipped them down into the healing waters to continue their suffering on and on for the amusement of the god. And then Thaddeus buried them in coffins outside the iron fence around the manor. They remained alive inside those boxes of wood, their minds reduced to white blurs of insanity after decades of confinement.

Laura jumped ahead years in time. She saw a group of men from the islands that had come to find the Thornhills and expose their alchemy and crimes. She watched as they dug a grave up. She watched as they cracked the casket open. She saw the writhing thing inside that used to be a person … someone still alive, someone who couldn’t die, someone infected by those dark waters.

But the islanders saw an undead person … they saw a vampire, a zombie. They hammered a stake through the begging creature’s chest, pinning it down to the coffin. Then they nailed the coffin shut again and left the creature in the ground, shoveling the dirt down over it again.

These zombies could never be killed, and the islanders couldn’t allow them out of the caskets. They could never be brought back to their islands for proper burials. They were the damned now. And this island was damned. This island, Devil’s Island, needed to be avoided at all costs.

• • • • •

Laura’s eyes popped open. She was back in the cavern now with Shane, Kristen, and Nick. “Thaddeus Thornhill gave sacrifices to it … he fed it. And now it’s strong. It’s so strong.”

The earth and rock rumbled again.

“We have to go,” Shane said.

“Uncle Nick,” Kristen cried. “We have to go!”

“I can’t leave now,” Nick told her, his voice echoing through the darkness. “I can’t leave this now that I’ve found it.”

Laura’s eyes widened in horror. She’d seen the truth in her vision, the truth of what the Fountain of Youth really was. “You have to get out of the water!” Laura yelled at Nick.

Shane and Kristen watched the darkness beyond Nick. Shane saw something moving around back there in the distance, something wading through the water and getting closer.

“There’s something in the water with you!” Laura yelled, taking a step towards the stream.

Shane grabbed Laura’s shoulder gently, keeping her back.

Nick stood very still in the stream, the dark water rippling and bubbling around his legs. He held his pistol in one hand, his flashlight in the other. The lantern he and Laura had carried down here was set down on the rock floor near the edge of the stream. It provided a lot of light, but kept everything beyond them in darkness. And the sound of something wading in the water was in that darkness … something coming this way.

“Uncle Nick!” Kristen yelled. She took a few steps closer to the stream but both Laura and Shane grabbed her.

Nick ignored Kristen. He turned around to see what was approaching from the darkness. And a moment later all of them saw two thin figures emerge, walking hand in hand. They were tall, their clothing rags, their hair stringy, hanging down past their shoulders.

“No,” Nick whispered as he shook his head and took a step back in the flowing water.

“It’s the Thornhills,” Laura yelled at Nick. “They’re still alive. You have to get out of the water. Get away from them.”

The Thornhills stepped into the large sphere of light put out by the lanterns. The husband and wife were impossibly old, but still vibrant.

“This can’t be right,” Nick whispered. “This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be. It’s not supposed to be like this!” He sounded like a petulant child who hadn’t gotten his way, a child cheated out of a promise.

A crashing noise from the stone steps whirled Shane, Kristen, and Laura around. More monsters were coming this way—they were rushing down the stone steps right towards them.
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Kristen screamed. The horrors that she’d seen glimpses of outside the iron fence were right in front of her now—no barrier between her and those undead things anymore.

Dozens of the rotting figures rushed down the steps towards them. They moved as one, like a giant creature made up of smaller ones, but all with a singular purpose to move forward. Their arms reached out as they ran, hands curled into claws, mouths and eyes wide open, teeth gnashing. They looked like dead people who had impossibly dug their way up from their own graves.

And maybe they had. Maybe they had been unleashed somehow from their burials around the manor.

Shane stood in front of Kristen and Laura, bracing himself … but what was he going to do? The horde of dead creatures was rushing right towards them and they weren’t going to stop.

