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      Like a concussed man, Ben blinked at the lawyer from across the executive desk. The words “inheritance” and “hotel” had come out of the guy’s mouth, but Ben struggled to process their meaning.

      Clearly the attorney had made a mistake. This Mr. Gilbert, Esq., with his tailored suit and shiny fraternity ring, needed to head back to Google and find the right Benjamin Oris, because no one would leave a hotel to the one in Philadelphia, especially a hotel in Massachusetts.

      “So I’m assuming by your confused expression you’ve never heard of a Mrs. Clara Claxwell?” Mr. Gilbert asked.

      “I…no…what now?” Ben’s bewilderment grew. “Claxwell is my mother’s last name, yes, but she never mentioned an Aunt Clara to me.”

      “Well, apparently Clara Claxwell is your great aunt, and she lives—er, lived—in Shelby, Massachusetts, which is just shy of the Vermont border. Her attorney, who’s with our Springfield branch, contacted me. Easier to do in person, she figured.” Mr. Gilbert raised the will and all its formal legalese toward Ben and flicked at the second paragraph with a groomed fingernail. “That’s your name there, see? It’s no mistake. Mrs. Claxwell left the full monty to you: hotel, land, and everything inside or on it. Guess this is your lucky day.” The lawyer grinned, revealing a wide gap of gum recession. “Unless The Abigael Inn is a dump. Then I guess it’s your new headache.”

      “I’ve still got over two years left of my orthopedic surgery residency,” Ben said. “I can’t—”

      “You’re still a resident?” Mr. Gilbert glanced back at the will. “The date of birth listed here makes you thirty-five.”

      Ben was too dumbstruck to be offended. “I started med school late. Saved money for tuition.”

      “Well, maybe this place will help you pay off some loans.”

      “But what am I going to do with a hotel?” Ben said. “Especially one five hours away?”

      He sank back against the leather armchair, his scrubs bunched up underneath his jacket. He’d had to race out of the hospital after his last surgery to reach the law office near Rittenhouse Square to avoid being late for his appointment. Although not far from Montgomery Hospital in downtown Philly, it was still a good mile’s trot, and neither his clothes nor his leather Rockports had appreciated the rain.

      He smoothed his still-damp hair. “When your receptionist called to set up this meeting, I was surprised, but I certainly never expected this.” He exhaled slowly. “I’ll just have to sell it, I guess. Can you take care of that for me? Or the lawyer in Springfield maybe? What’s her name?”

      “Don’t you want to see the inn first? Maybe you could drive up there next week, over Thanksgiving break.”

      “I’m on call over Thanksgiving.”

      “A weekend in December then?”

      Getting to Massachusetts wasn’t the hard part. Ben had a research elective in December, and given the only thing left to do before writing his paper’s first draft was crunch some numbers and await a few final case results, he had scheduled a two-week vacation before Christmas. One week to hang out with his son Maxwell and one week touring New York with Laurette. The thought of having to shuffle things around made his skin itch.

      He rubbed at his neck. “I’ve already got plans.”

      “Ah, not a fan of spontaneity. I get it,” Mr. Gilbert said. “I don’t like being thrown off course either. But you really should go there in person. Make sure you know the hotel’s value, what state it’s in, that kind of thing. Wouldn’t want a buyer taking advantage of you. From what I saw online, the hotel is still in business, although it looks like they close up for winter. A bit odd, considering that’s ski season.” When Ben remained silent, the lawyer repeated his earlier question. “Could you get there in December?”

      “I’m actually on vacation from the seventh to the twenty-second, so yeah, I suppose I could.”

      “Well, there you have it.” Mr. Gilbert smoothed his lapels. “It’s fate. Or at the very least, coincidence.”

      For Ben, who had experienced enough strange things in the past four years to last four lifetimes, the only thing the words “fate” and “coincidence” conjured was trepidation. He knew little about his mother’s family, and he’d only met her parents twice: once by phone when the hospital had managed to track them down to tell them their daughter was in a coma and once when they came to her long-term care facility for the briefest of visits. They’d been polite but reserved and had said little. All he knew was that his grandparents continued to foot his mother’s medical bills beyond what Medicaid covered. Once Ben was a practicing surgeon, his plan was to take over the payments himself and move her to fancier digs. Coma or not, she wouldn’t want to be dependent on her parents for anything, and she definitely wouldn’t want them involved in her life.

      That much he did know.

      And yet one of them—presumably her father, given the Claxwell name—had a sister named Clara. A sister who’d just willed her hotel to a great nephew she’d never met.

      Fate? Coincidence? Mr. Gilbert could call it whatever he liked.

      But no euphemism in the world could quell Ben’s uneasiness.
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      Ben stood inside his father’s spare bedroom, a room normally reserved for Maxwell’s sleepovers but currently serving as Ben’s crash pad ever since his landlady’s progressive blindness had forced the sale of her brownstone the month before. Her house’s swift purchase had left Ben temporarily homeless, and although he was grateful for his dad’s hospitality and enjoyed his company, he was ready to move on.

      That’ll be January’s chore. New year, new home—2020 has to be better than 2019, right?

      He yanked a suitcase out from the small closet and started packing for his unexpected trip to Shelby, Massachusetts. He was pleased Laurette would be joining him in a few days, but it was not the vacation he’d planned for them.

      “You sure you don’t know who Clara Claxwell is?” he had asked his father after learning of the strange inheritance. “Why leave the inn to me and not my mom? Or her parents? The lawyer didn’t know anything.”

      “Neither do I,” Willy had said, his thick eyebrows furrowed. “When it came to her family, Harmony told me as much as she told you, which was pretty much nothing.”

      At least his dad had given him a great send-off, inviting both Ben’s girlfriend and Maxwell’s mother over for dinner that evening. Never judgmental, Willy had readily accepted Ben’s lifestyle, which included dating Laurette while co-parenting a four-year-old boy with Sophia Diaz, a woman he’d slept with only once, back when he and Laurette were just friends.

      As he placed a folded hoodie on top of his running gear in the suitcase, he heard Sophia plodding down the hallway. Even in her soft-soled Skechers, her new gait gave her away, the heavier thump of her prosthetic leg alternating with the lighter tap of her natural foot. Ten months had passed since a madman’s attack had left her with an above-the-knee amputation of her left leg and only six since her prosthetic had been fitted, the wound requiring full healing first. Although the trauma had been devastating, her therapy, both physical and psychological, was going well and she rarely complained.

      When she entered the spare bedroom, Ben pushed scattered shirts and sweatpants out of the way and cleared a spot for her on the bed, its quilt long since replaced by their son’s cartoon-train comforter.

      “Here, sit,” Ben said. “You must be tired after spending the day alone with Maxwell. Your sister couldn’t come to your place today?”

      “Rita’s got a church thing this week. She’s busy organizing volunteers.”

      Second thoughts hit Ben. “You sure you’re going to be okay with me gone for twelve days? My dad can take Maxwell whenever you need, and he’ll keep Sir Quincy here, but maybe I should cut the trip short and—”

      “I’ll be fine. Really. It’s no different than you working long hours at the hospital. Your dad will make sure I have everything I need. I can even take your dog for short walks. I’ve made a lot of progress.”

      “You’ve been a freaking superhero. If it were me, I’d still be crawling and bawling.”

      “Yeah, right. You’d be scaling mountains by now. I’m just grateful to be alive.” She raised the gold cross around her neck and kissed it. “God isn’t through with me yet. I know you don’t believe in the power of prayer, but I’d be lost without it.” She hesitated and then plucked something out of her sweater pocket. “Here. Harmony told me to give this to you.”

      “Oh she did, did she? Right before she lay comatose on her bed or right after?” Ben gave Sophia a good-natured smirk and sank down next to her, pushing his suitcase out of the way. “You two seem to be getting pretty chummy. Hatching something up are you?”

      No smile from Sophia. “Let’s skip the part where you pretend you’ve never heard your mother’s voice in your head. Instead, let’s focus on what she gave me. Or rather what she told me to give you.”

      Sophia opened Ben’s hand and dropped a chainless gold locket inside it—an old gold locket, scuffed and dented, its silver-dollar-sized surface etched with an intricate design.

      “Jeez, Sophe, this looks like an antique. Where did you find it?”

      “It was in a jewelry box packed away in one of Harmony’s plastic tubs.”

      Ben knew the tubs Sophia was referring to. He’d helped Willy carry them down to the condo complex’s storage area after it had been deemed Harmony would never wake up. Ben had looked through his mother’s meager belongings at the time, keeping a framed picture of Willy, Harmony, and himself as a newborn (which was shortly before Harmony had given up all parental rights). He never remembered seeing the locket though.

      “Open it,” Sophia said.

      Ben did. Inside was a decayed and brown swath of embroidery. Stitched with red thread, a star inside a circle made up the center and a string of letters ran around the edge, their thread too frayed to completely make out. Maybe a Z. Maybe a U. Judging by gaps in the fabric, a letter or two appeared to be missing.

      He was about to touch the cloth when Sophia held his hand back. “Too delicate, I think.”

      “How did you know where to find this?”

      “Harmony told me. I thought I made that clear.”

      Ben decided to play along. “Okay, let’s say she did. Why does she want me to have it?”

      “I don’t know. Our…um…conversations aren’t always detailed. Snippets here and there. Apparently she found this buried in the dirt when she was a little girl.”

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know, but I do know she thinks you’re going to need this on your trip. So instead of questioning it, maybe you should question why someone gave you a hotel.”

      “You think I haven’t been doing that every day for the past two weeks?” He slipped the locket into a lined pocket of the suitcase. “Did my comatose mother happen to mention anything else I’m going to need?”

      “Yes.”

      Startled, Ben looked back at Sophia.

      “But I don’t understand it yet. Just…” She reached for his hand and squeezed it, and a shadow of fear crossed her face. “Just be careful out there, okay?”
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      After driving Sophia and Maxwell home from Willy’s the night before, at which time Ben had hugged his son—and his chocolate Lab—goodbye and felt the as-of-yet unfamiliar pang of leaving them for almost two weeks, he had spent the night at Laurette’s. Now, in her kitchen at 8:05 in the morning, five minutes after she should have been behind her desk at the health department and an hour before he planned to leave for New England to visit a hotel he had no right to own, he gave her an equally long embrace. A long kiss too.

      When he finally released her, she laughed at his intensity. “I’ll be joining you on Friday after work,” she said in her Caribbean accent. “That’s only three days from now.”

      “Yeah, and instead of New York and Broadway, you get an empty hotel and rural Massachusetts. Sorry about that.” He helped her into her coat. “And don’t let that junior coworker you told me about give you any more guff. I’ll come tie his nuts together if he does.”

      She smiled, her cheekbones a work of art. “Don’t worry, I can handle that entitled piece of merde. He just doesn’t like a woman telling him what to do. He’s like a goat with fungus in his throat and twigs up his ass.”

      Ben nodded in exaggerated admiration. “Niiiiice. This snarky side of you is sexy.”

      “I told him I have shoelaces smarter than him.”

      Ben gave her a skeptical look. “You did not.”

      “A goat only knows,” she said, winking—her catchphrase way of admitting she was pulling the wool over his eyes.

      As far Ben knew, Laurette had never owned a goat in her life. She’d been raised in a comfortable home in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, with a government official for a father. That hadn’t stopped her, however, from using her skills as a nurse to help her fellow countrymen and women after the earthquake, nor her fellow Philadelphians as a public health epidemiologist now. If Ben could be half as good a person as her, he’d take it.

      Then again, her brother had practiced Vodou, and her mother and aunt still did, so maybe goats had factored in after all.

      “Did you remember to stock Marcus Welby?” she asked, referring to the fully equipped medical bag Ben kept in the trunk of his car, its black leather and old-fashioned look earning it the retro TV doctor’s name.

      “Marcus Welby is locked and loaded,” he said.

      Laurette wrapped a scarf around her neck, and the two of them made their way outside to their cars on the narrow West Philadelphia street.

      “Are you leaving directly from here?” she asked.

      “I’m going to swing by and see my mom first. I should still be able to get to Shelby around three thirty or so. The head housekeeper of the hotel is supposed to meet me there. Show me around.”

      A blast of wind whipped Laurette’s shoulder-length hair across her face, and she swept it behind her ear. Her expression grew serious.

      “Uh oh,” Ben said. “I recognize that look. It’s the one that says you’re about to tell me something I don’t want to hear.”

      “It’s just…”

      “Spill it.”

      “Sophia is worried there’s something off about this hotel business.” She searched his face. “And I think you sense it too.”

      There was a time Ben would have denied feeling anything but an annoyance that he had to deal with the strange inheritance during a month that should have been an easy one, but he’d long since wised up to the gray areas of the world. Now he only felt a tenseness in his muscles he couldn’t define.

      “I do,” he said flatly.

      Laurette seemed surprised by his ready agreement. “So you think there’s more at play?”

      He stared at a pigeon pecking the pavement between the curb and the tire of Laurette’s new Accord. “I wouldn’t go that far, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious. I want answers, you know? And maybe it’ll be a cool place.” He grabbed her hands to warm them and pressed his nose against hers. “Don’t worry. It’ll be fine. I’ll meet with the realtor I called. You’ll come. We’ll have fun. Then I’ll sell it, and we’ll get back to normal.”

      “I am looking forward to time away with you. I just wonder if your journey on your mother’s side isn’t yet done.”

      “Okay, now that just sounds dumb.”

      She laughed, and the sound of it broke the tension between them. Even the pigeon seemed to smooth its feathers as it hopped up onto the curb and moved to greener berms.

      “What I mean is,” she clarified, “you already faced something dark on your father’s side. What if your mother’s side is calling you now?”

      “You’re late for work. You better go.”

      “I’m just saying that when you visit Harmony this morning, open your brain and listen. I know you’ve heard her. You told me as much when Sophia was in the hospital last winter. But as real life sets in, your brain tends to close off. Keep it open. And also…” She grabbed his chin. “Remember, you can’t control everything.”

      “Yeah, but it’s so much fun getting an ulcer trying.” He kissed her one more time. “See you on Friday.”

      As he held her car door open for her, she said, “Friday the thirteenth, no less.”

      Great. He hadn’t even made the connection.
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      After leaving Laurette, he visited his mother at the Sethfield Long-Term Care Facility. According to the floor nurse, Harmony had been having a rough morning. How a comatose woman could have a rough morning, Ben wasn’t sure, but it was true that Harmony’s pale face, framed by gray-streaked auburn hair, was furrowed as if in distress.

      Despite the passage of four and a half years since a terrible infection had pushed her into a coma, her doctors remained baffled by her condition, her residual brain activity and seemingly purposeful movements unlike other coma cases they’d seen. She’d never woken up. Never opened her eyes. Never smiled and exclaimed in manic exuberance: “Well, that’s enough of this nonsense.” She simply lay on the facility’s bed like a fifty-seven-year-old sleeping beauty, one who’d battled such severe bipolar disease since childhood that she’d willingly given up her son to a father who could raise him with better stability. Before the coma, she had finally admitted to Ben that her maternal absence had been to protect him. He’d always assumed she meant from her brittle mental illness, but later he’d deduced it was more complicated than that.

      Even though he’d received only snippets of telepathic thoughts from her before, certainly nothing like Willy and Sophia claimed they received, Ben tried to ask her for guidance now. Tried to piece from her atrophied mind who this Great Aunt Clara was and why he was her heir. Other than feeling foolish for talking to a woman who was wasting away in an institution, a woman who would be even more skin and bones if not for her G-tube feeds and physical therapy, he got nothing in return. Sleeping Beauty had nothing to say.

      He sighed and headed to the door of her room. Before his foot reached the quiet hallway, a whispered warning finally fluttered in his brain.

      It’s not over yet, his mother’s voice said. I need you to finish it.

      Ben froze, his neck tingling, his breath held as he waited for more. But the only thing that followed was a hushed and urgent: Please.
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      Driving west on Massachusetts Route 2 with less than ten miles remaining until he reached The Abigael Inn and with dusk quickly falling, Ben struggled to shake off his sense of foreboding. He would have liked to blame his discomfort on the winding road or the greasy cheeseburger he’d eaten en route, but he suspected it had little to do with either.

      Earlier during the drive, he’d considered turning the car around and returning to Philadelphia. Trust the realtor to do the sale without him. But that would be foolish. Cowardly, even. What if his absence got him swindled out of a good deal, money that could go toward his mom’s care? And how could he ignore her eerie plea for him to “finish” whatever it was that needed finishing? Assuming that had indeed been her voice inside his head and not his messed-up imagination.

      Trying to focus on the hilly and wooded New England scenery instead of dead great aunts and maternal appeals, he took in the Deerfield River on his left and the rolling grassland on his right, the fields intermittently punctuated by quaint businesses or boxy homes. On occasion the two were one and the same, with handmade porch signs advertising pottery, jewelry, and quilts. Not far in the distance rose the Berkshire Mountains, and Ben imagined the picturesque hiking trails the area must possess, especially come October when the fall foliage would color the land in red, yellow, and orange. Even the barren trees and browning grass of December held a certain appeal, and Ben was happy about the lack of snow. Laurette would be too.

      Rounding a bend, he slowed his Ford Mustang to thirty miles per hour, the brakes squawking in protest. After fourteen years and two hundred and ten thousand miles, the car was begging to be replaced. On his resident’s salary he could afford it, but the Mustang had served him well, and finding the time to purchase a new car wasn’t high on his to-do list. Nor was the haggling involved. He’d settle for a place to live first.

      Just beyond a copse of evergreens, with the town of Shelby still a mile or two down the road, The Abigael Inn came into view, perched atop a low hill. Marked by a roadside monument sign with elegant lettering, the white mansion stood in contrast to the isolated woods surrounding it. Plenty of privacy for a weary traveler, no doubt.

      From his internet search of the hotel, Ben had learned the main house was built in 1781 in a traditional Colonial style, replacing a timber cabin that had initially occupied the land since the early 1700s. In the mid-1800s, massive additions in a mix of Greek Revival and Victorian architecture were added, such that the home was now a twenty-room, two-story inn, adorned with numerous balconies and verandas around its perimeter, the entire inn shaped like an open trapezoid.

      Aside from the hotel’s contact information and the surrounding attractions which included “hiking, skiing, shopping, and so much more!”, Ben had learned little else about the inn from its rather underwhelming website. From the scant photo gallery, the rooms and grounds appeared well-kept, making the lawyer’s suggestion it might be a dump unlikely. For some reason, that bothered Ben more than if it were simply a fleabag he could quickly unload.

      Pressing on the squeaky brakes, he eased the Mustang up the narrow, tree-lined driveway. The paved path wound around the front of the inn toward the side of the building and dumped into a small parking lot. Like a long white arm, a garage with four open carports extended from the rear of the main building.

      Only one other car occupied the lot, a rusted, beige Toyota with a scratched driver’s seat door. Ben assumed it belonged to Mandy Hunter, the housekeeper who was to give him the keys and a tour. Her contact information had come with the will, and when Ben had called her, they’d agreed to meet at three thirty. Unfortunately, between his morning visit to his mother and the backlog of traffic on I-95 in New Jersey and again near Hartford on I-91, it was now almost four thirty. He hoped he hadn’t disrupted the woman’s schedule too much. The whole situation was surreal to him, and as he stepped out of his car and trotted up the pedestrian ramp toward the entrance, his queasiness returned.

      He paused outside the ornate mahogany door to prepare himself. Then he reached for the brass handle and stepped inside The Abigael Inn.
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      An inviting apple-cinnamon fragrance greeted Ben the moment he entered the inn, but the musty dankness inherent to all old dwellings lingered below the surface. The foyer, more of a long, wide hallway than a formal lobby, rose two stories and showcased a three-tiered chandelier. To the right, an open staircase ascended to the second floor, the balustrade a combination of white spindles and a dark oak handrail. A burgundy carpet runner ran the steps’ length. To the left, another staircase descended to the basement.