• • • • •

Nick stared at the Thornhills as they walked through the knee-high dark water towards him. He’d studied their photographs before beginning this expedition. He’d researched their lives. He could still see their features on these two dead things that walked towards him, but these things were monsters now, like some mummies dug up from a tomb. Their skin was leathery and paper-thin, pasted to their skulls, and it was spiderwebbed with millions of fine wrinkles. Their muscles had wasted away, making them look skeletal, but they still moved forward through the dark water with powerful strides and twitchy movements. And Nick swore he saw a glowing energy in their wide, bulging eyes … maybe the being, the god down here, was animating them.

This was all wrong. These waters were supposed to heal, to revitalize, to bring back youth, not keep someone painfully alive long after they were supposed to be dead.

Nick still hadn’t moved. The warm underground water rippled around his legs, the water constantly moving from the bubbling spring behind him. But now the water felt colder. It felt oily and alive somehow, like some kind of liquid creature that was caressing his legs, stroking his flesh, inspecting the prize it now had in its grasp.

The Thornhills were whispering something as they walked forward. He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but they kept on whispering the same thing … like some kind of chant or ritualistic invocation.

They’re calling it … they’re calling the being … their god …

Nick thought of what Laura had said, what she’d just warned him about. The being … the Thornhills brought it here or they had awakened it. They had fed it and now it was strong. Was the being in the water with them now … was it the black water itself? Was it some alien creature that Nick could never hope to understand?

The whispers from the Thornhills’ crusty and cracked lips continued as they got closer, their approach relentless and methodical. It was like they knew Nick couldn’t run … like he wouldn’t run.

“No,” Nick screamed at the ancient husband and wife. “No, this is all wrong! This isn’t how it’s supposed to be!” He raised his gun and aimed it at the mummified couple. He pulled the trigger and shot Mr. Thornhill in the forehead. His head rocked back, the back of it exploding open in a spray of dust—no blood or gore, only a puff of dust.

Nick shot them again and again. He shot Mrs. Thornhill in the face, blowing away a part of her jaw in a spray of dust. He shot them in the arms, the torso, the legs. The bullets rocked their bodies a little, but the bullets didn’t stop them from coming. Nothing could stop them from coming, Nick realized.

When Nick finally turned to run it was too late.

• • • • •

Shane grabbed Kristen and Laura, holding on to them … and they grabbed at him, all of them huddling together for protection. He was sure he would feel the undead slam into them at any second; he would feel their fingers dig into his skin, their jagged yellow teeth bite into his flesh.

But the stampede of mummified dead passed them by.

Shane turned to look. The horde of dead rushed on past them towards the black stream of water where Nick wrestled with the Thornhills. Shane had heard the gunshots from Nick’s gun, but those gunshots hadn’t even slowed the Thornhills down.

Nick was screaming now.

“Uncle Nick!” Kristen wailed and she started for the stream.

“You can’t do anything for him now,” Laura told Kristen as she held her. “He made his choice.”

Laura’s words seemed to freeze Kristen. She watched as the living mummies splashed into the water, practically gliding across the dark surface. The Thornhills saw them coming and they sucked at Nick’s flesh like they were trying to gobble up his blood and flesh to gain strength for the fight that was coming. But it was too late; the dead were all over the Thornhills, ripping away at them, the victims enacting their revenge.

Kristen crumpled in on herself; doubling over as she sobbed … she seemed to be struggling between sadness, horror, and fear. She seemed frozen in indecision, like she didn’t know if she should run towards the water or run away from it in terror.

The quaking walls and floor made up her mind for her. It was the strongest quake yet. Chunks of rocks fell down from the stone ceiling high above them, some of them landing in the river of dark water, some of them landing on the gigantic ball of dead people. Nick couldn’t even be seen among them anymore, perhaps already torn apart into scraps by now.

Shane, Kristen, and Laura ran for the stone steps. Another strong shockwave nearly knocked them off their feet. Shane slammed into Kristen and Laura as he was thrown off-balance, almost bowling them over. But they all managed to stay on their feet.

“You okay?!” Shane shouted at them.

Neither one answered, both of them trying to stay on their feet and hold on to their flashlights. The beams of light bounced around wildly.