      Ugly wallpaper bearing birds and flowering trees covered the foyer’s walls, and Ben’s immediate thought was that if he were to keep the place, that decorative nightmare would be the first thing to go. He pictured a dainty old woman stabbing her finger down on a page of an interior design sample book and declaring, “Oh yes, that’s the one.” Maybe dear old Aunt Clara herself. Framed photographs of the hotel’s architecture as well as details about its construction covered a good chunk of the birds and flowers, so at least there was that.

      Straight ahead, about twenty feet down, sat a small registration table, and just behind that, French doors led to what was obviously the dining room, its lights currently turned off. A bar sat in its darkened center, and the thought of a cold draft beer did wonders for Ben’s apprehension.

      “Hello?” he called out, drifting toward the registration desk, taking in the antique tables and faux flower displays decorating the foyer. A grandfather clock stood regally off to the right, but given its time was off by three hours, it seemed more for show than function.

      A rustling noise materialized from a back room. Footsteps on the hardwood floor followed. Within moments a tall, thin woman with chin-length hair and a squarish face appeared.

      “Oh, good you’re here,” she said, in obvious relief. “I was just about to call you. I’m Mandy Hunter.”

      Ben shook her ring-free hand. His six-foot frame barely had an inch on her. “You’re Mandy? The head housekeeper?” He couldn’t conceal his surprise.

      She tucked sandy hair behind an ear studded with four little hoops. A tattoo of a rose on her lower neck extended beyond her shirt collar. “Too young, right?” She smiled and made fleeting eye contact. “And officially, right now I’m the only housekeeper. We’re closed for the winter, except for an occasional exception, which I’ll fill you in on shortly.” She led him into the dining room with haste. “First a tour, and I’m sorry, but it’ll have to be really quick. I’m supposed to pick up my son from the babysitter’s by five.”

      “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. Meant to be here an hour earlier.”

      “It’s okay. I can cover the basics and get back to you later. El can fill you in as well too.”

      “El?”

      “She and her husband helped your aunt run the place.”

      Ben opened his mouth. Closed it. So many questions swirling in his head, yet Mandy clearly had time for none of them. She was already leaving the dining room as she was describing it. “As you can see it’s pretty small. Only ten tables, but we run breakfast for three hours so it’s not like everyone eats at once. Or they can sit at the bar. We don’t serve lunch or dinner, but the place fills up in the evening for drinks and a light menu of snacks.”

      Back in the foyer, off the dining room, was a comfortable parlor with plush sofas and chairs, hunter-green walls, and white crown molding. Mandy barely gave it a glance. Merely pointed in its direction and said, “That’s a nice sitting area if guests want to hang out and read. Or if you do. The bay windows give a great view of the mountains.”

      She hurried Ben down a long hallway on the opposite side, its walls bearing the same ugly wallpaper as the foyer.

      “Not much for guests down this way. Behind the dining room is the kitchen. Here’s the laundry room. Here’s a small gym. And past there are the administrative offices.” She flicked her bony wrists at each of the rooms. “I’ve switched off the phone’s ringer so it won’t bother you, and I left a voice message that the hotel is currently closed for bookings, but I’ll be following any requests or emails sent online.” Ben could barely register her words before she spun back around and headed toward the staircase. “Now I’ll show you the rooms.”

      Like a bewildered rabbit, he followed her lead, taking in as much of the main floor’s offerings as he could. With each step his stress mounted. This was too much. Too overwhelming. He couldn’t have felt more out of place than if he’d just inherited a Buddhist temple in India.

      He mounted the stairs behind her, his flurry of questions impossible to narrow down. He decided on a simple one. “How long have you worked here?”

      “Started when I was twenty-four, so I guess almost five years now.”

      “How old is your son?”

      “He’s eight. Do you have any kids, Dr. Oris?”

      They reached the top of the stairs, and at that height Ben could almost reach out and touch the crystal chandelier. “A boy. Four years old. And please, call me Ben.”

      She paused for a moment, her gangly arms resting against her faded jeans. “Jake has diabetes. That’s my son. He was diagnosed when he was three. Been dependent on insulin ever since. Even with the pump, his glucose can be unpredictable.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “It’s just, well, this is a great job. Clara was so kind to take a chance on me. Jake can hang with me here, and as a single mom that’s pure gold, especially with his illness.” She shifted from one sneaker to the other, her left shoelace loose. “I’m hoping you’ll be okay with that.”

      Ben finally saw where her personal disclosure was going. Peering down the long corridor that led to a string of guest rooms, he said, “I’m not sure what you know about…” He faltered for words. “About me inheriting this hotel from an aunt I’ve never met, but I plan on selling it.”

      “Oh, you do?” Worry lines creased her forehead.

      “Yes, and though my wishes might not carry any weight, I’ll be sure to mention that you stay on in your position as part of the purchase. Your son too. And the estate will continue to pay you until the place sells. I’ll make sure the lawyer is aware of that.”

      Her pinched expression relaxed somewhat but not entirely. A glance at her phone, which she’d plucked from the pocket of her fleece sweater, propelled her back into tour-guide mode. She pointed to an arched hallway on Ben’s left, across from the chandelier and on the other side of the open stairwell. “There are three guest bedrooms over there and one tucked back in the corner. The rest are this way.”

      She led Ben down the long corridor, its hardwood flooring protected by the same burgundy carpet runner as the stairs. The candle sconces on the walls were unlit, and the deeper Ben and Mandy trekked, the darker the hallway became. Every third footstep generated a creak from the floorboards, and behind the closed guest rooms, the sound of old radiators tinkled out from the gaps between the floor and the doors.

      “What’s this?” Ben asked, pausing. He pointed to a tarnished brass plate on the wall near room nine. It looked like an old telephone mouthpiece minus the receiver. Ten buttons in two vertical lines were labeled according to room, including the kitchen, parlor, and garage.

      “Oh, that’s an old intercom system. Doesn’t work. Most of them have been removed, but there’s still one in the basement.”

      She hurried on. As white doors with glass doorknobs flashed by one after the other, she extended both arms and let her fingertips graze the walls of the narrow passageway. “As you can see, the rooms are numbered from one to twenty. Careful—watch your step.”

      They climbed three short steps that seemed to be of no value beyond decorative, but the carpenter in Ben knew they must be structural.

      “There are a few more rooms this way,” Mandy said, “and at the very end of the hallway is a two-bedroom suite for larger groups. It has a kitchenette, two bathrooms, and a direct exit outside. The room with the most comfortable mattress is room five, the one we passed right off the stairwell. Because of the noise from the foyer and the bar, it’s the least requested, but since no one’s here, you might want to bunk in it.” She stopped abruptly outside number sixteen. “I’ll show you a typical room, but I’m afraid you’ll have to explore the rest on your own.” She inserted a master key into the old-fashioned keyhole and swung the door open wide, its wood squeaking on its hinges.

      The Victorian-themed guest room was a smartly decorated space with a four-poster bed, an antique armoire, and two wingback chairs flanking a round table with an elaborate silk-flower arrangement. A smaller dresser held a coffee maker and ice bucket, proving not everything about the place was antique. That extended to the flat-screen TV mounted on the wall and the modern tiled shower in the bathroom, which stood in contrast to the pedestal sink and old-fashioned mirror.

      “Every bedroom has its own unique look,” Mandy said. “This one is painted yellow with a pale color scheme. Others are wallpapered.” She raised a single eyebrow. “Pretty gaudily if you ask me. But all have a dated appearance to simulate a hotel of the past, similar to a lot of the smaller bed and breakfasts you’ll find throughout New England.”

      “Nice,” Ben said, feeling like an idiot.

      The corner of Mandy’s mouth curled into a smile. “I can see you’re a bit overwhelmed. Again, I apologize for racing you around like a speed demon, but I really need to get going.” She locked the guest room and dashed off down the hallway again, leaping the three small steps in one clumsy stride. Her spindly limbs and awkward movements reminded Ben of a newborn colt.

      “Maybe it’s for the best,” she said, rounding the corner toward the stairwell. “You can explore the place on your own. It’s really pretty cool. Some secret passageways and everything.”

      “Oh?” For a moment, curiosity trumped Ben’s flustered confusion. Couldn’t he worry about the details later? Couldn’t he for once in his structured life put aside his need for control and simply enjoy this strange offering? After all, how often would he and Laurette have a chance to spend a week all by themselves in a hotel?

      Once back in the foyer, Mandy opened a small closet near the front door. After grabbing her coat, she handed Ben her key ring. “Guess these are yours now. The master key will get you into all the rooms. These others are for the garage, the workroom in the basement, and a conference room that’s tucked downstairs as well. Sorry I didn’t get a chance to take you there. The basement has a nice common area for the guests.”

      “Won’t you need the keys?”

      “I have one to get into the building, and another set of masters is in the office. Oh, and the security code is 3829.” She pointed to a digital panel on the wall, another modern sighting. “The individual guest key rings are hanging in the office too.” She opened the door to leave but then stopped and added, “One more thing: This Saturday there’ll be guests. It’s just for one night, and don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything. It’s a special booking Clara arranged a few months ago. God, I still can’t believe she’s gone.”

      “I thought the hotel was closed in winter.”

      “It is, and Clara usually goes—I mean, went—to some place warmer in the winter, but she occasionally booked it for a night or two on the weekend for special occasions. I’ll fill you in on the details tomorrow, once you’ve had a chance to absorb things a bit, but basically some rich guy is hosting a party for his wife here.”

      Feeling rattled, Ben leaned against the doorframe and stared out at the barren trees and stone pathway surrounding a small pond, just visible in the falling darkness. Beyond it, at the base of the hill, lay the highway.

      “Sorry. This is just a lot to take in.” His mouth felt drier than eczema. He hadn’t had anything to drink since the cheeseburger, which still sat heavy in his gut.

      Mandy gave a sympathetic nod and shrugged. “I hear you. It’s not every day you inherit a haunted hotel.”

      Ben jerked free of the doorframe. “Say what now?”

      “If you believe in that sort of thing, of course.”

      “Do you?” Ben asked, a bit unsettled.

      Mandy hesitated. “Who knows? But it never hurts to stay on a ghost’s good side, right?”

      With that vague answer, she darted to her beat-up car and was off.
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      Through the etched glass of one of the rectangular windows flanking the hotel’s entrance, Ben watched Mandy Hunter drive away. Like a child dropped off at a sitter’s house, he waited until her taillights were completely out of sight before turning around and accepting his fate.

      “What now?” he mumbled to himself, staring into the quiet foyer and the dark recesses that bled from it.

      From somewhere down in the basement, a hiss and then a pop emanated. A flurry of tap tap tap followed. Before Ben could give it much thought, the wind howled outside, its blast shaking the windows and rattling the shutters. Like a beast settling in for the night, the inn’s ceiling groaned, and the floorboards creaked. Even the crystal teardrops of the chandelier tinkled together. Beyond the windows, the New England darkness fell like a cloak.

      Ben licked his dry lips. “Well, this is fucking creepy.”

      His voice, too loud in the empty mansion, echoed in the two-story entrance. He flinched.

      It’s just a big, old house, Benny Boy. Nothing more to it than that.

      Abruptly, his phone belted its bass-guitar ringtone, and he practically jumped out of his skin into the second-floor guest rooms. Floundering beneath his jacket, which he only now realized he still wore, he lifted the hem and pulled his mobile from his back jeans pocket. The caller was Laurette. No surprise there. She had a weird sixth sense of knowing when he needed to hear her voice.

      “Bonjour, mon chéri,” she said. “I assume the mysterious Abigael Inn has now met the reserved Dr. Oris?”

      “Don’t you mean ‘the sexy Dr. Oris’?”

      “But of course, those were my very next words.”

      She asked about his trip and the hotel in general. He slipped off his jacket and hung it on the brass coatrack near the main entrance, and then described his warp-speed tour.

      “I was just about to check the place out in more detail,” he said. “Want me to FaceTime you so you can see it too?”

      “No, I’ll see it this Friday. It will give me something to look forward to.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, Friday can’t come fast enough. I need my Bovo-fix.” The nickname Bovo stemmed from his mispronunciation of her surname, Beauvais, the first time they’d met in a shared epidemiology class six years ago.

      They chatted for a few more minutes, Ben pacing the long foyer and flipping on lights as he asked about her day and her asshat colleague. When they finished, he called Sophia to make sure she and Maxwell were okay. After she assured him all was well, he pocketed his phone and slinked to the dining room, feeling every bit the intruder, especially when he searched behind the bar for something to drink. No shortage of options, that was for sure, but he settled for a diet cola from the soda gun and a bottled water, not yet knowing if he could trust the tap water.

      As he drank, carbonated bubbles stung his nose and unfamiliar hotel noises prickled his ears. Outside the dining room windows, the highway wound and stretched, and the leafless trees swayed in the wind, illuminated by the inn’s lone streetlamp. Inside, the light from the foyer’s sconces and chandelier fell short of the dining room, making shadowy outlines of the tables and the hostess stand near the entrance. Something flapped in Ben’s peripheral vision, but when he jerked sideways to look, all he saw was a curtain.

      Rounding the bar, he dodged tables and found the switch plate on the wall nearest the podium. Once the string of flush-mount ceiling lights lit up the room, his muscles relaxed. It was going to be a long vacation if every creak and flutter turned him into a nervous Ned.

      From Google Maps, he located a pizza joint a couple miles west. That would be dinner, but first he’d do a proper tour of his strange new property.

      Before he left the bar, he stood for a moment in the dining room, all alone in a big mansion.

      Jesus, I own a hotel.

      He laughed, raised his voice as loud as he dared, and repeated, “I own a freaking hotel.” To his relief, no one answered back.

      Time to go snooping.

      Using the master key Mandy had given him, he started with the guest rooms upstairs, but after twelve of them, the self-tour got old. As Mandy had said, some were wallpapered, some were painted. Some had four-poster beds, others antique bed frames, a few even with canopies. Some had fireplaces, others balconies. A few had both. All of them contained distressed furniture, sliding closet doors that screeched from age and overuse, flat-screen TVs, and fake flower arrangements in urn-sized vases. Oval floor mirrors with wood trim and adjustable tilts were another ubiquitous feature, tucked away in the far corner of each room near the closet.

      At the sight of them, a creepy memory surfaced in Ben’s brain and reminded him why he didn’t much care for that type of mirror. When he was eight years old, he’d visited a friend’s house, some freckled kid named Jeff. Jeff’s parents had a similar old-fashioned floor mirror, and Jeff had told Ben, “This mirror is for talking to spirits, just like my grandma always does.” Even though Ben hadn’t believed Jeff, the idea had disturbed him. Still did, especially since the inn’s rooms mostly relied on shitty table lamps for illumination. Only a single bulb overhead, and nothing but creepy shadows in that mirror.

      He departed room number fifteen and hurried through the last five, including the two-bedroom suite at the end of the hallway which was surprisingly modern and had obviously been renovated. Two sets of built-in bunk beds occupied one room, a king-sized bed the other, and a convertible sofa in the common space. The outside entrance Mandy had mentioned was down a flight of stairs behind the kitchenette.

      Ben trotted down the steps, peered out at the pitch blackness of the night beyond the door’s window, and promptly checked the lock to make sure it was secure.

      After viewing all the rooms, he returned to the main floor and veered off toward the laundry room, the gym, the office, and the kitchen beyond. They all looked as he’d expected, their modern conveniences taking precedence over the bygone days of the guest rooms themselves. Although small, the fitness room wasn’t bad, harboring two treadmills, an elliptical machine, and weights. Ben preferred running outdoors, but for snow or rain he could make an exception, and the hotel had heavy enough dumbbells to satisfy him.

      His dumbbells. His cardio equipment. His freaking industrial-sized kitchen refrigerator.

      Effing. Mind. Boggling.

      His stomach growled, and he was relieved to feel hungry again. He had let his worry get the best of him earlier. The hotel was actually kind of cool. He would check out the basement and then get a pizza to go, pour a pint of beer from his fully stocked bar, and kick back and watch some TV in one of the guest rooms. Or maybe in the basement. Mandy had mentioned a nice common room down there.

      As he flipped on the light switch for the basement stairwell and trotted down the steps with a new airiness, he tried to remember the last time he’d had three days of solitude with no responsibility weighing him down. Couldn’t. For the next seventy-two hours until Laurette arrived, he was child-free, surgery-free, and chore-free—well, beyond meeting with the realtor and getting a start on his research paper.

      The stairs dumped into a sunken common area, where a collection of generously cushioned sofas and leather club chairs formed a conversational square in front of a massive brick and oak fireplace topped by a large-screen TV and stereo system. Similar dark oak accented the white walls in the form of wainscoting and crown molding, as well as the beamed ceiling, giving a rustic feeling to the room. Beyond the sitting area, up a step, stood a large pool table, and next to that on a bench that looked more like a church pew, other games, from chess to Monopoly, were stacked. Feeble track lighting illuminated the room, casting shadows in the dark recesses where scattered side tables and wingback chairs looked eerily peopled.

      An old upright piano sat flush against the far wall. When Ben strolled toward it, the door of a cabinet holding books and knickknacks floated open. He paused and then gently closed the glass door.

      It wafted opened again.

      He closed it, more firmly this time, and was relieved when it remained shut.

      Flipping up as many light switches as he could find, he circled around the stairwell and drifted toward a wide hallway lined with photographs. His L.L. Bean trail shoes squeaked on the hickory flooring, and a cool draft seemed to follow him. On the way, he noticed a child’s table holding a coloring book, a box of crayons, and a puzzle of three puppies. Only the border and one puppy’s head were completed. Nearby, more puzzles and children’s games packed a bookshelf.

      When Ben passed the table, the coloring book flipped open.

      He pivoted back around. A monkey with a banana curled in its tail beamed from the coloring book’s pages, most of its body shaded in brown.

      Ben swallowed. He searched for an overhead vent or one on a nearby wall but saw none.

      Just my own body. A rush of air. That’s all.

      He shook his head. Mandy’s words about a haunted hotel were infecting his brain. Nothing more to it than that. Anybody alone in a place this size on a windy night would suffer the same.

      Still, he sped up his self-tour, lingering in front of the framed pictures only briefly. None were dated, but all seemed to trace back to the dawn of photography, featuring dour-looking families on dour-looking land. Were any of them Claxwells? His ancestors? Curiosity picked at him, and he made a mental note to study them in more detail the next day. Mounted just beyond the photographs was the other remnant of the old intercom system Mandy had mentioned earlier.

      Ben pressed on. It didn’t take long before the wide corridor grew dark. Something ahead on his left hissed and then popped, the same sound he’d heard from the foyer.

      Tapping footsteps followed.

      He slowed but saw nothing. The hiss, pop, tap tap tap pattern repeated itself twice more. With his heart drumming faster than he cared to admit, he tried to discern the source. The tapping sounded like footsteps, and yet no one was there.

      A few more feet down the passageway, Ben noted a thick metal door. Painted on its rusting steel were the words Claxwell Locks and Safes. The door was slightly ajar, and it was now clear the noise was coming from whatever was inside the room. Ben suddenly wish he’d brought Sir Quincy along. A little company, not to mention one who could sniff out a prowler, would be nice.

      Having no desire to look but knowing he needed to stop letting every sound and blast of air wiggle into his psyche, he grabbed hold of the thick handle. The mansion was centuries old. It was going to fart and belch.

      Swinging open the weighty door, he fumbled along the wall for a light switch. When he found it, he took a big breath and flipped it on.

      Then he groaned at his idiocy. No doubt his dog would have too.

      Instead of a dank vault full of dismembered bodies—or whatever horror he’d expected to find—a storage room housing carbon dioxide tanks greeted him, their hoses snaking through a hole in the corner to the bar upstairs. The very bar from which he’d squirted a glass of soda for himself a short time ago. Also filling the space were beer kegs, cases of wine and alcohol, and other beverage supplies, including glassware and paper cups for takeaway coffee. Although the room might have been a massive safe at one time, it currently held nothing more sinister than a patch of gray mold near the dropped ceiling tiles and an absent slab of hickory board on the floor. The familiar hiss and farting Ben had heard earlier repeated itself, confirming he was a dipshit. Although the tapping-feet sound was absent inside the room, it was likely just an echo.