The world down here felt strange to Shane, like everything he’d thought was solid was now untrustworthy and shaky. It seemed to be a metaphor for this manor, for this whole island.

Shane was afraid he was going to die down here, trapped in this tunnel below the earth, trapped in the darkness within the belly of this beast. He and Kristen and Laura were going to be crushed to death down here and no one would ever find them. They would be stuck down here with the undying dead. He had a horrible thought of being pinned under a rock in the darkness, a leg smashed and useless, and then the horde of dead coming back to find him, perhaps picking up the scent of his blood (or fear) and descending on him like a pack of wild wolves to suck him dry of his blood and flesh.

He pushed that image out of his mind as he tried his best to get all the way up the shaking stone steps. Small pebbles and pieces of rocks pelted him as he ran. He skirted out of the way before one large rock almost landed on him. The air was getting thick with dust.

They reached the top of the steps and saw that the doorway was still open even with all of the shaking. Shane had been afraid that the slab of rock that served as the door might have closed and jammed shut from the quake. But it was still open, the rock still wedged at the bottom of it.

The quaking stopped for a moment. Shane crawled over some large boulders that had fallen down from the ceiling, and then he turned to lend a hand to Kristen and Laura, helping them over the rocks.

Thank God the shaking had stopped for a moment, Shane thought. But he knew it was going to begin again in the next few seconds. What if the tunnel collapsed while they were inside?

But he couldn’t think about that. He led the way through the tunnel with one of the flashlights; he was at a full run now. His footsteps echoed back at him from the nearly impenetrable darkness he was running into, his quick breaths filling his ears.

They made it halfway through the tunnel before the shaking started again. Kristen whimpered from behind Shane. The air felt stale and dusty, and there seemed to be a slight metallic taste on his tongue mixed in with almost a sweet, sugary taste—perhaps the toxic gasses that Harold had told them about.

The thought of Harold made Shane think of Billy and the splash of blood they had seen earlier. He turned his head a little as he ran. “Where’s Billy? What happened to him?”

“It got him,” was all Laura said from behind him.

And that was explanation enough for Shane. He knew that they didn’t need to go and look for him. He was as gone as Harold and Nick were now.

The rock walls around them rumbled again, a slow shaking that was building in intensity. Shane thought the rumbling sounded like the hunger pangs of a giant stomach.

Miraculously the shaking stopped. But the tunnel was filling up with dust as small rocks and pebbles rained down on them. The flashlight beams barely penetrated the dusty black wall in front of them. But Shane continued on, tripping over a few larger rocks on the floor, but keeping his balance.

A crack ran along the rock wall on the left side of them, the sound of splitting rock sounded like a thunderclap down here in this enclosed space.

God, we’re not going to make it. We’re really going to die down here.

Kristen cried out from behind Shane as they ran.

“We’ll be okay!” Shane told her. “Just keep going! We’re going to make it out of here! I promise!”

Shane’s false promises were even making himself feel a little better, lifting his spirits some, so hopefully they were working on Kristen.

Another series of quakes shook the walls and floor. The ceiling above them seemed to be shifting. From far behind them down the tunnel there was a crashing of larger rocks that sounded like gunshots.

Kristen and Laura screamed from behind Shane.

More rocks rained down on them, the air was so dusty it was almost too thick to breathe.

Just when Shane thought the walls were going to close in and collapse on them, the rumbling stopped and the rock around them was still again. They had all stopped walking for a moment, unable to keep their balance on the shaking floor.

“You okay?” Shane called out into the thick dust. A rock had hit him on the top of his head so hard it had jarred the flashlight out of his hand. For a moment his claustrophobic world went black, and then he saw bright motes of white lights dancing in front of his eyes, until one of the lights grew brighter … it was the flashlight on the ground.

“Shane!” Kristen and Laura’s voices came from somewhere in the darkness—from so far away at first. But now their voices were getting louder, clearer.