      He closed the safe door and checked out the remaining parts of the basement hallway, including his and her bathrooms on the opposite side of the beverage vault, a string of extra chairing stacked up along either side of the corridor wall, and finally, at the very end, the conference room Mandy had mentioned, enclosed behind a glass wall. Finding the key on the ring she’d given him, he opened the door but saw nothing more exciting than an interactive whiteboard in front of an oval table surrounded by swivel chairs. Great Aunt Clara might have preferred her world of antiques, but at least her conference room was twenty-first century.

      Closing the door, he was about to retreat back upstairs to carry in his belongings from his Mustang when a tiny hallway tucked away behind the side of the conference room caught his eye. Were it not for a photograph jutting out on the shadowy floor, he wouldn’t even have noticed it.

      As he bent down to retrieve the photograph, he tried to discern what lay beyond the hidden corridor. Mandy had mentioned secret passageways, but this one wasn’t so much secret as it was too dark to spot. His hand found no light switch, so he used his phone’s flashlight to first peer at the picture, which was a black-and-white image of a young boy splashing in the pond outside, and then to illuminate the hallway itself. A door waited at the end, just beyond a short, descending staircase.

      Ben stared at the door.

      Waiting. Why had that word come to his mind to describe a door? And yet that was exactly what the door seemed to be doing. Waiting.

      “Oh for God’s sake,” he muttered, cursing his imagination.

      With his phone’s flashlight, he marched toward the doorway, careful not to trip on the steps. Flipping through Mandy’s key ring, he tried several of the unmarked ones. When a square-headed key seemed to fit, he turned the knob and swung the door open. As was the theme of the tour, darkness engulfed him, but this time, a light switch was directly to the right. Apparently someone had common sense.

      The lighting wasn’t stellar, just a couple single bulbs overhead, but Ben saw his fantasized “waiting door” was nothing more than an entrance into a large, unfinished workroom. Workbenches, shelving, paint, and a whole host of tools Ben had used for years in his construction and carpentry work. Most of it was old and worn, Crazy Clara apparently not sharing Ben’s love of woodworking, but despite his interest, his hunger for pizza took precedence, and he moved past the work area into a deeper part of the room, which, with its concrete walls and gray-painted cement flooring, not to mention numerous shadows, was more like a cave than a part of the hotel. When the darkness grew, his footsteps slowed to a shuffle, his phone’s flashlight not bright enough.

      He felt around the wall’s cold surface for another switch plate. Finding one, he flipped on two more overhead bulbs.

      And nearly fell into a hole.

      Shouting a string of obscenities, he jumped back.

      There, not twenty-four inches from his feet, was a pit filled with a disgusting rust-colored sludge. Like hot tar, it bubbled periodically. A diamond-tread metal cover lay near the hole instead of on top of it, like it goddamned should be.

      “What the hell, Clara?” Ben said, scowling. If the corridor’s door had been unlocked and some child guest had been exploring the space, he or she would’ve fallen right in.

      Once he could breathe again, he squatted near the sludgy hole. It was probably an old sump pit and likely not deep enough to do anything but break someone’s leg if they stumbled into it, but still. Talk about a lawsuit.

      He dragged the heavy lid over the hole and stood back up. When he did, he realized one of the concrete walls of the cavernous room was splashed with red paint, as if someone were testing its shade. Exposed pipes, as well as some iffy looking wiring, ran along the ceiling.

      Just when Ben didn’t think he could find anything more shocking than a bubbling, muck-filled hole in the floor, a sight on his right proved him wrong. Built into the wall was an old-fashioned incinerator. Not a small one either, but a big, badass one with a massive metal chamber bordered by singed brick.

      Edging closer to it, he peeked inside. Piles of residual ash tracked its length. How long since it had last been used? Hopefully, a long time because old home incinerators were not usually well-regulated. Ben wondered how well it was vented. Wondered how much unhealthy gas had floated into the house over the years.

      Out of nowhere, a strong breeze lifted his hair, and a chill ran through his body.

      He scooted away from the incinerator, wondering where it had come from. A draft from the burn chamber’s chimney maybe?

      Deciding he’d had enough of Crazy Clara’s funhouse for the evening, Ben whipped through the rest of the cave-like portion of the basement in haste, the only thing left to find being the door leading to the three-stall garage and the carports beyond.

      After spotting a nineties Cadillac and a bunch of old junk and outdoor equipment, all of which was now his property (super), he was about to go out to his Mustang for his belongings when he remembered his car keys were upstairs in his coat pocket. He quickly retreated through the creepy cave room with its splashed red paint, disgusting sump pit, and polluting incinerator; back down the hidden corridor that spilled into the conference area; back through the hallway of photographs; and finally toward the common area, near whose stairwell a coloring book had magically opened on his first pass-through.

      Once he reached the child’s table near the stairs, he slowed his step and then halted completely. Something seemed different. Felt different. But what?

      Quit tormenting yourself, you idiot.

      He bent toward the coloring book and slid it closer.

      Same page. Same monkey. Same banana.

      See? Just an idiot.

      But no, the tail. The monkey’s tail was colored the same brown as the monkey itself, but hadn’t the tail been uncolored before?

      A brown crayon lay free on the table. Had it been in that spot earlier? Or had it been inside the box with the rest of the pack?

      Uncertainty tightened Ben’s throat. The carbon dioxide tanks in the old safe farted their hiss, pop, and tap. Somewhere upstairs, a door hinge creaked.

      For shit’s sake, why did Mandy have to joke about a haunted hotel?

      More importantly, why was he letting it get to him?

      The monkey had been colored completely. Period.

      The brown crayon had been lying there on its own. Period.

      Crazy Aunt Clara was crazy, and that was why she’d left her unknown nephew an old inn. Period.

      And as soon as he could he’d sell the place and get back on with his life.

      Period.

      But as Ben hurried up the stairs and grabbed his jacket from the coatrack, he could have sworn he heard The Abigael Inn laughing.
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      Ben couldn’t lie. His first night alone in the hotel had been about a million Zs short of peaceful slumber. Doors all locked, security alarm set, main-floor lights left on to discourage any burglars, yet he had still sensed he wasn’t alone.

      He’d chosen room number five, not because of Mandy’s earlier comment about the mattress being the most comfortable but because of its proximity to the two-story entrance hall. He didn’t need to be buried away in some shadowy crook of The Abigael Inn.

      Eventually, after a belly full of pizza and beer, two rounds of pool, mostly just to convince himself the basement wasn’t as sinister as he’d made it out to be, and a comedy watched from the comfortable bed in room five (not the time for horror movies), he’d finally drifted off to sleep. A fitful sleep. One interrupted by constant tinkles and clinks from the ancient radiators near the room’s hardwood floor and endless groans from the settling ceiling and floorboards in the old mansion. As if that wasn’t enough, the main-floor lights had carried upstairs and created shadows in the antique floor mirror in the corner of the room. Every time he opened his eyes, he saw shifting shapes in the glass, no doubt compliments of his freckled childhood friend and the kid’s spirit-loving grandma. At three a.m., Ben had finally stomped out of bed, his footfalls unleashing a torrent of protest from the hardwood planks underneath the area rug, and turned the damn mirror around to face the wall.

      Come morning, he felt about as rested as a squirrel on crack. Still, he managed a thirty-minute run on one of the hotel treadmills followed by twenty minutes of upper body weights and core. After a shower, he rummaged around the kitchen and found the frozen waffles Mandy had mentioned in her text to him the night before, along with ground coffee and packaged creamer. She’d texted that after Clara had died, the perishable food had been donated to a homeless shelter an hour away. She’d also promised to stop by in the morning.

      Meeting with Mandy, as well as Amy Kim, a local realtor Ben had called from Philadelphia the week before, were the only solid things on his to-do list for the day, so he planned to spend time perusing the hotel in more detail. As with everything in life, the place seemed far less eerie by daylight, and he was eager for any clue as to why Crazy Clara had bequeathed him her nest egg. He was equally curious about why his mother wanted—no, needed—him to be there.

      At ten fifteen, just as he was rounding the basement stairwell in the foyer to revisit the photographs downstairs, the hotel’s main door swung open. A blast of cold air whooshed in, followed by Mandy Hunter. Behind her shuffled a sluggish boy in Spider-Man pajamas and a coat that looked two sizes too big.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” the head housekeeper said. “Jake here isn’t feeling so hot. Kept him home from school. I hope it’s okay I brought him. Maybe I should’ve called you first?”

      “Of course it’s okay. You don’t have to clear anything with me.” Ben was embarrassed she considered him her boss. She was the one who belonged at the hotel, not him. He felt like a trespasser. He squatted and extended his fist toward Jake, which the boy shyly bumped with his own. “Sorry to hear you’re sick, bud. I’m Ben. Nice to meet you.” The boy’s cheeks were flushed, and when Ben stood back up, he asked Mandy, “Fever?”

      “Yeah. Sore throat, cough. Lots of kids at his school are getting it, but you know how illness can mess up blood sugar in a diabetic. If I had a genie’s wish, I’d blast that disease to hell.” Deep grooves furrowed Mandy’s forehead as she helped Jake out of his coat. “We’ll get you into one of the beds, nutter butter. You just text me on your phone if you need anything.”

      “I will,” came Jake’s small, lethargic voice.

      As Mandy started up the stairs with her son, she paused on the third step and said, “He won’t be any trouble. I’ll check in on him as I clean. There’s really not much for me to do since no one’s been staying here recently. Just some dusting, vacuuming, that kind of thing. And I’ll restock the fridge for the upcoming guests. Let me know if you have any questions or if you want me to do anything else.”

      Ben advanced toward the banister and rested a hand on the dark wood. “Seriously, Mandy, you don’t have to worry about checking things with me. This is more your place than mine. Besides, I’m meeting with the realtor later this morning.”

      “Well, I hope you’ll change your mind about selling.”

      Mandy guided Jake up the stairs, and once they were out of sight, Ben pivoted and jogged down to the basement.

      With hopper windows positioned high on the wall, offering a view of brown grass and dirt but also the sunny sky beyond, the common area was better lit than it had been the night before. No more shadowy figures in the recessed chairs or dark forms in the corners. The hissing noise from the carbon dioxide tanks in the storage room down the hall remained, followed by its pops and taps.

      Ben strolled past the glass cabinet whose door had mysteriously opened the evening before. Nothing. He retreated and walked past it again. The little door remained closed. He then plinked a few notes on the piano but just as abruptly stopped, not wanting to disturb Jake.

      Moving on to the hallway and its photographs, along with the other intercom wall plate, he examined the black-and-white pictures in more detail, all of them taken outdoors. Young couples and elderly couples, some with children, some without, but none with more than eight people total. He peered intently at each dour face, trying to find a resemblance, but if any of them were Claxwells and related to him, he couldn’t tell. None of the shots were close-ups, and the only thing he could deduce from the dime-sized faces was that whoever these people were, they were a stern bunch.

      Antsy, but having no real desire to repeat his tour of the previous night, Ben opted to hunt for some of the secret passages Mandy had mentioned the day before. He returned upstairs and found the young housekeeper dusting the console table in the foyer. Feeling like a slacker for doing nothing while she was cleaning, he said, “Can I help you with anything?”

      “No, I’m good, but thank you.”

      She smiled, but in the short time Ben had known her, he’d found those smiles fleeting. Her mind always seemed to be in a far-off place. As someone often trapped in his own thoughts, Ben understood pensiveness. “Why always so serious?” Sophia would ask him, unable to understand the contemplative affect of an introvert.

      Although as the mother of his child Sophia would always be special to him, no romance beyond their one-night stand had ever sparked between them. Ben was not her type nor she his. Laurette, on the other hand, understood him better. “You’re just a deep-thinker,” she’d say. “Nothing wrong with that.” Then she would make him laugh like only she could, and he’d want to wrap his arms around her and never let go.

      He returned his thoughts to Mandy, who was now dusting the brass coatrack near the door and probably wondering why the new inn owner was standing there like a moron. Just as he was about to ask her about the secret passageways, he spotted a woman wandering outside by the pond, spreading something around the stone path by the water’s edge. The wind flapped her jacket against her thighs and whipped her hair around her face, the strands jet black save for a streak of white on the left. “Who’s that?” Ben asked Mandy.

      Mandy stepped back from the coatrack and caught his line of vision through the window by the door. “Oh, that’s Ana Popovici. She’s…well, she often comes over and wanders the grounds. She’s harmless.”

      Harmless? Ben found the word choice odd. “What’s she doing?”

      “Sprinkling basil.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      Mandy chirped a laugh. “That’s her way of taking care of the community.” When Ben raised an eyebrow, she elaborated. “She means well, she does, and I feel sorry for her.”

      “Why?”

      The housekeeper’s expression darkened as she returned to her dusting. “People around here call her all sorts of things, from the ‘town witch’ to ‘Ana Bananas.’ Others just call her crazy, but I don’t think any of those names are very nice.”

      Ben thought of how he’d been referring to his great aunt Clara as “Crazy Clara” in his mind and decided to keep that moniker to himself.

      “So she’s mentally ill?” he asked.

      “No, I don’t think so. All I know is that she used to be an optical engineer in Boston before she moved to Shelby ten years ago. Now she makes a living selling homemade jams and sauces from her home, that kind of thing. Candles, herbs, and other new-agey crafts too.”

      “I guess that’s where the ‘town witch’ label comes in?”

      “I don’t think it’s always meant in a bad way, and rumor has it she’s helped some people around town with her rituals. Healing, love, safety spells, that kind of thing. She’s actually pretty nice and definitely not dumb.”

      “So what’s with the herb-sprinkling?” Ben glanced back out the etched-glass window. “Er, scratch that. Now she seems to be burning something and waving it around a patch of evergreens.”

      “Probably burning cumin or sandalwood or some other plant. You know, for protection.”

      “Aaaaand why would she do that?”

      Mandy shrugged. “I told you. Some people think this place is haunted. She’s probably one of them.”

      “Are you?” Ben hoped she’d give him a straight answer this time.

      She crossed the foyer to her plastic caddy near the nonfunctional grandfather clock and picked up the cleaning supplies. “I’m too busy working, paying bills, and raising my kid to think much beyond practical life.”

      Although once again her answer wasn’t really an answer, Ben toasted her with his empty hand and said, “I’ll drink to that.”

      She offered one of her fleeting smiles and beelined for the dining room. He followed her halfway and then veered off into the formal sitting room on the left. He’d spent little time inside its hunter-green walls and white wainscoting the night before, and he wandered it now, studying the landscape paintings hung with precision and peering at the crystal candleholders and porcelain figurines inside the china cabinet, wondering if any of them were valuable. When he stood back again, he noticed a crack in the wall barely an inch from the cabinet. Either the builder effed up, or there were structural concerns.

      With his carpenter’s interest piqued, he peered closer. What he’d thought was a crack was actually a gap, like that of a door, but when he pried at it with his fingers nothing happened. He tried pushing on the inch of wall next to the china cabinet instead, but again, nothing. When he let go, however, a push-to-open latch gave way, and a concealed door revealed itself, the china cabinet merely a front. A good front, at that, given the back of the china cabinet was fixed to the wall/door.

      Mindful of the delicate treasures inside the case, Ben gently tugged the door open. He stepped through his first secret passageway. Well, not so much a passageway as a hidden room. After switching on the light, he discovered a small library.

      Whatever remnant of a kid was still inside him smiled.

      Pretty damn cool.

      Pulling the door closed—why, he wasn’t sure; Mandy must know of the room—he perused the shelves of books lining three of the walls. The other wall contained a small fireplace, in front of which two inviting chairs of dark fabric awaited, an end table between them. In the center of the table stood a Tiffany lamp, and next to that a set of coasters of mythical creatures.

      He ran his fingers along a string of novels. Some appeared at least a century old if not more. None contained dust, nor the shelves, proof Mandy knew of the room for who else would have cleaned it since Clara’s death? Another shelf contained encyclopedias while others held a whole host of subjects, from medicine to ornithology to travelogues. He plucked an old medical textbook from the collection and marveled at its section on bloodletting and the drawings of primitive surgical tools of the past. To him, they screamed pain and infection.

      He sank down on one of the chairs to examine the medical book more closely, but before he got started, he noticed a green pill wedged between the cushion and the arm rest. From its round shape and markings it looked like an oxycodone tablet. Not exactly the type of pill that should be left lying around. Had it been Clara’s? Maybe she had cancer and it was to treat her pain. Mandy’s? Some random guest’s? It wouldn’t be that hard to discover the secret room, not for a curious tourist in search of a mystery.

      After contemplating the pill a while longer, Ben pocketed it to dispose of later. He turned back to the old medical text, and within moments he was totally absorbed, losing all track of time. When he finally rose and replaced the tome, he shifted to another shelf of books. Poking out from two tattered spines was a triangle of paper.

      Curious, he reached up to grasp it between his thumb and index finger, but when he’d freed it halfway, a loud knock on the wall made him jump back, his heart stuttering a few beats. He stood there, listening, wondering if it had simply been the hotel settling.

      When a second knock rapped, he realized someone was outside the hidden door. Soon a muffled voice asked, “Dr. Oris? Are you in there?”

      Definitely not Mandy and definitely not an adult. Ben gently pushed the door open, trying not to jostle the figurines in the cabinet on the opposite side. He found Jake staring up at him.

      “Hey, buddy, you okay?” Ben checked his watch and realized it was almost noon. Shit. The realtor must’ve come and was waiting for him. “Is Amy Kim here?”

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      If Jake was curious about the room behind Ben, he didn’t show it. Ben eased out of the gap in the wall and closed the china-cabinet-cum-door.

      “Shouldn’t you be resting?” he asked Jake, leading him to one of the sofas in the parlor.

      “I feel better now. My mom gave me some profen.”

      Ben smiled at the child’s mispronunciation of ibuprofen. “Glad to hear it, but how’d you know where I was?”

      “Toby told me.”

      “Toby? Who’s Toby?” Ben wondered if someone had stopped by while he was ensconced in the library.

      “My friend. He always looks out for me.”

      “Oh. Okay. Then how did Toby know where I was?”

      “He knows everything.”

      “Does he live nearby?” Ben glanced out the window at The Abigael Inn’s isolation up on the hill, no neighbors in sight. Someone must have dropped Jake’s friend off.

      Jake tilted his head. “Super close.”

      “And how close is ‘super close’?”

      “Here. He lives here.”

      “Where’s here?” Ben asked slowly.

      Jake looked at him as if he were dense. “The hotel.”

      Ben’s skin tingled uncomfortably. “I don’t understand. What do you mean he lives here?”

      At that moment, Mandy burst into the room. “Oh, there you are.” She pressed lanky fingers against her heart with one hand and tugged on her Deadpool T-shirt with the other. “You can’t disappear like that on me, nutter butter. I thought you were still in bed.”

      “Sorry, Mom.”

      She pulled him close, and Ben imagined he’d be equally alarmed if Maxwell had disappeared somewhere in a hotel without telling Ben of his whereabouts.

      “Come on now, let’s get some lunch. Don’t bother Dr. Oris.”

      Ben smiled, but on the inside he was still disturbed by Jake’s claim that his friend lived at the inn. No doubt it was an imaginary friend. Most kids had them at one point or another. But it was still unnerving to hear Jake say it, especially since the boy had tracked Ben down in a hidden room.

      “He’s not bothering me,” Ben said. “I’m happy to look after him anytime while I’m here. Really. And again, it’s Ben.”

      Mandy nodded and said she appreciated the offer. When he asked her if the realtor had come yet, she said no. “When were you expecting her?”

      “About a half hour ago.”

      Mandy and Jake departed, leaving Ben alone in the parlor. He stared again out the bay window at the highway below, its steady traffic trekking along but most of its noise swallowed by the wind. In the distance, the Berkshires painted a picturesque scene, even in a dull, snowless December.

      After waiting another fifteen minutes for the realtor, Ben called her. She answered on the first ring.

      Ben identified himself and said, “I must’ve got the times mixed up. I thought you were coming at eleven thirty.”

      A beat of silence from Amy Kim. “Well yes, that’s what we had initially agreed on, but I don’t understand.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My boss gave me the message yesterday that you no longer wanted to sell the inn.”

      “I’m sorry, what now?” Ben reached for a throw pillow and ran his fingers through its tassels. “What message?”

      “It was on my desk yesterday afternoon. It said you wanted to keep the hotel.”

      “No…I…who left the message?”

      A vocalization of surprise from Amy. “Why, you did, Mr. Oris. In fact, the return number was the hotel itself.”

      Ben let go of the pillow. Although aware the realtor was still speaking to him, he was unsure how to respond, too puzzled by her words.

      Clearly, someone pretending to be him had called her office the day before. That same someone had said the hotel was no longer for sale. And they had done it from the inn’s phone.

      The question was who? Who wanted him to keep The Abigael Inn so badly they’d stoop to impersonating him?

      Or, maybe more importantly, why?
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      Later that evening, as Ben sat in the hotel dining room polishing off a takeout container of chicken lo mein from The Beijing Fortune restaurant in Shelby, his unknown impersonator still rattled him. Why would someone call the realtor and say the inn was no longer for sale?

      Ben had wanted to ask Mandy if it was her or someone she knew, along with a slew of other questions about Clara and the hotel in general, but she had been knee-deep in cleaning the grout in one of the guest room showers and he’d been reluctant to bother her. He figured he’d get some lunch downtown and ask her when he returned, but by the time he got back, she and Jake had already left. He could have texted her, mostly because he wanted to make sure Jake was okay and that she hadn’t had to rush out on her son’s account, but she might have thought he was checking up on her whereabouts, wondering why she’d left work early.

      What she did with her time was the last thing Ben cared about, but he hadn’t yet convinced her of that. His new role as her boss fit about as well as Spanx on a horse, not to mention his ignorance in running a hotel.

      As he sucked up the last of the Chinese noodles, he downgraded the mysterious phone call to the real estate agent to a simple misunderstanding. He’d already scheduled another appointment with her for the next day. No harm, no foul.

      After discarding his takeout boxes and wiping down the table with a napkin from the bar, he returned to guest room five to check in with his family and then Laurette. During the afternoon, he’d written the first draft of his research paper’s introduction and methodology sections, the only two he could complete while waiting on the final stats. After his phone calls, he planned to return to the hidden library. Some of those medical books might make for an interesting historical paper, if he ever found the time to write one.

      Willy answered Ben’s FaceTime call with a smile, and Ben could see from the peach walls and L-shaped desk in the background that his dad was at Sophia’s. Never a tech whiz, Willy barely used a quarter of the iPhone’s features, but he enjoyed the face-to-face communication it provided.

      After responding to his dad’s questions about the hotel, Ben discovered his father had some surprising news of his own. Willy had been on a date the night before, his first ever since the love of his life, Max—Ben’s nonbiological father—had passed away from colon cancer almost eight years prior.

      Recovering from his shock, Ben said, “Who is he? How’d you meet? Where’d you guys go?”

      Willy chuckled at Ben’s eagerness. “His name’s John, and he’s from up north. Came into the chocolate store the other day. We had a nice time, but it was just some drinks and a conversation so don’t get too excited.”

      “What’s he like?” Ben knew he was grinning like a dork but couldn’t help it.

      “Polite, distinguished, enjoys cooking like me.”

      “Is he good-looking?”

      Willy chuckled. “Like a Pierce Brosnan.”

      “Whoa, not bad, Dad, not bad at all.”

      They chatted a little more about Willy’s date, and then Maxwell finished his bath and joined the conversation, talking of trains and tracks and a new fudge flavor Grandpa let him help make. A few minutes later Sophia replaced Maxwell, and Ben caught up with her too. The familiarity of their faces, their low-key banter, their support—all of it calmed him.

      When Ben told Sophia about the strange noises and the secret passageways, she said, “Bet you’re looking forward to Laurette getting there on Friday. Three nights is a long time to spend alone in a spooky place.”

      “You got that right.”

      In addition to the secret library, Ben had located two hidden staircases that afternoon: one leading from the corner of the dining room to the basement, accessed by another push-to-open door concealed within the wall paneling, and the other from the upstairs hallway between guest rooms nine and ten to the kitchen below. Given his dislike of enclosed spaces, he hadn’t particularly enjoyed descending either one. The low ceilings had forced him to hunch, and the wooden steps fit barely three-quarters of his size-eleven feet. He then told Sophia about meeting the “town witch.”

      “Always such a skeptic,” Sophia said through the phone screen. “Don’t discount the woman’s efforts. I doubt she’d be doing it without reason.”

      That Sophia, a devout Catholic, didn’t automatically condemn the practice of witchcraft surprised Ben. Didn’t the Bible outlaw such things? Then again, Sophia’s piousness had never prevented her from having an open mind, which was why he, the atheist, and she, the devoted churchgoer, had been able to effectively co-parent thus far. Ben didn’t mind Maxwell attending Sunday school and saying his nighttime prayers, and Sophia didn’t mind Ben counseling their son that there were all kinds of people in the world who believed different things, and none of them were more right than the other.

      “Just don’t brush this Ana woman off,” Sophia was saying. “Next time she’s there, introduce yourself.”

      “Okay, Hermione.”

      Sophia laughed at his Harry Potter reference, and when they ended their chat, Ben called Laurette next. She appeared as eager to join him in two days as he was to have her.

      Buoyed by the phone calls with his inner circle, which was all the socialization he needed, he grabbed a Belgian lager from behind the bar—MY bar—and returned to the library hidden away behind the parlor wall. Its lack of windows prevented any outside lurkers (like cumin-burning witches) from spying on him, and its intimate setting was more relaxing than guest room five with its nineteenth-century vibe. A bonus was the library’s insulating quality, cutting the noise of the hotel’s flatulence by at least fifty percent.

      As he was about to browse another medical text from the early 1900s, he remembered the slip of paper he’d seen trapped between two books, just before Jake had scared the shit out of him by knocking on the wall. Trying not to think about the boy’s imaginary friend outing his whereabouts, Ben set his beer down on a coaster on the end table and plucked out the half-exposed piece of paper. Folded in fours, the heavy sheet appeared to be from a sketch pad. When he opened it up, he grimaced in disgust.

      In red crayon and in frightfully good detail, a hunched creature with a near-human face and body stared back at him. Hairless skull, facial skin stippled, lips stretched back toward pointy ears in a sneer, eyes searing gold orbs. A long neck stretched to an emaciated trunk, and its contracted limbs resembled a mix between an arthritic old man and a wild animal.

      “Jesus,” Ben whispered under his breath. What kind of child would draw such a thing?

      A name was scribbled at the bottom of the page, but he couldn’t make it out. Started with a T maybe. Or was it a J? Had Jake been back here? Clearly he knew where the library was. Had he left this artistic gem behind? If so, Ben wondered if the boy suffered from more than diabetes and imaginary friendships.

      He tried to imagine Maxwell drawing such a creature if he were older. Could happen, he supposed. Boys—girls too—often enjoyed the macabre. But at eight years old? The drawing seemed more the M.O. of a goth-loving teenager banging out to Slayer than a diabetic little boy with superhero pajamas.

      Giving the red creature a final shudder, its golden eyes seeming to stare right through him, Ben folded the drawing back up and pocketed it. He didn’t know Mandy well enough to suggest her son might have issues, but he’d have it on hand to show her if the need arose. He wondered about Jake’s father. Mandy had mentioned she was a single mother, but Ben wasn’t the type to pry. The less he knew of a stranger’s drama the better. Still, he wondered what the story was. Likely, he’d never know. Mandy seemed as uninterested in sharing personal details as Ben was, which was one of the reasons he liked her.

      A creak in the ceiling above him made him jump. Then another creak. A weightier thump followed, and damn if it didn’t sound like someone was walking directly above him.

      Spine tensing, he ran through the hotel’s layout in his mind. Directly above him should be guest room number three or four on the other side of the second-story chandelier. An empty guest room number three or four.

      Relax. The doors are locked, the alarm is set.

      If anyone had entered it would only be Mandy, and she’d have nothing more sinister in mind then dropping off food for the guests coming Saturday.

      He loosened his clenched jaw and told himself to man up. He’d studied enough psychology to understand the power of suggestion, and Mandy’s mention of the place being haunted, along with Ana Banana’s wandering around the perimeter sprinkling her magic, had put his mind in a place it didn’t need to be.

      When at last the house-settling quieted, taking its imaginary footsteps with it, Ben yanked out the untitled book that had shielded the monster drawing. He retreated to one of the deep chairs by the fireplace, swallowed a quarter of his beer, and opened the leather-bound book.

      Handwritten in delicate cursive, which seemed an odd stylistic choice to Ben, it appeared to be a collection of stories, fairy tales really. The pages, yellowed and aged, made him wonder if he should be wearing gloves. How old was the thing? If it were priceless and easily damaged, it would probably be in a special case, so maybe it was created to simply look old.

      Black-and-white drawings of monsters, witches, and evil fairies populated the pages. Each story was a couple pages in length, and Ben scanned a few of them.

      Disney tales they were not.

      Men burned at the stake, women skewered, children sacrificed. Who needed Wes Craven with books like this?

      One story told of a man who was born to a king, made to serve the king, and someday become the king, but the man desired no such noble offerings. Instead, he wanted to travel with his wife and remaining child to a faraway land, having no intention of carrying on the king’s legacy. The man had planned a daring escape, but before their carriage could slip off into the night, the husband and wife were ripped from the buggy and fed to the dogs. The remaining child was unharmed.

      Ben stared into space, gulping down another half of his beer. Had Jake found these nightmare tales? If so, no wonder he was drawing hideous creatures. Whoever penned the stories was one messed-up soul.

      Debating what to do with the book—leave it there and risk Jake reading more of the crap? Hide it in his guest room? Burn it?—Ben flipped back to the beginning and grazed over the first story. Somewhat less intense, it told of an angel who walked the earth but incompletely, for she longed for a child, her husband unable to sire one. Distraught with maternal pining, she made a pact with a dark force who promised her a child in exchange for his freedom. She agreed, and he gave her a son, but once the dark force was raised to the earth, free to perform his evil feats and become the prince he once was, she realized her terrible mistake. With a spell, she attached herself to the freed being and banished them both to the deepest depths of the earth, even though it meant her own perpetual suffering. Her child would now have to carry on without her, and her dying wish was that the dark force would never reach him.

      When Ben turned the page, he got another surprise: a small note wedged into the binding. He opened the folded sheet, not sketch paper like before, just ordinary lined paper, but what was written on it was anything but normal.

      In block letters, taking up a quarter of the page, shouted the words HELP HER. Underneath the plea, a letter P was written, along with the start of a second letter, maybe an A. The pen streaked across the page before it could finish, as if the writer had been interrupted. Maybe whoever scribbled the note had hastily folded it and shoved it inside the book to avoid being caught but then later forgot to return to it.

      Or maybe the person never got the chance to return to it.

      Maybe he or she—

      A sharp knock on the hidden library’s wall made Ben yelp in surprise. The book flew from his hands and thudded to the floor. His skipping heart practically joined it.

      “Who’s there?” he croaked.

      No answer.

      Nothing but quiet.

      Too much quiet. As if the hotel suddenly had nothing to say.

      “Hello?” He tried to force calm into his dancing insides. Maybe it had just been the wind.

      Outside a concealed room? Yeah, right.

      With shaky fingers, he picked up the fairy tale book and reshelved it, having no interest in harboring its horrors in his guest room. As for the note pleading for help, he stuffed that in his pocket along with the awful drawing. Eager to flee the room, he switched off the Tiffany lamp, but when he reached the secret door, he found he was hesitant to open it.

      Come on, you wuss, he told himself. You’ve held trauma patients’ severed spines in your hands. Literally.

      When he pushed opened the door, he rested his head against the doorframe and peeked out, the tinkling of the figurines in the china cabinet the only sound.

      No one in the parlor.

      He tiptoed over the concealed door’s threshold, but barely had he crossed it when he cried out again, this time in pain. His hand flew to the back of his head. Something had just sliced the base of his skull.

      “What the hell?!”

      Jagged flesh, just below his hairline, met his fingertips. When he pulled his hand away, it was soaked with blood.

      He spun around. Checked the doorframe where his head had been moments earlier. That must have been what had cut him.

      But how could it? There was nothing there. No sharp piece of wood. No blood. None of his hair trapped in the frame’s fibers.

      With the back of his skull throbbing in pain and his pulse hammering his eardrums, he bolted out of the parlor.

      As he sprinted up to room five for Marcus Welby, he realized he’d left his beer in the library. Didn’t care. There was a bar full of them, and he could use one or fifty right about now.

      Rummaging around his medical bag for gauze, the image of Jack Torrance in The Shining popped into his brain. Drinking at the bar, talking to an imaginary bartender, turning into a psycho lunatic.

      Maybe booze wasn’t so great either.

      For the next five minutes, he cleaned the wound as best he could, blood dripping onto the bathroom’s pedestal sink. He tried to get a look at the cut in the mirror but couldn’t. It was centered in the back of his head, the base of his skull really, covered by an inch of dark hair. When he finally stanched the bleeding, he covered the wound with gauze and adhered a large bandage over the dressing.

      After he finished, he jogged to the basement and turned on every light he could find, along with the massive flatscreen above the fireplace. After selecting an action movie with thundering crashes and bangs, he racked up the pool table to distract himself. Then he hit the balls with so much force that between their cracking impacts and the booming TV, every other noise was drowned out.

      Just when his hyperventilation had finally eased and a sense of normalcy returned, he made the mistake of glancing at the child’s table near the stairs.

      He spotted the puzzle, the one of three puppies.

      Last night, when he’d toured the inn, only the border and one puppy’s head was completed. Of that, he had no doubt.

      Tonight, a second puppy’s head had joined the party.
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      Someone‘s messing with you, Benny Boy.

      As he brushed his teeth for the night, his head wound still throbbing, he believed that made the most sense. He might see shades of gray he hadn’t before, but he still subscribed to Occam’s Razor: the simplest explanation was usually the right one.

      The simplest explanations for what he’d been seeing and hearing were: one, the puzzle had been worked on by Jake earlier that morning; or two, someone, maybe whoever it was who’d called the realtor and canceled Ben’s appointment with Amy Kim, was sneaking into the hotel and leaving bizarre things for him to find. It wouldn’t be that difficult. He hadn’t been arming the security system during the day, and anyone with a key could have slipped in one of the numerous doors, including the one in the two-bedroom suite that sported its own private entrance. Maybe a former guest, or a maintenance worker, or maybe even Mandy herself. Why, Ben had no idea. Trying to scare him seemed counterproductive to getting him to stick around and keep the hotel. Seemed like a good way to get him to flee. And yet, someone had called the realtor and said Ben had planned to keep the place.

      A part of him did indeed want to take off. Pack his suitcase, say adios to Mandy and Jake, and tell Laurette that New York was back on. But what would he tell his mom? That had been her voice in his head yesterday morning—no sense trying to convince himself otherwise. For whatever reason, she needed him here. Shouldn’t he at least try to figure out why before he ran off like a scared little boy? Like it or not, he now owned The Abigael Inn, and it was his responsibility to deal with it.

      If he were being truly honest with himself, another part of him recognized something deeper, a darker obstacle to his leaving. He didn’t recognize it so much as he felt it. Felt it with the part of him that over the last few years had been opened to the existence of other possibilities, possibilities that couldn’t be seen with the naked eye, didn’t want to be seen with the naked eye. Even though he was loath to dip his toe into that pool and his rational brain kept pushing the notion away, he felt something inside the hotel.

      As he climbed into the cool sheets of the comfortable bed in guest room five for his second night alone, having left the foyer lights turned on below him and the antique mirror facing the wall in the corner, he felt that gray unknown he longed to ignore. In a scraping way that dug at his subconscious and prickled his nerves, it told him leaving would not be an option.

      It’s not over yet, his mother’s telepathic voice had said. I need you to finish it. Please.

      Someone—or something—wanted him here. Needed him here. His mother? Someone else? He didn’t know.

      Maybe The Abigael Inn itself.
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      After his second night of fitful sleep, this time filled with dark images of being trapped by faceless forces and unable to flee, Ben skipped the morning workout and settled for a massive cup of coffee and a big bowl of Cheerios in the dining room. Mandy must have brought by some groceries the day before.

      Sunlight streamed through the inn’s window and brightened the place by three shades, imparting a sense of cheer and normality, both of which he could use. The realtor would be coming in a couple hours, and after that, Ben planned to spend some time in Shelby. So far his town visits had been limited to pizza-, sub-, and Chinese-food runs. His head wound still ached, but he hadn’t noticed any new bleeding when he’d changed the gauze after his shower, so he took that as a win.

      Once he polished off the coffee and cereal, he grabbed his jacket from the foyer’s brass coatrack and was about to wander the grounds in more detail when a key turned in the main entrance’s lock. He was expecting it to be Mandy, so his mouth dropped open in surprise when an attractive older couple entered instead.

      Oh my God, is that…?

      The security alarm beeped its familiar refrain, but before Ben could silence it, the man, dressed in a cashmere overcoat and a teardrop fedora, beat him to it.

      After entering the security code, the dapper visitor opened his arms wide toward Ben. “Welcome to The Abigael Inn, son, welcome. We wanted to be here on your arrival, but we were out of town.”

      Ben squeezed the jacket still gripped in his hand.

      “I’m afraid we’ve caught him off guard, dear,” the woman said in a warm voice. She unbuttoned a navy peacoat, revealing a knit dress below.

      These people are—

      “Maybe you remember us. I’m Frederick Claxwell Junior,” the man said, removing his hat and extending a hand, “but you can call me Freddy, and this is my wife, Elizabeth, or El. We’re—”

      My grandparents.

      “—your grandparents on your mother’s side.”

      Hovering there like a dolt, Ben realized their presence made sense. This was a Claxwell-owned establishment, after all. Why it had come his way via Clara instead of going to the couple before him, though, he still had no idea.

      Finally finding his voice, he said, “I’m sorry. I’m just a little taken aback, that’s all.” He finally shook Frederick’s hand.

      Elizabeth stepped over and enveloped Ben in a hug, her hair brushing his stubble. Her evocative scent smelled as expensive as their clothing looked. When she pulled away, she must have noticed a blush in his cheeks because she said, “I’m sorry to embarrass you, but we’ve been waiting so long to formally meet you. That time at your mother’s center was too brief.”

      Ben remembered well that one and only face-to-face encounter. The entire exchange had lasted just a few minutes, but the reserved couple he had met at his mother’s long-term care facility was completely at odds with the demonstrative couple before him now in The Abigael Inn.

      “Let’s go to the parlor,” Frederick said. “We have a lot of catching up to do.” He stepped closer and placed his hands affectionately on Ben’s shoulder. “We truly are happy to see you. Things were…” He lowered his gaze but not his half-embrace. “Things were difficult with your mother. We respected her wishes and kept our distance, but after my sister left the hotel to you, we knew we could at long last get to know our grandson.”

      Ben studied his grandfather’s face and then his grandmother’s. He supposed he saw Harmony in there somewhere, but neither one had his mother’s auburn hair or crow’s feet. Instead, both had impressively thick locks, more pepper than salt in the coloring, and faces so well-preserved that Ben imagined a very wealthy dermatologist somewhere in their contact list.

      Why hadn’t Mandy told him about these people? The fact they had a key and knew the security code suggested they played a role in the hotel. It was then Ben remembered the housekeeper had said something about El and her husband helping Clara run the inn. In Ben’s ongoing bewilderment, he’d failed to ask her more about it.

      “You two go on ahead,” Elizabeth said. “I’ll fetch us some tea and join you in a jiffy.”

      She gave Ben one more embrace, the top of her head falling at his chin, and then hurried off toward the kitchen down the hallway beyond the dining room.

      Frederick hung his overcoat on the coatrack and waved an arm toward the parlor past the foyer on the left. “Shall we?”

      Oh, we shall, Ben thought, following the man down the burgundy carpet runner, his mind a swirling sea of questions.