He realized that he had been on the verge of passing out. Then the pain on the top of his head screamed at him. He touched his head and felt the wetness of blood there. “I’m okay,” he mumbled at Kristen and Laura, and then he picked his flashlight up. At least the lightbulb hadn’t broken. “Let’s keep going!”

As they ran farther down the tunnel, Shane saw another massive crack in the rock floor beyond the group of rocks he stood in front of. The crack was big enough to stick his hand into if he wanted to (which he didn’t). He could see the floor opening up all the way when the next quake came, the entire floor giving way, all of them falling down into some dark abyss.

The vision was enough incentive to get him going again. “Watch out for the crack in the floor!” he told Laura and Kristen. “Don’t get your foot caught in it.” He coughed into his hand and pushed on through. He couldn’t help feeling that this was their last chance to get out of here. Another strong quake like that and this tunnel probably wouldn’t hold up.

Almost there. We have to be almost there.

And then he saw it, the opening in the block wall. He could see the jagged edges of the stones where the wall had crumbled away.

We’re almost there … almost … there …

Shane kept his flashlight beam trained on the jagged opening as he ran faster, sprinting recklessly across the rocks that littered the tunnel floor.

And then two terrible things happened at the same time. One: the tunnel began shaking again, knocking all three of them off-balance. Two: A shadow moved outside the opening—someone was out there in the basement.
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Shane got out of the tunnel first. He staggered across the shaking floor, but he still tried to shine his flashlight around to spot what had been out here waiting for them. He didn’t see anything in the darkness

Kristen was the next one out. Then Laura squeezed out just as the stone wall crumbled away even more, all of it collapsing to rubble.

The basement was shaking badly, the concrete floor shifting. Cracks lined the block and stone walls of the basement, whole sections of block peeling away and crashing down to the floor. The floor joists above their heads were groaning and moving, wood popped. The whole house was going to collapse down on top of them.

Shane raced forward into the pitch-black basement, skirting the piles and stacks of boxes and crates that had fallen over. Their flashlight beams barely knifed through the blackness.

There was a noise off to their right. Then more noises to their left. Things were moving around in the dark and they sounded squishy. Shane imagined some kind of amphibious life that lived down in those black waters, blind from all the eons down there in the darkness, creatures that had pushed their way up from the bowls of the earth, watching them now with blind, filmy eyes … more manifestations from the being, pieces of itself coming to life.

“Don’t look at them!” Shane yelled. “Just keep running!”

Shane didn’t heed his own advice. He shined a light over at the pale beings and watched as they seemed to melt down onto the floor into heaps of flesh, spreading out along the floor and turning dark. He kept on moving. The shaking all around them had subsided a little now, but the quakes were getting more and more frequent. He pushed on past whatever was growing in the darkness, entering the newer section of the basement and then he saw the stairs that led up to the kitchen.

As he led the way up the stairs the shaking started again and the door above slammed shut … but then it rocketed back open from the splintered frame that Shane had destroyed earlier with the crowbar. At least that door couldn’t close on them and trap them down here.

• • • • •

Laura saw that Kristen was right behind her as she ran up the stairs. She looked back as she ran and saw the tidal wave of black liquid that was rushing up the steps towards them. It looked like a river of dark blood. She thought of the Fountain of Youth far down below them in the caverns and she couldn’t help thinking that this was what the Fountain water truly looked like … it wasn’t the pristine healing waters people had thought it was throughout history … it was a thick, viscous fluid, a dark liquid that hid the horrors squirming around inside of it, the horrors that kept a person alive but not young and healthy, it kept them old and in pain. She knew this; she could feel it like the knowledge was drifting from the mass of black liquid up to her, like it was some kind of alien lifeform communicating telepathically with her. And who knew … maybe it was. Maybe it was some alien thing that had lived down here for hundreds of thousands of years until it was unearthed by humans centuries ago and then worshipped as a god.

She turned back around. They were halfway up the basement steps now. But that wave of black liquid was gaining on them.