      We shall.
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      For the next hour, Ben sipped tea he barely tasted and tensed his body on a sofa in the parlor. Outside the bay windows, cars whizzed by at the base of the hill, and clouds swarmed the sky, swallowing the morning’s earlier sunshine. For every question Freddy and El (as they’d reminded Ben several times to call them) answered, three new ones cropped up in his mind. Mostly, however, he could not reconcile this pleasant, attentive couple with the one his mother had referred to as “awful people.”

      Although Harmony had shared little of her parents with Ben, what he did know, or at least what he’d thought he’d known, was that her father, a professor, was a cruel man who had shunned her and been dismissive of her bipolar disease. According to what Ben was hearing now, however, it was Harmony who had been the one to instigate the estrangement.

      As her son, Ben was defensive of her, and as his mother, she had his trust, but the more he listened to Freddy and El, the harder that unconditional contract became to maintain. After all, for most of his life he, too, had been nearly estranged from her, and how many times as a child had she disappointed him? Never showing up for special events. Canceling visits last minute. Going as long as a year without connecting. As an adult, he’d finally accepted that had been Harmony’s way of protecting him, but what if there were more to the story? What if she were the one who’d been spinning lies?

      Presently, Freddy was telling Ben it was true he had been a professor at one time, but he and El had been involved in many other pursuits as well, including helping Clara with the hotel. Over the years they had made a number of investments with real estate and old family money (from Claxwell Locks and Safes among other ventures) that had proved beyond prosperous, allowing them to close up the hotel with Clara in the winter and spend the months somewhere warm. Occasionally, they would reopen for special bookings, especially around Christmastime, returning to Shelby for the holiday season. “The town is decorated so beautifully this time of—”

      Not meaning to be rude, Ben cut Freddy off. “Harmony made it sound like you wanted nothing to do with her. Or me, for that matter.”

      His grandmother’s face pursed in concern, and Freddy shook his head sadly. “Harmony, yes, that’s the name she gave herself, isn’t it? I guess she felt Patricia never suited her.”

      Something pinged in Ben’s head when Freddy said the name Patricia, but the thought disappeared as quickly as it came, too many other revelations clouding his brain.

      “We tried with our Patricia, we really did,” Freddy said, “but she was such a disturbed little girl. Maybe if she’d had siblings, that would have helped, but she was so alone. Always imagining things that weren’t there. Blaming us for despicable acts that never occurred.” From the wingback chair nearest the sofa, Freddy cocked his head at Ben. “You know about her mental illness, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      “Well, she seemed to spend as much time in psychosis as out of it. Even as a little girl she had spells. Or at least that’s what we called them.” He smiled sadly at El, and she returned his parental sorrow. “We did what we could. Took her to specialists. Paid out of pocket for expensive medications. But…well…ultimately we lost her, didn’t we, dear?”

      El, who sat on the far end of the same sofa as Ben, dabbed at her eyes with her pinky finger, her nails painted the same soft rose as her lips. “We surely did, but staying away from you? Well, that just about killed us. Not a day went by we didn’t think of you.”

      Freddy clasped his hands together. “But you’re here now, and we couldn’t be more delighted. We hope to meet your son someday too.”

      The moment his grandfather mentioned Maxwell, something instinctive tightened in Ben. An innate protectiveness of any parent, he supposed, but still, he wanted to move on. “Why in the world did Clara leave the hotel to me and not you guys?”

      Freddy exchanged a glance with El. “That was our idea, honestly. It was probably unfair of us, to be sure, but although we want the inn to remain in the family, we don’t need its income. We thought it might be a way to bring you to us, hopefully without angering your mother.” He shook his head, and his well-preserved face finally sagged. “Not that she’s likely aware of it, poor thing. We obviously couldn’t leave the hotel to her, what with her medical state and all.”

      El rose and grabbed a tissue from an antique holder on an end table. She daintily blew her nose. “It’s so awful knowing she’s wasting away in that bed, I can hardly bear it.” Her eyes pleaded at Ben. “But we pay for her care. We will for as long as she needs it. I hope you know that we love her, that we’d do anything for her.”

      The unretrievable thought that had nudged Ben’s brain a few moments earlier finally revealed itself. The signature he’d found on the note inside the disturbing fairy tale book—the note that had screamed HELP HER—started with a P-A. As in Patricia. As in his mother.

      He jerked upright, splashing a drop of tea onto his jeans. “Wait. Did my mother come here? When she was a little girl, I mean?”

      They looked at him in confusion. “Well of course,” El said. “She grew up here. We used to live here as a family. We thought you knew that.”

      No. No he hadn’t known that. He hadn’t known any of what he’d just been told beyond his mother’s severe bipolar illness.

      “This house has a fascinating history, Benjamin,” Freddy said. “El and I have a previous obligation today, but tomorrow I’ll return and fill you in on its rich past. The Abigael Inn hasn’t always been a hotel, you know.”

      Ben put his tea, which had long since cooled, on a doily on the coffee table, hoping that was the lace fabric’s purpose. He rubbed his temples, trying to clear the tsunami in his head. Twice he opened his mouth, and twice he closed it again. He didn’t know in which direction to steer the strange conversation, a conversation that was at odds with everything he’d ever believed about the maternal side of his family. Had his mother lied to him about her parents? Maybe not lied so much as harbored delusions about them that weren’t true? If that were the case, didn’t they deserve the benefit of the doubt?

      Taking a deep breath, the wound at the nape of his skull throbbing all over again, he decided to start with the most practical response, even though it might hurt their feelings. “I’m sorry, but I have a realtor coming in an hour. I…” He looked from Freddy to El. “It’s not possible for me to keep the place. You must’ve known that. I live in Philadelphia. I’m in surgical training.”

      “Of course it’s possible, dear.” El scooted closer to him on the sofa. “Certainly we don’t expect you to leave your residency or your life back home. We’re so proud of you becoming an orthopedic surgeon. So proud. There will be plenty of time for your return later.”

      Return? Later?

      “And of course we’ll look after it for you until then,” Freddy assured him. “This land and the dwellings on it have been in our—your—family for centuries. It should remain in Claxwell hands, don’t you think?”

      “I’m hardly the right person for this,” Ben protested. He wanted to add, And what happens when you two die? Who’ll run it then?, but for obvious etiquette reasons he didn’t. Still, Harmony was fifty-seven. That put Freddy and El at least in their late seventies, and despite their dermatologist’s skill, maybe even older.

      “Oh, but that’s where you’re wrong, son,” his newfound grandfather said. “You’re entirely the right person for this. We just needed a little faith. Don’t you agree, El?”

      “Most certainly,” she said, resting her hand on Ben’s forearm and beaming at him like only a grandmother could. “You’re exactly who we’ve been waiting for.”
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      The next morning, on Friday the thirteenth, Freddy returned to fill Ben in on his “family roots” and the history of The Abigael Inn itself. Rather than remaining in the dining room, his grandfather suggested they walk the grounds. “I’m sure you’ve already explored the inn’s interior in detail, and it’s such a lovely day for December, although no doubt the winter enthusiasts would prefer a little snow.”

      Ben polished off his last ounce of coffee and followed Freddy into the foyer, the sun streaming in through the front windows and brightening the gaudy avian wallpaper. Feeling better rested than the two previous mornings, either because he was acclimating to the hotel’s clinks and wheezes or because he’d been too exhausted to be unnerved by them, he slipped into his trail shoes and pulled a jacket on over his sweatshirt.

      As the two men departed the inn and descended the stoop’s side stairwell in lieu of the front-facing access ramp, Mandy pulled up in her rusted Toyota. It shuddered to a stop. When she emerged, she nodded and said, “Oh good, I’m glad you two have met.”

      “How’s Jake?” Ben asked, climbing the steps again and opening the door for her.

      “Better, thanks. He hasn’t had a fever since yesterday morning so I sent him back to school. He only has a couple more days before Christmas break.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Ben thought about the crayon drawing he’d found wedged between two books in the hidden library and again wondered if Jake had been the one to draw the hideous creature. Rather than ask Mandy if her son was psychologically disturbed, which wouldn’t translate too well into small talk, he put on his sunglasses and said, “I saw he was working on that puzzle in the basement.”

      Mandy frowned, one sneakered foot in the inn, the other still on the stoop. “What puzzle?”

      “The dog puzzle. On the kids’ table.”

      She shook her head. “No, no way. Jake hates the basement. Says there are too many weird noises down there.”

      “He’s not wrong about that,” Ben said, making Freddy laugh. Although Ben smiled, his rumination over the puzzle persisted. If Jake hadn’t been working on it, who had? A glance at Freddy suggested nothing.

      To Mandy, his grandfather tipped his fedora and said, “The place looks great. Everything ready for tomorrow night?”

      She confirmed it was and then stepped all the way inside. Ben closed the door behind her.

      “Mandy’s a great gal,” Freddy said, adjusting the collar of his cashmere overcoat and leading Ben toward the pond. The water rippled a soothing white noise, and a distorted pattern of pine trees reflected off its surface. “Hard worker. Dedicated. With her salary, she could afford a nicer car, but she’s smart with her money.”

      Ben glanced back at his old Mustang and decided that was another thing he and Mandy had in common.

      “We cover her and Jake’s health insurance, of course,” Freddy continued, “but she still has to pay a fair amount out of pocket. Her son has diabetes, you know.”

      They strolled along the pathway surrounding the pond, a delicate layer of frost dusting the stones. “Is Jake’s father in the picture?” Ben asked.

      “Nick is an asshole, pardon my French. Struts in and out of Jake’s life when it suits him, bringing Mandy nothing but heartache. She doesn’t deserve that.” Freddy removed a stick from the edge of the pond and threw it with impressive force into the copse of evergreens behind them. “I imagine he’s used her as a punching bag a few times. Jake, too, though she’s never admitted as much to me. I recently hired someone to change the locks on her house. She rents from us.”

      “Nice of you to look after her.”

      “She was young when she applied for a housekeeping job—still is. Jake had just been diagnosed with diabetes, and she had no insurance, no college degree. Nick hadn’t shown his face for months. I could see she was in need, so I hired her on the spot. Clara often left those decisions to me. Mandy proved to be so efficient that when the head housekeeper moved away a while later, we promoted Mandy, and she’s been earning her keep ever since.” He smiled, his teeth whiter and straighter than Ben’s own. “She told you there’ll be some guests coming tomorrow night?”

      “Yes.”

      “The son of one of my financial advisors asked to throw his wife a birthday party here, and we felt we couldn’t say no. But don’t worry. There’ll be nothing for you to do. You just sit back and enjoy yourself. They’ll be gone before you know it.”

      “It’s no problem. My girlfriend’s coming later tonight too.”

      Freddy’s step slowed. “Oh?” For once, his smile didn’t reach his eyes. “The more the merrier, I suppose.” He pointed to the pond. “We used to have fish in here, but people threw too much food to them, everything from bread to peanuts. What kind of a fish eats peanuts? Some people just aren’t very sophisticated. Fools, really.” Freddy shook his head and walked on.

      “Speaking of water,” Ben said, his grandfather’s elitism not lost on him, “what’s with that old sump pit in the basement? I almost stepped in it.”

      A slight pause. “Oh my, I’m sorry about that. The cover must’ve been moved.”

      “I replaced it, but something should be done about it.”

      Freddy led Ben toward the garage on the north side of the hotel, the winter grass crispy beneath their shoes. “Something should be done about a lot of things in this place, but Clara put her efforts toward the areas the guests actually see.”

      “What’s with the red sludge in it? And what about that incinerator? Is it well-ventilated and—”

      “The inn is old, Benjamin. Do you know anything of its history?”

      “Just what I read online, which wasn’t much.”

      “So you know the main house was built in 1781. That was done by your great, great, great grandfather Samuel Claxwell when he was only twenty-five years old.”

      Ben tried to do the math in his head. Wasn’t quite sure it fit.

      “Before that, only a tiny wood dwelling existed on this land. Samuel’s father, Jeremiah, lived in that cabin with his parents, who were the first to settle the land we’re walking on now.”

      Gravel crunched beneath Ben’s soles as they passed the enclosed garage and then the open carports. Just before the hill began its downward slope in the wooded terrain, the patchy grass returned, growing weedier the farther they advanced. Wind lifted Ben’s hair off the nape of his neck and the fresh bandage that lay there. At least the deep cut no longer hurt.

      “Poor Jeremiah,” Freddy continued, slowing his pace in the tall grass and studying the ground. “Lost his mother, Abigael, in a tragic way back in 1719 when he was just a young lad. Word through the family grapevine is that he was never quite the same after that.”

      “So I take it the hotel was named after her?”

      “Indeed it was. She was nothing shy of an angel.” Freddy slowed even more. He tapped the toe of his Italian loafer at something. “Ah, here she is.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Freddy pointed to the ground. A stone slab marked with the name Abigael Claxwell rested there, partially embedded in the dirt.

      Wow. Ben hadn’t thought his grandfather had meant Abigael was literally there. He studied the grave marking. No date of birth or death, no epitaph. “Why so understated? No one would even know it’s here.”

      “We wouldn’t want to frighten our guests, would we?”

      Ben chewed his lower lip. Some guests would probably get a kick out of knowing there was a gravesite nearby. Others, like Ben, after what he’d been experiencing in the hotel, maybe not so much.

      Freddy moved a few paces over. “And here’s Abigael’s son, Jeremiah. Born in 1706. He started it all.” Ben was about to ask Freddy what he meant, but his grandfather strolled several more paces and said, “Here’s Jeremiah’s son, Samuel.” Several more paces. “And here lies Samuel’s son, Edward, your great, great grandfather.” A shadow crossed Freddy’s face. “He was a tortured soul, that Edward. It was he who built the grand mansion you see now.” Freddy waved a hand back toward the inn but remained at Edward’s gravestone, the marker as hidden by weeds and grass as the other ones Freddy had pointed out. After a doleful head shake, he moved on to one last stone slab. “And here lies my father, Frederick Sr., your great grandfather.”

      As Ben stared at Freddy, who now stood at least twenty feet from him, he realized his grandfather had walked almost a full circle, Abigael’s headstone in the center.

      “Where are their wives?” Ben asked.

      Freddy gave a dismissive wave. “Oh, they’re around here too.”

      Ben scoffed and ambled to the next gravestone closest to him, which was Jeremiah’s. He imagined what Laurette and Sophia would say to that chauvinistic brush-off of the wives, and rightfully so.

      “And their children?” Ben’s tone must’ve reflected his irritation because Freddy looked instantly chagrined.

      “Forgive me,” he said. “I don’t mean to diminish the wives. Every Claxwell man became as great as he did because of the Claxwell woman who worked by his side. Indeed, our wives have run our businesses as adeptly as the men, if not better. It’s just, well…” Freddy rejoined Ben at Jeremiah’s marker. “The only son holds a special honor in our family, and now that’s you, Benjamin.” Freddy stared so lovingly, so reverently at him that Ben blushed.

      Standing there among his ancestors, on a hill rich with shared blood and heritage, filled Ben with an unexpected sense of wonder. A sense of belonging, even. He had spent little time with his dad’s parents, his paternal grandfather never accepting of Willy’s lifestyle. Ben had fond memories of his nonbiological father’s parents, but they had lived in California and had drifted even farther away emotionally after Max died. Therefore, having a newly discovered grandfather, one as charismatic and devoted to Ben as Freddy was proving to be, was undeniably appealing.

      Normally guarded with new people, this feeling of connection surprised Ben. But as he stared out at the weedy grounds, he felt as if the land itself, along with the inn that occupied it, were telling him he was home.

      Unsettled by the strange sensation, he cleared his throat. “So, you said the inn wasn’t always an inn. What else was it?” He started walking away from the circular graveyard back toward the hotel.

      Freddy followed. “The original house was of course just that: a house. But after Edward expanded it to what you see now, it was temporarily…well, now we’d call it a mental-health institute, or something along those lines, but in the mid-eighteen hundreds it was called an insane asylum.”

      If Ben had thought his grandfather couldn’t lob any bigger surprises at him than a family burial ground, he was wrong.

      “Oh, it was plenty respectable,” Freddy assured him, evidently reading Ben’s dismay. “A private institute. A place to send family members who were in need of a mental-health respite, and not just for the wealthy. The Reformation House admitted charity cases too. But—and I’m ashamed to admit this part—that was during my grandfather Edward’s time, and as I already mentioned, he was a rather disturbed individual himself. So eventually, the facility was shut down.”

      “And then?”

      They had once again reached the carports, and this time Freddy led Ben around the other side of the hotel where a dormant garden lay. Ben had spotted it before from the dining room windows. The guest rooms facing west had a view of it off their balconies. He imagined come spring, with the flowers blossoming and the trees blooming to life, it would make for a nice place to stroll or lounge on one of its benches.

      “And then it was a house for many years, including when I was a young adult. After that, my sister Clara converted it to a hotel, back in the eighties.” Freddy winked at Ben, the sun reflecting off his irises. “I told you the Claxwell women were savvy.”

      “But you said my mother lived there as a girl.”

      “Well, yes, the three of us did—Elizabeth, Patricia, and me. Your mother particularly loved the two-bedroom suite at the end of the north wing. Like Jake, she didn’t much care for the basement, so she used the suite as her playroom.” He pointed back toward the long tail of the inn. Its arched, two-story architecture was the same mixture of Victorian and Greek Revival as the front of the building. “Of course, it’s been renovated since then, and, as you might have noticed, it’s now the most modern space in the hotel.” He peered sideways at Ben. “Lovely quarters for you and your son to vacation in. Your girlfriend too, of course.”

      “Well—”

      “You name the date, and Mandy will make sure the suite is available. Meanwhile, we’ll be happy to keep things running for you. As efficient as Mandy and my Elizabeth are, it’ll be no chore at all, and our own home is not far away.” Freddy inhaled deeply and rested his hand against a bare maple tree in the garden. “Just smell that fresh air. Couldn’t you get used to this, son?”

      It didn’t take a mind reader to know what Freddy wanted to ask next. Ben sat on one of the garden benches, the wrought iron cold beneath his jeans. “I met with Amy Kim, the realtor, yesterday.” The woman had come by only minutes after Freddy and El had departed, giving Ben little time to collect himself after the unexpected encounter with his grandparents.

      “And?” Freddy sat next to him, both of them staring off toward the highway and the rolling Berkshires beyond it.

      “She didn’t stay long—had another appointment—but she said she’d get their camera guy out here next week to take pictures, show the place up right, and that hopefully they could have the listing online within a week or two.”

      “I see.” Freddy’s lips formed a grim line. “Well, I do hope you’ll reconsider.”

      “Why don’t you just take the hotel from me? I’ll gladly give it to you.”

      “It’s your inheritance, son, not mine.”

      “But that makes no sense. You and El have helped run it. If you’re too busy to maintain it on your own, you could hire a manager or—”

      “Let’s not decide now.” Freddy flashed his warm smile, his fedora slightly off-center. “I’m just so pleased you’re here, Benjamin. You have no idea how happy it makes me to share our heritage and traditions with you. And I do hope you’ll stay through the twenty-first.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because we have something special planned for you.” With that, Freddy bounded up off the bench, his joints evidently as spry as Ben’s, and indicated they return to the inn.
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      After lunch in the dining room with Freddy and El, which included artfully arrayed platters of salads and sandwiches El had just “whipped up with no bother at all,” Ben was heady with conflicting emotions. Believe his grandparents? Believe his mother? Find truth somewhere in between?

      Keep the hotel? Sell the hotel? Listen to the unrest in his gut that said something wasn’t right? After all, the oddities he’d experienced in the inn were hard to ignore. Same for the weird graveyard with its radial fealty to Abigael and the handwritten fairy tales tucked away in the library. Could Harmony have penned those disturbing stories during one of her manic flights? Certainly wasn’t out of the realm of possibilities, especially now that Ben was aware she had once lived in the inn.

      And yet at the same time, he felt inexplicably drawn to the place, having little desire to leave.

      Knowing he couldn’t think clearly with his grandparents beaming at him over their freshly squeezed lemonade and dessert petit fours, he thanked them for a wonderful lunch and excused himself. “I have some errands to run in town.”

      When El offered to accompany him, confessing her desire to spend more time with her one and only grandson, he politely declined and said he needed an afternoon to think things through. This, his grandparents seemed to understand, although he worried their smiles betrayed their belief that he would heed their wishes and keep the inn.