• • • • •

Shane bounded up the basement steps. He heard the wood creaking underneath his feet; he could feel the steps splintering. Kristen and Laura were right behind him. Beams and joists were crashing down in the basement below them. The floors above in some areas were finally collapsing down into the basement. Maybe the second and third floors were already crashing down above them and they only had seconds to live. Shane had that terrible image in his mind of being trapped in the rubble with whatever lived here on this island, trapped under the rubble as that wave of black liquid poured down in between the cracks to get to his helpless body. He pushed those thoughts away again.

Shane bolted out of the basement doorway into the kitchen. He turned and watched Laura and then Kristen rush out of the rectangle of darkness. Laura turned and slammed the door shut but it creaked back open. She turned and started running, her eyes wide with fear. “It’s coming after us!”

They all ran through the kitchen as the walls seemed to sway back and forth all around them. The windows above the sink shattered, spraying hundred year old glass at them. Shane threw an arm up over his face as he ran, but he felt some of the sharp little diamonds of glass pelting his skin and they reminded him of Harold’s teeth thrown at them up on the third floor.

Oh God, Harold … They couldn’t save him or Billy. Maybe Harold and Billy had helped Nick all along the way, maybe they were bad men, but he still hated the thought of all three of them trapped here in this rubble, their bodies lost forever.

The three of them ran from the kitchen into the vast dining hall.

“Watch out for the chandelier!” Shane shouted as he veered to the right, far away from the monstrous glass and metal thing hanging from the ceiling. Only a second later the chandelier broke loose and crashed down to the floor, pieces of glass shooting out in all directions. Shane couldn’t help feeling that the manor was trying to hurt them as they escaped it, trying to keep them here, trying to trap them in here forever.

As they approached their base of operations, Kristen darted to the tables with the laptops on them.

“What are you doing?” Shane yelled.

“We need those!” She tried to grab at the laptops, pulling on the cords that were still hooked up to power strips on the floor. But now the manor was shaking so badly that Kristen fell over and lost her hold on the laptop.

“Leave it!” Shane yelled as he helped her up. “We don’t have time!”

A deafening crash from above them got Kristen moving. The whole dining area that they had just run across was caving in now from the weight above. It looked like something out of a disaster movie, destruction coming towards them in slow motion.

Shane knew Kristen wanted the laptops, she wanted proof of the things they had seen here. She also wanted her uncle’s last moments caught on film, his last project salvaged … but they couldn’t let themselves get killed over it.

The foyer was still so far away … the front doors still so far away after that.

Shane thought of Nigel and Warren. They must’ve gotten the gates open because all of the buried dead had gotten through and raced down to the caverns below. He hoped that Warren hadn’t made good on his promise to come back down there to help them. No, they would’ve seen them along the way, though.

Not if that thing got them like it had gotten Billy and Harold.

Or maybe the zombies had torn them apart as soon as they got inside the gate.

But if they had remained inside the circles of salt, that should’ve protected them. But he didn’t know for sure.

He prayed to God that Nigel and Warren had stayed safe, and that they had remained outside and hadn’t come inside the manor to look for them.

The three of them ran through the archway into the huge foyer. The ceiling two stories above them was crumbling, large chunks of plaster raining down on them. The floor felt spongy and untrustworthy … it was like running across giant lily pads that were going to sink down into the muck at any moment.

The stack of drywall had fallen over sometime earlier, crushing everything beneath it. The front doors were still wide open. Both glass panels on each side of the front doors were shattered now and jagged pieces stuck up all around the frame.

They were almost to the front door when Shane heard someone calling them.
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“Kristen! Laura! Shane!”

Shane heard Nigel calling them. And Warren. They were outside the front doors, maybe on the front porch. But at least they were safe. They were alive.

As Shane, Kristen, and Laura ran through the foyer, the room collapsed behind them. They bolted out through the front doors and onto the wide porch.

Nigel and Warren waited for them at the steps, both of them drenched from the rain.

“Come on!” Shane yelled as he jumped down the steps to the path of pavers. He managed to grab Warren’s arm, turning him around in the process. “The manor’s collapsing!”

Nigel and Warren didn’t need any more explanation than that. All five of them ran down the weedy pathway towards the gates.

“Look!” Kristen shouted as they ran. “Look at the gates!”

Shane had already seen it—the gates were closing slowly. He ran even faster and he was the first one through the closing gates. He heard the entire manor crashing behind them in the darkness, a roar of noise, but Shane concentrated only on the iron gate, on holding it open as much as he could. But he felt the gate closing, pushing him through the muck with it as he tried to hold on. It seemed like it was the being’s last stand, one last effort to keep them inside its prison, one last chance to hurt them.

Laura and Kristen bolted through the narrowing opening next, but Nigel and Warren weren’t going to make it.

Now that Shane was on the other side of the iron fence he saw what was happening to the manor. A flash of lightning revealed what was coming for them. The massive three story structure was toppling over towards them, the roof from three stories above them falling down, about to crush them.

Warren didn’t turn around to see what was happening—he squeezed through the opening. And then Nigel tried to squeeze through.

But Nigel was caught, the gate closing more, crushing him.

Shane and Warren grabbed a hand and pulled as hard as they could. Nigel screamed and then he broke free in one explosive movement, staggering forward.

“RUN!!” Shane yelled as he turned around and bolted. All of them jumped at the last moment, leaping forward like runners trying to dive at the finish line

The manor crashed down behind them, the building pulverized, pieces exploding outwards. Luckily the iron gates and fence held most of the largest flying debris back like a net. Shane felt some pieces of wood, block, and roof tiles rain down onto him, but nothing big enough to cause much damage or break any bones or puncture skin.

Shane lay there in the mud for a moment, flattened down on the ground. The rain pelted them, but it had slowed down a lot, only a drizzle now. Lightning flashed, but it was far out at sea.

Shane lifted his head up, and then rolled over. He tested his limbs, moving each one, flexing muscles and wiggling digits. He was pretty sure he was okay, but he knew shock could mask pain at first. He felt the coating of plaster and dust running off of his skin and clothes from the rain.

He sat up and stared at the massive heap of rubble beyond the iron fence that used to be the Thornhill Manor, a huge dust cloud hanging in the air and illuminated by the moon that was now peeking out from the retreating clouds of the storm. He was sure now that the building had tried to topple over onto them at that last moment.

Shane looked at Kristen who sat right next to him now. She was moving slowly, but she seemed okay. He figured she was probably thinking about her uncle buried somewhere down in those caverns deep underneath that rubble. Was Nick still alive down there? Were the Thornhills and other zombies still alive down there? Would that black water keep them alive forever, trapped down there?

Shane didn’t want to think about that. He turned and looked at Laura.

She was sitting up.

“You okay?” he asked her. “Anything broken or hurt?”

She shook her head no.

Shane looked past Laura at Nigel and Warren. “You two okay?”

Warren sighed and nodded. He stared straight ahead. “The rain washed all the salt away.”

At first Shane didn’t know what Warren was talking about. “The salt?”

“Yeah,” Warren said, still not looking at Shane. “You told us to make a circle of salt to stand inside of.”

Shane’s heart sank.

“But the rain washed it all away.”

They hadn’t been protected. Shane couldn’t tell if Warren was angry about it, blaming Shane for not foreseeing that happening, or if he was just stating a fact. But he didn’t respond to Warren—what could he say now? Besides, it seemed like Warren had more to say.

“When the zombies rushed up to us,” Warren continued. “I thought we were dead.” He paused for a moment like he was reconsidering what he’d just said. “I thought I was going to die.”

He stopped talking for a moment.

Shane glanced at Nigel. He expected him to butt in by now, but the man stayed silent. Nigel seemed different now, still in shock, still trying to deal with the things he had seen.

“I watched those zombie things rush up to me,” Warren said in a soft voice, but he could be heard easily because the rain had stopped. The storm was moving away as quickly as it had come. “At the last second Erin was there.” Warren wiped at his eyes. “My daughter … she was there. She … she saved me somehow, I know it.”