      As far as he was concerned, Laurette couldn’t get there soon enough. Unfortunately, her arrival was still at least three hours away if not more.

      Retreating to his guest room, he brushed his teeth for the second time that day, kept the stubble, and snatched his cell phone from its charger. On the way out, he paused. An image of his grandparents snooping through his belongings surfaced. Did it matter? He had nothing to hide. Except…

      He slid open the rickety closet door and grabbed his suitcase. Hefting it up on the quilted bed, he flipped it open and fished around an inside pocket. Bypassing the drawing and note he’d found in the hidden library and had transferred to the suitcase, he pulled out the antique locket Sophia had dropped into his hand at Willy’s condo, the one she said Harmony had “told” her to give to Ben.

      The old Ben would have forgotten about it.

      The new Ben tucked it in the pocket of his jeans, keeping it safely on his person as he left for the afternoon.
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      Charming and picturesque, the town of Shelby was nestled in a woodsy area a few miles west of The Abigail Inn. Its residential areas consisted of well-kept Colonial and Cape Cod homes, but as Ben drove deeper into the town center, commercial buildings became the norm, many favoring brick facades with elaborate shutters and decorative moldings. Their Federalist style suggested they might be two hundred years old or more.

      A smile formed on his lips as he thought about his father teasing him whenever he droned on about architecture. “You can take the surgeon out of the construction site,” Willy would say, “but you can’t take the construction site out of the surgeon.”

      Thoughts of his father brought Ben peace. Normal life still existed back in Philly. He’d sort the hotel mess out soon enough, and then he’d be back at his dad’s, looking for a new apartment, playing trains with Maxwell, hiking in the Wissahickon Valley Park with Laurette and Sir Quincy. He hoped his dad wasn’t overfeeding the dog. Willy refused to let a guest go hungry, whether canine or human. Ben also wondered if his dad would meet up with John again. The man was an out-of-towner, and Ben wasn’t sure how long he was staying in Philadelphia. Maybe he’d already left.

      After a slow perusal of downtown Shelby, its sidewalks peppered with holiday shoppers and its trees and shrubbery draped with Christmas decorations, Ben saw a sign for Simon’s Books on a pastel storefront. Eyeing an empty metered parking slot near a diner next door, he swerved the Mustang into the spot and dug a handful of coins out of his cup holder.

      Inside the bookstore, the scent of fresh paper and woodsy air freshener acted like a literary aphrodisiac, much more so than the holiday music crooning from a speaker behind the counter. Other than picture books with Maxwell, Ben rarely read for pleasure—if he wasn’t reading a surgical journal he was reading online news—but occasionally he enjoyed a good thriller. Sophia, on the other hand, would have gotten lost in the stacks of hardcovers and paperbacks that lined the shelves of the cluttered shop.

      A short man with a corona of white hair around an otherwise bald head emerged from behind a magazine rack. “Welcome,” he said amiably. “What can I do you for?”

      As the type of shopper who preferred no interactions, Ben reluctantly donned his social mask and said he was looking for books about the area.

      “Oh, sure, sure,” the man said, darting off toward a small staircase at the back. “All our local books are up here. I’m Simon, by the way. You a tourist?”

      Ben trotted after the shop owner, who, considering he had to be north of sixty-five, had the swiftness of a cheetah. “Yes, I’m just visiting.”

      Simon led Ben to one of two upstairs rooms, each packed with books in a less organized fashion than the bestsellers and new releases down below. From a bottom shelf, he plucked three books. “Let’s see, these two here dive into the local history of Shelby, and this one highlights the architecture around these parts.” He peered up at Ben who was a good six inches taller. “Or are you looking for more of a travel book?”

      “Actually,” Ben said, taking the book on architecture and flipping through its pages, “I’m mostly interested in The Abigael Inn. Any history books with information on the place?”

      Ben was studying a page depicting the earliest architectural styles of Western Massachusetts, so he didn’t immediately notice Simon’s hesitation, but when he finally registered the ongoing silence, he glanced away from the book in his hands and saw the bookstore owner’s frown.

      “The Abigael Inn?” Ben repeated, wondering how a Shelby resident could not be familiar with it. “The hotel just a couple miles down the road?”

      “Why would you be interested in that?”

      Ben closed the architectural book and tucked it under his arm to purchase. “I’m…well, this is going to sound weird, but I just inherited the place.”

      “You’re related to Clara Claxwell?” The note of alarm in Simon’s voice was unmistakable.

      “Um, yeah. Apparently she was my great aunt, although I never knew she or the hotel existed until recently.”

      Simon shook his head and continued doing so as he turned and descended the narrow staircase. “No. We don’t have anything like that. Just what I showed you there.” His voice faded away as he reached the main floor, leaving Ben on his own.

      Well, that was weird.

      Ben stared at the local collection, wondering why the mention of the hotel had Simon so bothered. He flipped through a couple of the books just to be sure none contained information about the inn, and when he found they didn’t, he browsed the other upstairs room. After finding a vegan cookbook Sophia would like, he visited the children’s section on the main floor and selected a picture book packed with every kind of train imaginable. No doubt he’d be reading the thing to Maxwell ten times a week for the foreseeable future.

      Figuring Willy would prefer a sweatshirt over a book, he placed his items on the counter near the cash register. Next to the impulse buys was an earring stand. He slowly twirled the small rack.

      “Local jeweler,” Simon said. His tone was tight with none of its earlier exuberance.

      Ben found a dangling pair with a rainbow of gems and selected them for Laurette. As he dug out his credit card, he tried for casual and asked, “Is there a reason my mentioning The Abigael Inn bothered you?”

      “That’ll be eighty-five ninety, please.”

      Ohhhkaaay, so that’s how we’re going to play this.

      Ben paid the man and departed the bookstore with his purchases. The owner’s reaction had bewildered him. Indeed, Ben felt like an actor playing a part in a movie for which he had no script.

      Deep in thought, he browsed a few more of the local stores. Although he found a thick fleece for his dad bearing the logo of a nearby brewery, and local-made soaps and hand lotion for his mom and his former landlady, his distraction grew too great for further shopping, an activity he didn’t much enjoy to begin with. Returning to his car, he used Google Maps to find the nearest grocery store and headed that way. Laurette would be arriving soon, and he wanted some food on hand as well as a couple bottles of the sparkling wine she liked. It was the one beverage the hotel bar lacked.

      Fifteen minutes later, he was squeezing avocados in the produce section, trying to find ripe enough ones to make guacamole, when he sensed more than saw someone standing next to him. Glancing up, he was startled to find a woman less than two feet away, staring at him intently. Long dark hair, a streak of white on one side of it, knee-length coat. It was Ana Popovici, the woman he’d seen sprinkling and burning herbs outside the inn.

      The town witch, Mandy had said.

      Ana Bananas.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      An earthy scent emanated from her, and her lightly lined face placed her in her fifties, give or take a few years. One of her eyes drifted slightly outward, making it difficult for Ben to know which one to focus on, but aside from that, he read nothing but intelligence in them. No psychosis, no throes of mania, no Ana Bananas.

      Until she spoke, that was.

      “I’d suggest you leave the hotel while you can,” she said. “If you can, that is.”

      “I’m sorry?” The avocado slipped from Ben’s hand and fell back into the bin.

      “They might not let you.”

      The wound on the back of his head tingled. “I’m…I’m not sure what you mean. I’m probably going to sell the place.” He realized, with some consternation, that his use of the word probably had just created an opening in his once-firm plan.

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “You said they won’t let me leave. Who’s they? My grand—”

      But Ana Popovici, aka the town witch, aka Ana Bananas, the former optical engineer cum craft-shop owner, was already on her way. She strolled out of the produce section and through the grocery store’s automatic doors, leaving Ben with nothing but a cart full of fruit and a thousand more questions.
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      Still unsettled by the odd conversation with Ana Popovici in the grocery store, Ben steered his Mustang up the paved driveway of The Abigael Inn. When he spotted Laurette’s white Accord parked next to Frederick’s Mercedes in the parking lot, his tension evaporated. She must have finished work at the health department earlier than planned.

      No doubt, Freddy and El’s presence would have caught her by surprise. Ben wished he’d have been there to greet her. At least he’d mentioned his grandparents to her in a phone call the night before, telling her that everything about them was at odds with what his mother had insinuated over the years. He’d also remarked that they were doting on him to the point of embarrassment, which made it impossible not to like them.

      Ego is ego, after all.

      With four grocery bags in one hand and the gifts he’d purchased in the other, he maneuvered his way into the inn. Laurette stood in the foyer with his grandparents, still wearing her red coat. She must have just arrived.

      “Ah, there’s the man of the hour,” Freddy said, beaming at Ben in a paternal manner. “We’ve met your lovely girlfriend. She was just telling us she’s an epidemiologist and has worked with the CDC. Very impressive woman.”

      Pleased at his grandfather’s warm reception of Laurette, which wasn’t guaranteed given her coming had obviously caught the man by surprise in the graveyard that morning, Ben placed the bags on the carpet runner and embraced Laurette.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” he said, soaking up her citrus scent. As his sounding board, a voice of reason when he couldn’t be it himself, she was like a map to his compass.

      “This place is beautiful.” She admired the foyer’s chandelier and antique furnishings and ran a hand over the masterfully carved banister.

      “Everyone good at home?” Ben reached for her jacket and hung it alongside his on the brass coatrack. “Or haven’t you talked to them?”

      “Willy has a stomachache and is a little under the weather, but otherwise everything’s okay.”

      “Dad’s sick?”

      “He’s fine,” Laurette assured him. “Says he probably just ate something that didn’t agree with him.”

      Ben, aware his grandparents were standing there expectantly, said to Laurette, “Let me put these groceries away, and I’ll show you our room.”

      As he went to pick up the bags, El said, “Oh no, allow me.” With agility, she bent over and hefted the grocery bags. “Come, Laurette,” she said cheerfully. “After we put these away, I’ll make some tea—I’ve got a lovely blend from London—and then I’ll show you to your room, give you a tour, all that fun stuff. Freddy has something he wants to share with Ben.” She passed two of the bags to Laurette and then linked arms with her as if they were best friends. “It’ll give us gals time to chat without all that testosterone.”

      Laurette glanced back at Ben with a raised eyebrow, an amused expression on her face. Knowing El might take her to their room before he got there, Ben was glad he’d remembered to flip the antique floor mirror back around. He didn’t need his girlfriend thinking he was a wimp.

      Freddy waved him toward the parlor. “I have something special for you.”

      Curious, Ben moved his two bags of gifts to the side wall and followed his grandfather through the foyer.

      “After that, El and I will be out of your hair for a bit,” Freddy said. “I’m sure you want private time with your lady friend, and El and I have a short trip to make. But rest assured we’ll be around by phone if anything’s needed with the guests arriving tomorrow. Mandy’s quite capable though.”

      Ben couldn’t help but smile at his grandfather’s use of the term “lady friend,” as if they were sixty years in the past.

      “Laurette seems like a lovely woman.” Freddy halted outside the parlor door.

      “She is. In all ways. Crazy smart too.”

      “She’s very exotic.”

      Ben stiffened. He knew how much Laurette disliked being referred to as exotic, as if she were some kind of rare fruit. He didn’t blame her. “If you mean she’s from Haiti, then yes, I suppose that’s an exotic locale compared to Shelby, Massachusetts.”

      Worry clouded Freddy’s face. “My apologies, I meant nothing by it. Maybe I chose the wrong word.”

      His mea culpa seemed sincere, so Ben accepted it.

      “I’m thrilled you’ve found someone you care so much about.” Freddy inched closer to Ben and placed a hand on his shoulder. “It’s important to find the right life partner, someone who shares your visions and dreams. I couldn’t imagine life without my Elizabeth. Such a generous woman she is. Gives her time to local charities, the historical center, all sorts of organizations. If Laurette is that person for you, then I am beyond pleased. I’m proud of you too, I might add. From what I’ve seen, you have excellent judgment. In everything.”

      Good grief. Was there no end to the flattery?

      “Now, come inside.” Freddy waved Ben into the parlor like an excited child. “I’ve got something very special for you, and I’m so happy the day has come that I have an heir to pass it on to.”

      Ben looked around the elegant room but saw nothing there that wasn’t before. When Freddy pushed the release on the hidden door behind the china cabinet, Ben understood the surprise was not in the parlor itself, but in the hidden library.

      “I imagine you’ve found this secret room?” Freddy wiggled his groomed eyebrows conspiratorially.

      “I did. It wasn’t that difficult. I’m pretty sure guests have too, because I found what looked like a narcotic pill wedged between a chair cushion.”

      A brief look of annoyance sullied Freddy’s cheer. He squatted and checked a locking device at the base of the door behind the china-cabinet decoy. Ben hadn’t noticed it before.

      When Freddy stood back up, he said, “Mandy must have forgotten to lock it after a cleaning, but we had her leave it unlatched for you.” He stepped inside the dark room and flicked on the lights.

      The scent of old paper and burnt fireplace logs infused Ben with the same sense of contentment it had before, but when he recalled the ugly book of fairy tales and the plea for help inside it, not to mention the frightening knock on the wall, his feeling of zen vanished.

      “It’s no harm if a guest comes in, really,” Freddy said. “There’s nothing in here but books.”

      That’s what you think.

      Instead of telling his grandfather about his macabre finds, instinct told Ben to keep quiet for now. “Some of the books look pretty old,” he said.

      “Oh, some are,” Freddy confirmed. “Most aren’t worth anything, but I’d hate to have any go missing. We’ll lock it back up before the guests come tomorrow.”

      Freddy crossed over to one of the deep chairs, and that was when Ben noted the rectangular box sitting on top of it. Freddy waved him over.

      A beautiful trunk, about the size of a briefcase, only taller, rested on the chair cushion. The dark stain of its maple wood was gently distressed, and the antique brass hardware protecting its corners was polished to a shine. In the center of the arched lid was a locking clasp.

      “Whoa,” Ben said, dropping to his knees and running his fingers along the trunk’s dovetail construction. “This is gorgeous workmanship.”

      Freddy joined him in a lowered position. “I thought you’d appreciate it, given your love of woodworking.”

      “How did you know I’m into woodworking?”

      “Jeremiah loved it too. He’s the one who made it.”

      “He was my great, great, great…well, I don’t remember how many greats. The box is that old?”

      “It is indeed. Almost three hundred years old.”

      “Holy shit.”

      Freddy laughed and handed Ben a gold skeleton key. “Open it,” he said, looking like he was ready to burst with pride.

      Ben unlocked the box and gently raised the arched lid. Inside, wine-colored velvet lined the contours of the trunk, and a cedar slide tray provided a small shelf, its woody, resin scent remarkably preserved. “This is really beautiful. I mean it.”

      “And now it’s yours.”

      Ben looked at his grandfather. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything,” Freddy plucked a handkerchief from the breast pocket of his blazer and wiped his eyes. “Just that you’ll protect it.”

      “Well, of course I will.” Ben inhaled the cedar fragrance. He wanted the trunk, badly, but he hoped it wasn’t conditional on him keeping the hotel. He hated to ruin the moment by asking, but Freddy’s next words made him swallow the question.

      “And someday you’ll give it to your son. Every parent should have something this special to pass on. If not for a man or woman’s roots, what do we have?”

      Ben had never possessed something of familial value. His bigoted paternal grandfather had failed to pass on even the slightest physical legacy to Willy. How nice it would be to have something like this from his mother’s side.

      “Slide the wooden tray over,” Freddy said, his voice quiet in the still room.

      Ben did. “Whoa. Didn’t expect that.” Underneath the cedar tray, in a cushion of velvet, lay an eye-catching knife, its steel blade about nine or ten inches in length, its wooden handle intricately carved. “Was this Jeremiah’s hunting knife?” he asked.

      “Hmm, I imagine it was,” Freddy said. “You can pick it up if you like.”

      When Ben did, he was surprised by its weight. “What do these letters mean?”

      A G L A was engraved on the blade. Flipping the knife over, Ben saw more markings on the back, symbols of some kind. “And what about these?” he asked, pointing to them.

      Freddy shrugged. “Family rumor has it that Jeremiah was a skilled engraver. It really is fine craftsmanship, isn’t it?”

      “He made the knife too?” Ben was undeniably impressed.

      He thought of human genes, of traits being passed on through the generations, his ancestor’s love of carpentry now running through his own blood. Without a doubt, it gave Ben a sense of belonging, of sure-footedness in the world, as if being anchored in the past imparted at least some meaning to the fleetingness of life.

      “With his very own hands,” Freddy said. “So you see, son, why it’s so special for me to give you these things.” The handkerchief was back to his eyes.

      Although Ben very much wanted the trunk, he wasn’t sold on the knife. It filled him with a wariness he couldn’t define, maybe because of the risk it placed for Maxwell if the child were to find it. At least the trunk had a lock; that was some consolation.

      Not having the heart to hurt Freddy’s feelings by refusing the knife, he replaced it under the cedar shelf and gently closed the trunk’s lid. “Thank you,” he said, meaning it. “I’ll take good care of these.”

      “I know you will. I can already tell you’re the type of man who’ll do anything to help his family.”

      Ben gave a half-smile but held back a nod. He didn’t know what he’d be agreeing to if he allowed one.
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      Later that evening, over dinner in a lively Mexican restaurant in downtown Shelby, Ben began filling Laurette in on everything he’d experienced at the hotel, beyond what he’d already told her by phone.

      Chowing down on chips and salsa, he mentioned the coloring book and puzzle that seemed to fill in on their own (Ben still suspected Jake’s hand in that, basement-hater or not), the knocks on the wall when he was ensconced in the concealed library, Jake’s imaginary friend Toby who allegedly lived at the hotel, the monster drawing, and the vile book of stories containing the HELP HER note he wondered if his mother had written as a child. He also told Laurette about his family history, at least the parts Freddy had revealed, and the hidden graveyard in the north grounds. Finally, he finished with the strange reaction of the bookstore owner to his questions about The Abigael Inn earlier that afternoon and his equally strange encounter with Ana Bananas in the grocery store.

      Through it all, Laurette sipped her giant margarita and listened. No eye roll, no oh please, no I think you need to see a doctor. Laurette accepted the gray areas of the world far more easily than Ben did. They had been through a lot together, and like Ben, she had witnessed Sophia’s miraculous recovery ten months earlier. Still, he was relieved when her rational side, which as a scientist was her dominant side, hypothesized logic first.

      “Maybe it’s simply a book of fairy tales written by a person who enjoys those types of stories. Authors write scary books all the time, no?”

      “True,” Ben said, “and it might have seemed worse than it was, given that I was alone in a secret room in a supposedly haunted hotel. I think I was a bit of a wimp.”

      “I  would suggest the opposite. You’re very brave. Most people would have gotten the heck out of Dayton by now.”

      He smiled at her bumbled idiom, something she did often enough that he suspected it was for show. Her command of English was better than his own. And her French. And Haitian Creole. And a little bit of Spanish too.

      “It’s Dodge, not Dayton,” he corrected good-naturedly.

      “You say mango, I say mahngo.” She shimmied her shoulders and winked.

      He laughed out loud. “The hell you do.”

      Their waitress delivered their meals: a chicken burrito for Ben and soft-shell tacos for Laurette.

      After the server left, Ben grew serious. “I don’t know, I just feel like something is off, but I also feel like I owe it to my mom to stick around and find out what it is. She practically begged me to.” He’d already told Laurette about his mother’s hushed warning in his brain on the morning he’d left Philly. “Don’t get me wrong, Freddy and El seem great. I don’t want to bad-mouth them. But I can’t tell if their persistence in getting me to keep the hotel is because they really want it to stay in the family or, well…”

      “Because there’s some other reason,” Laurette finished for him.

      “Exactly. Sounds stupid to say out loud though. You should have seen how happy Freddy was giving me Jeremiah’s trunk. He had tears in his eyes, literally. And in moments like those, I’m filled with an intense desire to keep the place, as if I have no control to do otherwise.” Ben sighed. “Maybe I’m just being paranoid. Got creeped out staying by myself in an old hotel. I’m sure with you here, I won’t notice anything.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe the reason you’re noticing these things now is because you’re finally more open to them. You’re even admitting you’ve heard your mother’s voice in your head. It’s like a gate has opened inside you, setting a part of you free to accept what you couldn’t before.”

      “You make me sound like I’ve just been released from prison.”

      “You know what they say: a goat cannot sniff out rotten grass if it only lives in concrete.”

      He snorted a laugh and crunched a tortilla chip. “Okay, now that one is completely made up.”

      “A goat only knows.” Her canned reply indicated she was pulling his leg. “I met your grandparents only for a short time, and they were both courteous to me, but…”

      “But you felt something off too?”

      “I did, but maybe it’s the inn itself that feels off.” She raised her palms as if to say who knows. “It seems a bit…alive.”

      “Well, at least you’re not being creepy.” He pushed his plate away, half of his burrito uneaten, and reached over the table for her hand. “I bet things will be different now that you’re here. Let’s enjoy ourselves. The inn is actually a pretty cool place to explore, and it’ll be more fun to do it with you. We can jog, hike, play pool, drink up my liquor from my bar. Plus, Shelby has a lot of unique shops you might like. If things go well, we’ll stay the full week, and I can put my mom’s—and my own—worries to rest. Maybe even to the twenty-first like Freddy requested. Sounds like he’s planning a surprise party for us.”

      “And if things don’t go ‘well’?”

      “I can work with a realtor just as easy in Philadelphia as I can here, so we’ll pack our bags and get out of Dayton.” He meant it as a joke, but his smile was forced. Like a tongue probing a sore tooth, Ana Banana’s threat about him not being able to leave replayed in his mind.

      Was she speaking literally? Or were her words figurative? As in: They won't let you sell the place.

      Again, that involuntary thought he kept having nipped at his brain: he was no longer convinced he wanted to.
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      Ben woke up from a nightmare early Saturday morning in a cold sweat, his heart hammering his ribs, his brain a dark fog. From the guest-room windows, dawn crept around the edges of the closed blinds, casting the antique furnishings in a sepia tone. Laurette lay asleep next to him, and he was grateful for her presence.

      He wiped the moisture from his forehead and replayed his awful dream. In it, a terrified boy, or rather a vague outline of a boy, was running through the dark basement of The Abigael Inn. Ben’s immediate thought had been Maxwell, but the frightened boy was too old to be his son. Maxwell in a few years, maybe?

      Fully awake now, Ben shuddered and glanced at the antique floor mirror in the corner of the room. As soon as he did, he cried out in alarm.

      A boy was staring back at him.

      Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.

      It was the boy from his dreams. Shadowy and filtered through that same sepia lens as the room, but there nonetheless, a tormented expression on his unblinking, childish face.

      Paralyzed beneath the heavy quilt, eyes still locked with the mirror boy’s, Ben croaked out Laurette’s name. Beside him, she stirred.

      His expression must have looked stricken in the dawning light because she immediately bolted upright. “What’s happened? What’s wrong?”

      Without moving his head, Ben’s gaze shifted to her and then back to the mirror. In that split second, the boy disappeared.

      But he was there. In the name of all that is sane, he was there.

      Ben swallowed hard. His paralysis ended. He flipped up the covers and, without even grabbing a T-shirt, ran out of the room in his boxers. Grabbing the banister, he flew down the steps, raced through the foyer, and flipped on the light in the basement stairwell with such force he tore the edge of his fingernail. Ignoring the pain, he ran down the steps. Twice his bare feet slipped on the hickory surface, and he had to grab the handrail to right himself. When he reached the bottom, he switched on more lights.

      Breaths heavy, he rounded the stairwell to the small alcove that housed the child’s game table. He skidded to a stop and stared at the jigsaw puzzle.

      He blinked to clear his sleep-crusted eyes and looked again.

      The third and final puppy head had been completed. All that was left to put together were their furry brown bodies.

      Laurette approached him. A sweatshirt now covered her camisole pajama top, but her legs remained bare in her satin shorts.

      “Oh, mon chéri, you are shivering.” She wrapped her arms around him. “What is it?”

      He pointed to the kids’ table. “Remember I told you someone was working on this puzzle, as if to mess with me? Well, they’re at it again.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.” Ben steadied his breathing and willed his heart rate down. As his fear slowly dissipated, anger took its place. “Only five of us were here yesterday: you, me, Freddy, El, and Mandy. I know you’re not messing with me, so who the hell is?” He didn’t add “or what is?” but he thought it.

      “They all want you to keep the hotel, yes? Then why would they try to scare you?”

      Ben scanned the gloomy basement: the upright piano, the pool table, the giant fireplace with its flatscreen TV above the mantle, the overstuffed sofas and chairs for guests to hang out and tell ghost stories. Everything seemed to mock him. Even the stupid supply room down the hall with its incessant hiss, pop, and tap was laughing.

      “I think I’m losing it, Bovo. I saw…I saw a boy in that mirror in our room.”

      “The same type of mirror your childhood friend’s grandmother talked to spirits through?”

      He jerked his head toward her. “When did I tell you that?”

      “Last night. After your fourth draft beer from your tap in your bar.”

      Ben barked a laugh. “Guess I was bragging a bit, huh?”

      Between Laurette’s humor and the growing daylight that floated in through the basement’s hopper windows, Ben’s anxiety lessened. The two of them had actually had a great time the night before. Despite Laurette’s rumblings of a stomachache, which they figured was due to the Mexican meal they’d enjoyed earlier, they had gotten drunk and explored the hotel like children, giggling and stumbling as they’d snuck through the secret passageways. Laurette had called Ben’s anxious race through the claustrophobic stairwells “exposure therapy.” Then she’d joked she was going to lock her jackass of a coworker in the old safe, where he could inhale fumes from the carbon dioxide tanks “until he turned blue and convulsed.” They’d even tried the ancient intercom system, Laurette upstairs near guest room nine and Ben in the basement near the photographs, but like Mandy had said, neither device worked. The only place Laurette had not wanted to visit was the creepy workroom with the old sump pit and incinerator. They’d gotten as far as the door in the concealed hallway off the conference room when a strange noise had gurgled from the other side of it.

      Ben had started to unlock the door, but Laurette grabbed his arm and backed away. “No. I don’t wish to see that. It doesn’t feel right.”

      The gurgling had stopped, so Ben removed the key and abided Laurette’s wishes.

      They had then returned upstairs, raided the snacks he’d bought at the grocery store after Ana Bananas ambushed him—well, Ben had raided them; Laurette rubbed her stomach and said she wasn’t hungry—and retreated to their guest room for great sex. By the time Ben drifted off to sleep, he was more relaxed than he’d been since arriving at The Abigael Inn. Images of him bringing his family there for vacations had drifted into his head, and it all made perfect sense.

      Until he dreamed about the terrified boy and locked eyes with him in the mirror.

      “Come,” Laurette said, grabbing his arm and breaking his thoughts. “You look like you could use a cup of coffee, an early morning run, and a hot shower. In that order.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You joining me for all three?”

      “Bien sûr,” she replied, which Ben knew meant of course. She trotted up the stairs. “That is, if you can keep up with me.”

      Twenty minutes later, dressed in their running gear, armed for the cooler December temperatures, she hugged him in the foyer and said, “Don’t worry. Together we’ll get through this.”

      “So you’re implying there’s something to get through? That my mom needs me here?”

      “I feel there is, yes, but for now, we’ll enjoy the day and mingle with the guests arriving tonight.”

      “Oh yeah,” Ben said, “because I’m such a mingler.”

      “Then tomorrow we’ll try to figure out who your boy visitor is.”

      Although she said it nonchalantly, the words felt anything but.
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      That evening, seven more automobiles populated the parking lot of The Abigael Inn. A light snow was falling, but no accumulation was expected. To make more room, Ben and Laurette had pulled their vehicles into the carports north of the garage, but Mandy’s weathered Toyota remained with the guests.

      Before they had all arrived—three couples, including the husband who was throwing the birthday party for his wife, and four singles—Freddy had called Ben to assure him he need do nothing. Mandy had it covered, and their usual bartender would take care of the drinks.

      When Ben asked about the lack of security, Freddy had laughed and said, “Heavens, this is Western Massachusetts. People barely lock their doors.”

      “But I haven’t even noticed any security cameras around,” Ben had replied. “Inside or outside.”

      “Mandy will keep a watchful eye, and if any true trouble were to arrive, the police are only a call away. We’re friendly with our local department. Always give them a hefty annual donation to show our support. Besides, we enjoy giving the guests free rein, and they love exploring the ‘haunted hotel.’ Such a silly rumor, but it’s good for business during our peak months so why dispel it?”

      Ben supposed that made sense. On occasion, Sophia and one of her friends enjoyed traveling to so-called haunted hotels in Pennsylvania, always requesting the rooms where they’d see the “most action.”

      Those types of adventurous stays for Sophia were all in good fun though. A chance for her to get away for a bit while Ben handled the parenting duties. But what Ben had seen in the mirror that morning? That was about as much fun as having a monster drag you to hell.

      He and Laurette had offered to help Mandy with anything she might need, but she had refused. She did, however, seem grateful when they’d offered to at least keep Jake company while she was busy elsewhere.

      At the moment, Laurette and Jake were in the two-bedroom suite at the end of the long corridor. As the only room with a gaming system, Jake liked to stay there on the occasions he and his mom spent the night. Laurette’s stomachache had returned, but she assured Ben it was nothing major. Meanwhile, the guests were downstairs chowing on takeout pizzas and getting drunk. Contrary to Laurette’s earlier suggestion, Ben had mingled very little, but when the bartender said he needed more bottles of Sam Adams—“they’re going through it like water”—Ben offered to fetch some from the hissing and popping storage room behind the heavy safe door, which had been locked by Mandy before the guests’ arrival. No free bar at The Abigael Inn.

      Unless you own the place, Ben thought with a smile.

      At the bottom of the basement stairs, he waved to the visiting ghost-seekers in the common area but wasn’t quick enough to escape their snare.

      “Hey, you,” a strawberry-blonde said, her words slurred. “Come here a sec.”

      Another woman with blunt bangs rolled her eyes. “Excuse my friend. She’s drunk.” Clearly inebriated herself, blunt bangs hiccuped, and the guests erupted in laughter. At least her speech was clear.

      “No, really, come here,” the strawberry-blonde said. “We jus’ wanna ask you somethin’.”

      Ben forced a smile and strolled over, but it was the woman with the blunt bangs who leaned forward in her club chair and said, “That tall woman up there, the one who works here, she said you own the hotel now.”

      Thanks for that, Mandy.

      “I do.”

      “So, like, are there really ghosts here?” blunt bangs asked. With her heavily lined eyes and black boots with buckles running down the side, Ben imagined there’d been a goth phase in her youth. “We heard this place used to be an insane asylum.”

      “Yeah,” the slurry strawberry-blonde said. “And that people were killed here, never to be seen again.”

      A bearded man with his arm around her leaned closer and said, “Boo!”

      “Donn do that, Allen!” She slapped his thigh and laughed, and he nestled his nose in her neck.

      Another man said, “It’s like the Hotel California. You can check in, but you can't leave.”

      “Those aren’t the lyrics, dumbass,” blunt bangs said. She returned her attention to Ben. “Seriously though, rumor has it people have been murdered here, and their ghosts are now wandering around, forever trapped. People have seen them. A boy ghost too.”

      Ben’s whole body tensed. He hadn’t paid much heed to their drunken words until that last comment.

      That one had gotten his attention big time.

      The bearded man must have figured Ben’s lack of response meant he thought they were nuts, because he said, “Let it go, Jada. He’ll kick us out.”

      At that Ben gave a sneaky grin. “Kick you out? Nah, I’m about to get you more Sam Adams.”

      Cheers from the men and the woman with blunt bangs.

      As Ben headed to the storage room and left them to their ghost stories, he heard them mention shadows in their rooms, doors that opened on their own, footsteps in the hallway but no one there. As much as he tried to ignore the revelers, he had to admit he’d experienced all those things himself, including the door of the tiny glass cabinet near the basement stairwell that had opened when he had walked past it. Twice.

      And let’s not kid ourselves, Benny Boy—the child ghost too. Your little mirror buddy gave you one pants-shitting wake-up call this morning.

      Ben unlocked the heavy safe door and grabbed a case of Sam Adams. Then he bounded back up the stairs before the guests could ensnare him again.

      When he reached the outside of the dining room, Laurette came sprinting toward him. “Hurry,” she said, breathless. “Jake’s really upset, said he has to see you right now. He’s not acting right, and I can’t find Mandy.”

      Ben set the case of beer on the floor and caught the bartender’s eye to let him know it was there. Then he ran up the staircase behind Laurette, following her down the endless narrow hallway to the suite at the end where the last Ben had seen him, Jake was contentedly playing Minecraft with Laurette.

      He plowed through the room’s door and ran past the kitchenette to the sitting area. On a swivel recliner, Jake was tugging at his face. Sweat beads lined his forehead. When he saw Ben, he cried, “You have to check in the steps for a book. In the secret passageway upstairs.”

      Ben knelt in front of the boy and lifted his shirt. He was relieved that in addition to an insulin pump Jake had continuous glucose monitoring, but he was not relieved to see the child’s blood sugar was only thirty-nine. “We need Marcus Welby,” he said to Laurette. “Jake’s diabetic.”

      Laurette took off. As a former nurse, she needed no further explanation. Ben darted up and flung open all the kitchenette cupboards. Nothing. No juice in the fridge either. He supposed Mandy got food from the kitchen. No need to dirty another room with crumbs and food trash. He returned to Jake and tried to console him, but the child was getting more and more worked up, swiveling back and forth in the chair.

      “The book, you have to find the book,” he yelled at Ben.

      “Hey, hey,” Ben said, stopping the chair swiveling. “I’m going to give you a sugar pill, okay? You just got a little too much insulin, even with your pump. You’re just a little confused—”

      “No. Not confused. Toby says you have to find it. Please, you have to!”

      The boy started crying, and Ben hugged him to his chest. “Shh, shh, it’ll be okay.”

      Footsteps thumped down the hallway, and within seconds Laurette was there with Ben’s old-fashioned medical bag. He rummaged around the medication pocket, found the pack of chewable glucose tablets, and gave one to Jake. “Chew,” he said. “That’s it, chew.”

      Jake chewed, and gradually things improved. He wasn’t quite back to normal when Mandy came flying in, but he was close.

      “I got a phone alert his glucose was low,” she said, breaths winded, expression pinched. “I was in the workroom grabbing the plunger and didn’t see my phone right away.”

      “He’s better now,” Ben said. “Just a little too much insulin. Gave him a glucose tablet.”

      “Oh thank God. Thank you so much.” She wrapped Jake in her arms. “Goddammit, I hate this disease.”

      “You said a bad word, Mom,” Jake mumbled against her chest.

      The three adults laughed, the relieved kind of laughter that comes after being royally scared and then finding out things are okay again.

      “Sorry, baby,” Mandy said. “I’ll put money in the swear jar.”

      Ben asked Mandy which room needed the plunger and offered to take care of the nasty deed for her. She thanked him again, and Ben set off, plunger in hand, his respect for Mandy growing. She was the one Clara should have left the hotel to, not him. Clearly she was the person holding it together since Freddy and El were so often gone.

      As he plunged away in guest room fourteen, wrinkling his nose at the fetid odor, Jake’s pleas came back to him. The child’s ranting might have simply been the result of low blood sugar, but a book in the stairs of a hidden passageway seemed awfully specific. So specific, in fact, that the more Ben thought about it, the pricklier his skin grew. While he debated whether to go hunt for the book now, one of the male guests tottered into the room.

      “Um, one of our friends puked downstairs,” he said. “Do you, like, have something we can clean it up with?”

      Not wanting to disturb Mandy, Ben took care of that gross encounter of the hotel kind too. A few more requests followed—an appeal for a spare toothbrush, how to work the TV remote, did JoJo’s Ice Cream deliver?—and Ben was surprised by how demanding a small number of guests could be. The time to hunt for a mysterious book relayed by an imaginary friend was not while guests were trekking all over the hotel, drunkenly exploring their rooms, flicking off lights and scaring each other with shouts of ghost sightings.

      Their freedom in the place made Ben uncomfortable, but Mandy advised him to let them have their fun. They weren’t hurting anything—everything important was locked—and good online reviews meant future good business.

      So Ben put Jake’s strange claim about a hidden book on the next day’s agenda, when the hotel would be quiet once again.

      His goosebumps, however, never fully went away.
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      By noon on Sunday the guests were gone. Aside from the usual creaks and groans, silence once again filled the inn.

      Not wanting to burden Mandy with all the clean-up—the rest of the hotel staff were off for the winter—Ben offered to help with the rooms. Laurette had too, but her stomachache was worse and her eyes looked tired, so Ben steeped her more of El’s London tea and suggested she rest or keep Jake company instead.

      Between Mandy and Ben, the work went quickly, and he found a certain satisfaction in making sure each room was left as clean as it had been before the guests had tousled the bedding and smudged the sinks with toothpaste and shaving cream. With the amount of sopping towels he had to scoop off the bathroom floors and the number of stains left on the sheets—some smelling like beer, others of things Ben cared not to contemplate—he gave major props to Mandy and the dedication she put into the hotel.

      His hotel.

      As had been happening daily, his desire to sell the place lessened, and his wonder over owning property that had been in his family for generations grew. He could only blame these irrational musings on his grandparents’ disarming attention to him and their obvious desire to be a part of his world.

      When the last of the trash bags was tossed in the outside bin and the final set of bedsheets and towels folded, Ben said goodbye to Mandy and fist-bumped Jake as mother and son departed. The boy had apparently forgotten all about his hypoglycemic book rant.

      Ben, however, had not.

      With Laurette sleeping off her stomach ailment in room five, he headed up the stairs and set out on the task he’d been wanting—and not wanting—to do all day: look for the mysterious book.

      By now, dusk had fallen, transforming the long corridor of guest rooms into a shadowy abyss of dim sconces and glass doorknobs. From somewhere down the hallway, a door swung on its hinges, a slow, steady creak. Either Mandy had neglected to relock a guest room, or it was of Ben’s own doing.

      He pulled out his master key and tiptoed over the carpet runner. He wasn’t sure whether his tentative gait was to avoid waking Laurette or because he could now see it was room nine’s door that had opened, a door he vividly remembered locking an hour before.

      It also happened to be the door next to the secret passageway Jake had insisted contained a hidden book.

      Or rather, Toby had insisted.

      When Ben reached the room and found nothing amiss, he locked the door and advanced a few steps to the hidden staircase leading to the kitchen.

      After pushing on the wall to release the half door’s trigger, he hesitated. Twice now he had entered the stairwell’s narrow confines, first on his own and then drunkenly with Laurette, and twice he had felt the squeeze of claustrophobia. He didn’t relish climbing in again.

      “Here goes nothing,” he muttered. He jabbed the wall switch to light up the single bulb and crawled into the concealed space.

      As soon as he was inside, a staticky noise crackled from the hallway, followed by a whispery breath. He jumped at the sound, banging his head on the low ceiling. Over the past five days, he’d heard plenty of odd noises, but those two were new.

      Still squatting, he rubbed the sting out of his scalp. “Laurette?” he called out through the passageway’s tiny Willy Wonka door. “Is that you?”

      He poked his head back out but saw nothing and no one. Only the old intercom plate across the dark corridor. The intercom that didn’t work.

      He bit his lower lip. Just look for the book and split.

      With his throat now half of its natural diameter, he descended the wooden staircase in the secret passage, knocking on each step, checking for any hidden compartments. When he reached the turn in the narrow stairwell, he started to do the same for the final eight steps.

      On the third one, the light went out.

      Save for a dim sliver of sconce lighting eleven steps up and a corridor away, darkness swallowed Ben.

      He cursed, and despite his best efforts, his breathing shallowed and his pulse quickened, a physiologic response to a real phobia. Claustrophobia was bad enough in a well-lit space. Sudden darkness magnified it tenfold.