Shane glanced at Nigel, waiting for an attack or a rebuttal from him. But Nigel said nothing. He didn’t agree nor deny … he just stayed quiet.

“We should get down to the dock,” Shane said as he stood up.

The rest of them got to their feet.

“It’s going to be morning in a few hours,” Shane said. “The boat will be coming soon.”


EPILOGUE

Six months later

Los Angeles—Nick Gorman’s offices

Kristen entered the offices. She had taken over her uncle’s corner office, leaving it pretty much the same, all of the clutter still everywhere … Uncle Nick’s secret organization of chaos. She sat down behind her uncle’s desk. It had been a long day on the set and she should’ve been bone-weary, but instead, she was still full of energy. She barely slept four hours a night now … it was all the rest she seemed to need.

She looked at the phone on the desk. She thought about calling Shane … she wanted to ask him a question—something important.

But she hesitated, sitting in the chair for a moment.

Kristen had taken over as temporary CEO of her Uncle Nick’s production company. She figured she might not have the same success her uncle had had as a producer, but she would at least try to carry on his legacy.

It had taken months to get her uncle’s will straightened out, but after investigations by the police, by the FBI, by teams of lawyers and doctors, things weren’t getting anywhere. They had dug through the rubble on the island but they had never recovered any of the bodies.

She didn’t think they were ever going to.

Without the body, it tied everything up in probate. It could be that way for years until the courts could rule Nick Gorman dead. At least Nick had wired three million dollars to her savings account before they had left on their little adventure down to Devil’s Island. And he’d had his lawyer draw up a contract making her the CEO of the company in case of any prolonged absence. Of course there were romantic rumors of Nick slipping away to live a peaceful life in some Mexican fishing village, faking his own death. Kristen assured the press that her uncle had died in the collapsed Thornhill Manor, but she knew she could never convince everyone.

The families of Harold Penski and Billy Toomer were suing for wrongful death of course, but they had both signed an ironclad release form and their families weren’t going to win in court. But it was still the beginning of a long and expensive legal battle.

As soon as they had gotten back from the Devil’s Island, Kristen had made sure that each of the team got paid what they had been promised by her uncle … and then some.

They had all talked on the docks that morning as they waited for the boat to come. They had no proof of what had happened there. Nigel still had his battery-powered tape recorder, and Kristen had taken some video on her phone, and Shane had some photos on his digital camera, but altogether it wasn’t much—it wasn’t the proof that the laptops and cameras could’ve been. But as they had seen, things didn’t show up on camera down there so what would they have had anyway but their own stories? Kristen agreed to keep a lid on what had really happened on the island, as did the others. No one would ever believe them anyway. She told the press that her uncle had gone down there to film a documentary and the old building had collapsed, killing him and two others … that was the official story they were all sticking to.

Kristen kept in touch with the others over the last few months.

Warren had gone back to Texas to resume teaching. He had gotten back together with his wife. He had told Kristen in their last phone conversation that his wife had finally forgiven him about their daughter’s death.

“I told her what I saw there on that island,” Warren had told Kristen in a recent phone conversation. “I told her I saw Erin … and that she helped me.”

Kristen hoped everything would work out for him.

Laura went back to live with her aunt in Tennessee, helping her with the money she had received from Nick. The money was enough to get her car fixed and help her aunt out. Kristen had paid off her aunt’s medical bills even though Laura told her it was far too much. It was the least she could do for what Laura had done for them. Laura was gifted, but she didn’t want to pursue her talent. She wanted to go back to her quiet life as an insurance agent. She didn’t want to find things anymore.

Shane’s ghost hunting career had resurged, helped along from rumors about the real reason for Nick Gorman and his crew being down on Devil’s Island. He got a new TV contract (with some help from Kristen), and he was in the middle of writing a new book.

As Shane’s career had begun again, Nigel was ending his. He told Kristen that he couldn’t continue debunking cases of the paranormal in good conscious when he knew deep down inside that there might really be ghosts, spirits, demons—whatever you wanted to call them—in the world. There were things in this world that he couldn’t explain. He had been wrong, he had admitted that, and now he would retire. Kristen had suggested that he team up with Shane, but he just wanted to retire to a property he had purchased in Kent nearly twenty years ago.

Kristen understood Nigel’s reluctance to team up with Shane. Even though she had kept in touch with all of them over these last few months, she knew it wasn’t going to last. They were all going to grow apart until they forgot about each other and hopefully forgot about what had happened at the Thornhill Manor … at Devil’s Island.

She sat there at her uncle’s desk, still staring at the phone on top of it, still thinking about calling Shane. She kept in contact with him almost on a daily basis since she was one of the executive producers of his TV show. He was still in the middle of shooting the shows, on location right now. Hopefully the show would be a big success and they had even talked about Shane ending the season with a visit back to the Cranston House. Maybe they could even do a two hour special.

She and Shane had grown closer over the last few months, nothing too serious yet, but there was a bond between them, the kind of bond formed between two people who have faced terror and trauma together. But it was also that terror and trauma that kept them distanced from each other somewhat.

She wanted to call him and talk to him … she had something she really wanted to ask him. Something had happened to her, and she wondered if something similar had happened to him.

After some pain in her teeth, Kristen had visited her dentist a few weeks ago. She’d had her wisdom teeth pulled several years back because they had given her some problems. But now there was pain where her wisdom teeth used to be. Her dentist informed her that her wisdom teeth were growing back.

How? she’d asked.

Her dentist didn’t know. He’d never heard of it happening before. Actually, her teeth seemed to be growing new and stronger enamel, almost like any cavities or weaknesses were healing themselves.

That got Kristen curious enough to set an appointment with her primary doctor for a full checkup.

Everything was fine.

In fact, everything was more than fine. It was as if her body was healing itself in every way … minor things like her eyesight returning back to 20/20, her metabolism returning to teenage levels, all blood tests perfect.

The only thing she could think of was the water that she and Shane had used to wash the dishes on the island. They had only been exposed to it for a few moments, but what if that water had been from the Fountain of Youth below the manor … or at least some of the water was mixed in with that strange water from the underground stream? Was that slight exposure to that water making her young again? Keeping her from aging? Or would she end up like those monsters she’d seen on the island, still alive a hundred years from now like some living mummy?

She shivered at the thought of it as she stared at the phone, still deciding if she was going to call Shane and ask him if he’d noticed anything strange about his body lately.

But instead, she got up and walked away from the desk. If Shane had experienced something, she was sure he would eventually tell her. After all, it seemed like they had plenty of time to discuss it.

All she might have now is time …
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Ancient Enemy … it wants things and you have to give it what it wants.

www.amazon.com/dp/B00FD4SP8M
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Twelve horror stories … one for each month of the year.

www.amazon.com/dp/B00JENAGLC
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How do you hide from a psychic serial killer? That’s just what Tara must do as the monster who slaughtered her family has found her again.

www.amazon.com/dp/B00M66IU3U
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Four film school students investigate a remote cabin where an alien abduction reportedly took place many years ago … but they encounter much more than they ever could’ve imagined.

www.amazon.com/dp/B00VAI31KW
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Ryan wakes up in a motel room with a bag of stolen money, bullet hole scars on his chest, and no memory of his past. His only clue is an address in a small Oregon town where all of the horrifying answers are waiting for him.

www.amazon.com/dp/B00HNEOHKU
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After a tragic accident, seventeen year old Danny goes to live with his father who is an exorcist … but their first case together will reveal mind-blowing secrets that will change Danny’s life forever.

www.amazon.com/dp/B00YYF1E5C
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Six strangers wake up in a ghost town where they must figure out the rules in a twisted game before it’s too late.
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After suffering from debilitating nightmares, Pam goes back to her father’s estate to uncover the horrifying source of those dreams.

www.amazon.com/dp/B0143LADEY
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And please check out my newest book … the sequel to Ancient Enemy.

www.amazon.com/dp/B01K42JBGW
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