      Before panic could take root, he remembered the stairwell’s push-button lighting was on a timer. Laurette had discovered that during their drunken exploration of the tiny space two nights earlier. He scooted up the steps as quickly as their narrow slats would allow and jabbed the round knob again. The bulb lit up.

      Wuss.

      Returning to the bottom eight steps beyond the stairwell’s turn, he started thumping the remaining five. On the second one, the wood shifted.

      Surprised, Ben jiggled the wooden plank. Something was different about it compared to the others.

      Wedging his fingers under the step’s ridge, which allowed barely a fraction of an inch of leeway, he tugged upward. At first the plank didn’t budge, but then he could feel it start to give way. With one final tug, the board broke free, and he lifted it off the stairwell.

      Holy. Shit.

      There, inside the step—a step with a secret compartment that had either been purposely sealed shut or whose stained wood had warped and adhered together over the years—was a softbound notebook.

      Ben’s mouth went dry. The stairwell bulb would fall dark again soon, and yet he couldn’t make his muscles move.

      Jake had known about this. He’d said Toby had known about this. How either boy, the real one or the imagined one, could know about a book sealed away in a secret compartment was a mystery Ben wasn’t sure he wanted to solve.

      He also didn’t want to get caught in the dark again, so he grabbed the book and started his hunched ascent, unable to make it fast enough. He needed fresh air. He needed open space. He needed—

      With three steps left to go, the light blinked out. Darkness flooded the staircase.

      A staticky whisper crackled from the intercom system across from the tiny door.

      Kresssh crkkkl klickkkle hisss shhhzz

      Every part of Ben froze—muscles, lungs, blood.

      Before he could get a grip on his terror and flee the confined space, a tiny voice whispered from the broken intercom plate: Help her.

      And then a child screamed.
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      An hour after finding the book (which turned out to be a journal) in the secret compartment of the step, Ben swiveled on a barstool in the dining room, knees bouncing up and down, gaze darting around the empty tables at every perceived moan or rattle. After scouring every nook and cranny of the hotel for a child, he’d found nothing and no one. No more intercom cannonballs either. It was back to its inoperable state.

      Maybe it had been the wind. Maybe the old communication system connected to the outside, and a child’s cry had carried up the hill from a passing car on the highway.

      Ben knew that was unlikely.

      Hoping a shot of Irish whiskey would steady his nerves (it didn’t), he poured another one and read the remaining pages of the journal from the concealed stairwell. He was on the last page when Laurette entered the dining room, finally rising from her early evening nap.

      “It’s a diary,” he blurted to her now, a bit maniacally. “It’s my mom’s freaking diary.”

      She eased herself down next to him at the bar. “And so the plot thickens.”

      Seeing the discomfort in her eyes, his angst made room for concern. “Your stomach still bothering you?”

      “A little, yes.”

      He released the journal and felt her forehead for a fever. “Can I get you anything?”

      “Maybe just some tea.”

      He hopped to it, relieved to have a task to bring him back to reality. While reading the journal, he’d been lost in a world of horror, one that was hopefully a result of his mother’s psychosis and not something else.

      When Ben returned with the tea, Laurette wrapped her fingers around the hot mug, her nails a violet polish. “So tell me,” she said. “What does the journal say?”

      “Shouldn’t we start with the part where eight-year-old Jake told me how to find it?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe he saw it while exploring.”

      “I can tell from your face you don’t believe that. Besides, I had to pry the stair’s secret compartment open. Seems unlikely Jake planted the journal there and then sealed the step back up.”

      “So you are suggesting his invisible friend, Toby, really did tell him about it?”

      “I don’t know what I’m suggesting, but between seeing a kid’s face in the mirror yesterday morning and hearing the intercom system whisper and scream at me this evening—an intercom system that no longer works, thank you very much—I’m fresh out of logical explanations.”

      Seeing Laurette’s confusion, he filled her in on his experience in the secret passageway, including the staticky whispers from the intercom plate, followed by a child’s scream. Just as he was about to pour a fourth shot of Jameson’s to make the story easier to swallow, Jack Torrance of the lost-your-marbles variety in The Shining flashed again in his mind. He pushed the bottle away and rounded the bar for a can of club soda instead.

      They sipped in silence for a few minutes. Then Laurette grimaced and pushed her tea away, as if it no longer suited her.

      “So,” she said, tapping the journal, which looked like any other composition notebook, “what did you learn?”

      “It’s messed up, Bovo.” Ben exhaled a pent-up breath. “My mom mostly talks about her days and nights in the hotel. Of course, according to Freddy, it was just a home back then. A big-ass home.” He shook his head. “Some entries are coherent, others rambling. Honestly, I can’t tell if her writing stems from psychosis or reality, but it’s dark enough to make me wonder if she wrote that sick book of fairy tales. It’s not the same handwriting though, not at all. The handwriting in that story book is orderly cursive. The one in Harmony’s journal is chaotic and uneven.”

      “What does she say?”

      “She mentions spirits, all sorts of spirits, good and bad, and one particularly bad spirit she refers to only as ‘E.’ She rants about them tormenting her sleep at night, playing tricks on her during the day, locking her in the library, the secret stairwell, the basement room with the incinerator. Shadows and ceremonies. Murders. A couple killed. Ghosts pleading with her to help them, to free them, others polluting her dreams with demons and murder and mutilated bodies.”

      “Mon Dieu,” Laurette whispered.

      “My God indeed,” Ben echoed in English. “No wonder she’s been on antipsychotics her whole life.” He picked up the journal and flipped through it. “She said she remembered a boy. One day he was there, the next he wasn’t. Then later she calls him a ghost and says he wants her to free ‘her’.”

      “Again, those words of freeing someone.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t know what it means or who ‘her’ is. My mom also mentions finding an old locket buried outside when she was a little girl. She was playing out by the carports, picking dandelions and trying to replant them. Not knowing what the locket was, she writes in her journal that she thought she should keep it a secret. Says a ghost told her to.”

      “The locket she gave you?”

      “I’m guessing so.” Ben thought about the tarnished and scratched pendant with its tatters of embroidery inside. Ever since wondering if his grandparents would go through his belongings, he’d been keeping it in his pocket, transferring it from one pair of jeans to the other. Dumb maybe, but now he couldn’t seem to stop. He’d become better at listening to his gut, and his gut had said to hold onto it. He rubbed its round form through his pocket. “She also talks of never trusting her parents. She calls them Frederick and Elizabeth in her journal more than she calls them Mom and Dad. Anyway, and this part’s really awful…” Ben gulped a swallow of club soda, grimacing at its carbonation. “She talks of waking up one night, as a young adult, and…well…finding a man in a hood on top of her, trying to…you get the picture. Says she screamed and fled and was later convinced by her parents it was only a dream. I’m paraphrasing, of course. Let me read you her exact words, as well as I can anyway, and tell me it doesn’t sound like raging psychosis.”

      Ben opened to the entry on the last page of writing, full of hyphens and incomplete sentences. Thick ink blotted the sheet, and in several spots the pen had poked right through the paper, as if Harmony had been stabbing the page.

      He started reading. “There on me—he was I know—screamed and got away—wants something needs something—a son—no mark on me—the mark always looking for the mark—but who and what want—smells like father—what’s real what’s sick brain—pills all pills and more pills and I’m tired and scared and I will run away. Dream no dream dream no dream I don’t know—just want to die—if he comes again—I run—say I can’t take care of myself but I am me and can. If never another word from me it means I—have—gone.”

      Ben closed the book and bit down hard. “And that’s the last thing she wrote, so I’m guessing she left shortly after.”

      “I’m sorry you have to read this.” Laurette gently rubbed his back. “Are you sure the journal belongs to your mother?”

      “Says Patricia Claxwell right at the front.” He leaned against the stiff back of the barstool and rolled his sore neck. Outside the darkened windows and down the hill, a semi-truck rumbled along the highway, its headlights a ghostly beam. “Did Frederick try to assault my mother?” He closed his eyes. “She’d always implied her parents were awful people, but that doesn’t jive at all with the Freddy and El we met.”

      “People can be deceiving.”

      “I know, I know, and I almost picked up the phone and called him.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t. Might be premature for that kind of ugly accusation, no?”

      “That’s why I didn’t. This could all be the ravings of severe mental illness. I love my mother, and it eats me up to think of the hell she has lived inside her mind, and, if any of this is true”—Ben flicked the journal on the bar—“the hell she’s lived outside of it too, but I just can’t be sure any of it was real. All I know is she wants me here.”

      “Then we must try to find out why.”

      “How?”

      “We’re going to figure out who this boy is. Or perhaps boy ghost is a better way to describe him. Clearly he wanted you to find the journal Harmony hid, maybe the fairy tale book too. Then we need to figure out who it is who needs our help.”

      HELP HER, the note Ben had found said. It was the same words he’d heard from the broken intercom system not two effing hours before.

      “Yeah? And how do you propose we do that?”

      “I will show you rather than tell you, because you will laugh at me.”

      Ben wasn’t exactly in a chuckling mood and was about to say as much when his cell phone buzzed in his back pocket. He saw it was Sophia.

      “Hey, Sophe, what’s up? Maxwell okay?” He tried to make his voice sound normal. Not sure he succeeded.

      All was well. She was just checking in. Willy was still under the weather, and Ben told Sophia that Laurette might have the same bug. When Sophia asked about the hotel, she must have heard the hesitation in Ben’s voice, because she told him to spill it. He put her on speakerphone and shared a loose summary of what he’d been experiencing, including finding Harmony’s journal.

      For a while, Sophia said nothing. Just when Ben wondered if they’d been disconnected, she said, “That explains it then.”

      “Um, explains what exactly?”

      “Harmony told me that if you found something, you must believe it. I thought she was talking about the locket, but now I’m wondering if she meant the journal. She also said only you can do it.”

      “Do what?” Ben asked, wariness in his tone, his head spinning from the Jameson shots.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well that’s helpful, thanks.” He knew his sarcasm was unfair, and he quickly apologized.

      “It’s not like your mother and I have full exchanges back and forth, you know.” Sophia’s voice revealed her own irritation. “I get flashes here and there, most of them nonsensical, at least to me, but now with what you’ve told me, it’s a little clearer. I get the sense from her there’s something you have to do before you’ll be free. Free of what, I don’t know. I think she’s scared though, like she doesn’t want you to do it but knows it’s inevitable.”

      “Super.”

      “The last time we talked, you told me about a woman in town, the town witch, you called her.”

      “I was joking, Sophe.”

      “Just don’t discount her, that’s all I’m saying.”

      “How am I supposed to respond to that? I don’t even—”

      A forceful pounding erupted from the inn’s main door in the foyer. Laurette gave a startled cry, and Ben jerked in alarm, his arm bumping his empty can on the bar counter.

      Another round of furious knocking followed.

      Someone was outside the inn. And they sounded pissed as hell.
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      The pounding on the inn’s door continued. A disgruntled voice followed, and when Ben heard yelling and cursing, it actually comforted him. Ghosts and ghouls didn’t usually pound on the door and spew vitriol, did they?

      For protection, which he hoped he wouldn’t need, he rounded the bar, searched a few drawers, and found a knife. The short blade was probably better at quartering limes than protecting oneself from a madman, but it was all he had on short notice. Recognizing the sexism in it but unable to stop himself, he told Laurette to wait at the bar, which, of course, she didn’t. Together they crept out of the dining room into the entrance hall, the shouts outside the door intensifying with each step and the words growing clearer.

      “Mandy! You in there? Open the goddamn door!”

      Realizing who it must be, Ben relaxed his grip on the knife but not completely. “It appears we’re about to meet Jake’s deadbeat father, Nick,” he said to Laurette.

      Much better at dealing with real-life assholes than whispering intercoms and puzzle-loving ghosts, Ben stepped in front of the door and shouted back, “Calm down and maybe I’ll talk to you.”

      The shouting from the other side paused. Ben flipped off the chandelier light and lit up the front stoop instead. From the side window, he saw a lumberjack of a guy in a baseball cap but no sign of a weapon. Still, as Ben disarmed the security system and slowly opened the door, Laurette off to his right by the coatrack, he gripped the puny knife in his hand.

      Instead of letting the unwanted visitor in, Ben stepped outside, the December chill cutting into his hoodie and T-shirt underneath. “You’re Nick, I assume?”

      The beefy guy looked at Ben and snarled his upper lip. “Who’re you? Mandy’s new fuck buddy?”

      “I’m the new owner of the hotel, and seeing as how we’re closed for the season, you’re trespassing. Give her a reason, and my girlfriend in there is just waiting to call the cops.”

      Laurette now stood behind one of the etched-glass windows by the door, and Nick seemed momentarily appeased when he realized she wasn’t Mandy. Then the bear returned. “I want to see Mandy. Now. I know she’s here. She has no right to lock me out of our house.”

      “Look around,” Ben said. “You see her car? And I’m pretty sure it’s no longer your house.”

      The guy, whose eau de cigarette smoke blasted Ben, scrutinized the parking lot, as if just now realizing his mistake. “Maybe it’s in the garage,” he said. “How do I know you’re not lying?”

      “If you’ve ever been here, you know the only thing that packed garage has room for are a couple of hobbits and a wagon to start hauling shit away. Now get in your truck and leave. I don’t know where Mandy is, but if I see her, I’ll tell her to avoid you like herpes.”

      Nick advanced on the stoop until he was a mere foot from Ben, their heights about even. “You’re a regular Jeff Foxworthy with your jokes, aren’t you?”

      “Well, you might be a redneck if…” Ben paused for effect, “the mother of your child changes the locks and disappears whenever you come calling.”

      Nick gritted his teeth, and in the outdoor lighting Ben saw a vein bulge between his eyebrows. The guy’s hand formed a fist, but Ben held his ground. He’d weathered his share of fights in his youth, especially from the Nicks of the world who thought a kid being raised by two dads was fair prey, so he’d long since learned the only way to defeat them was to give them back twice what they gave.

      Nick growled but finally backed off. He stomped down the access ramp louder than a hog in steel-toed boots. Before he climbed into his pickup truck he barked, “You tell Mandy I’m looking for her. I’m at my cousin’s. She’ll know where that is. I have a right to see my son.”

      “And if you dare come at her like you did us here, she has the right to a restraining order. In fact, I’ll help her file it.”

      Nick poked a sausage finger Ben’s way and narrowed his eyes. “You watch yourself, Mr. Hotel Owner. You don’t want to mess with me.”

      Ben stood on the stoop until the dickwad drove away. Then he turned and stepped back into the inn.

      He and Laurette had a boy ghost to find.
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      Seated on the floor in the middle of the plush sofas and leather club chairs of the basement’s common area, Ben stared at what Laurette had just placed on the glass coffee table.

      “You’re kidding me, right?” he asked.

      “This is why I didn’t tell you earlier. I knew you would puff out your cheeks and roll your eyes like you always do when you’re full of skepticism.”

      “Hey, I’m open to the possibilities of ghosts—and believe me, I can’t believe I just said that—but a Ouija board? Seriously?”

      She placed the heart-shaped planchette on the center of the game board, its aperture highlighting the black letter G. In addition to the alphabet, which was displayed in two shallow arcs across the board, the word YES made up the upper left corner and the word NO the upper right. Below the alphabet were the numbers one through nine, followed by a zero, and printed at the bottom of the board were the words Good Bye.

      Laurette ran a finger across the game board’s cracked veneer. “This one looks quite old. People have been using Ouija boards for over a hundred years, you know.”

      “Yeah, at teenage slumber parties and drunken game nights.”

      Ben shifted his bottom, the area rug a thin cushion against the hickory flooring. The fire he’d started in the massive fireplace on their left licked and snapped and cast flickering shadows on the game board. Contributing to its dancing flames were the scattered candles Laurette had lit: three on the mantel and two on the coffee table near the Ouija board. Although she’d also turned on the basement’s recessed lighting, it was lowered to the dimmest setting.

      “The game is mostly in fun,” Laurette said. “I am not suggesting otherwise. But there’s a reason people have used it for so long, and there’s a reason mediums continue to use it as a spirit board.”

      “Yeah, so they can dupe gullible people out of their money.”

      Laurette pressed her lips together, but before she could say anything, he apologized.

      “You know it’s still hard for me,” he said. “But I’m here, aren’t I? In the creepy basement at night, no less.”

      He spread his arms and looked around the common room, the pool table on raised flooring in front of them, the piano and children’s table behind them to the right, and the hallway leading to the storage room of booze and carbon dioxide tanks in front of them to the right. Past it, beyond their line of sight and a good distance down, lay the conference room and the tiny corridor that led to the grim workroom with its disgusting sump pit and ancient incinerator. Darkness poured in from the small hopper windows, and the seemingly continuous heaves and sighs of the empty inn sang in a chorus all around them.

      “Ghosts are more receptive at night,” Laurette said, “and the basement feels the most…spiritual, wouldn’t you say?”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Ben agreed.

      “Most consider the board harmless, or useless as you suggest, but others feel quite the opposite. In fact, some Christians believe it can lead to demonic possession.”

      “Well, that’s cheery.”

      “And the Catholic church forbids it.”

      “Given the lack of Bibles in the guest rooms, or anything else remotely religious, The Abigael Inn shouldn’t mind. But I suppose we shouldn’t mention it to Sophia.”

      Ben was being facetious, but Laurette’s response caught him off guard: “You would be surprised what Sophia is capable of.”

      Having seen Sophia recover from near death (no, literal death) and adapt to a prosthetic limb by enduring grueling physical therapy, he had no doubt she could run a marathon or be named a saint, but he was pretty sure dabbling in the occult wasn’t on her bucket list.

      Laurette shifted positions and winced.

      “Is your stomach worse? Do you want me to get you more tea?”

      “No,” she answered quickly, almost sharply. “I don’t think El’s tea…agrees with me.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Laurette reached for the planchette. “Shall we begin?”

      “Do you think El did something to your tea?” Ben felt ridiculous even asking the question, and when she didn’t respond, just showed hesitancy, he added more roughly, “That’s insane.”

      His feeling of irritation, anger even, at Laurette’s comment surprised him. He knew little about his grandparents and shouldn’t be so quick to defend them. But they’d been nothing but generous and kind to him and Laurette. Every time Ben entered guest room five, he rubbed his hand over the beautiful family trunk Freddy had bequeathed him. Was he really supposed to believe El, his kind grandmother, all one hundred pounds of her, was giving Laurette tainted tea on purpose?

      He also knew not to discount Laurette.

      Finding himself again, he said, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have snapped. It’s like this place is speaking for me.” He’d meant the comment as a joke but realized it was anything but. “Do you want something else? I could see if there are some saltines in the kitchen.” His own stomach rumbled, and he realized he was finally hungry. After reading his mother’s journal, he’d lost his appetite, but now that it was eight o’clock, he could use a little dinner.

      “Water is fine,” Laurette said, pointing to the plastic bottle she’d brought down. “Now, shall we begin?”

      No sooner had she said it than the dim recessed lighting flicked on and off three times. Ben’s head jerked toward the switch plate near the stairs. Laurette, apparently equally unnerved, grabbed his arm.

      He turned to her, his pulse picking up steam, his voice weaker than he’d like. “It appears someone thinks we should.”
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      With the flames of the fire crackling a few feet away, warming his body but doing nothing for his inner chill, especially after the basement’s disconcerting light show, Ben laid his fingers on the Ouija board’s planchette next to Laurette’s.

      “Gently,” she whispered.

      A hiss and a pop of a carbon dioxide tank down the hallway filled the silence. The familiar tapping soon followed.

      Trying to swallow the nervous pulse in his throat, Ben lightened his hold. Laurette had already given him instructions: let her take the lead, yes or no questions were easier than open-ended ones, be patient, be polite—to which he’d replied he wasn’t exactly planning on flipping the spirits off or telling them to go eff themselves. Whether her knowledge of how to proceed had come from experience or from Google, he didn’t know, but given the occult beliefs of some of her family members, both seemed equally plausible.

      Laurette cleared her throat and began. “Hello,” she said. “Is anyone here with us tonight?” Although her words were steady, a jittery energy radiated from her being, matching Ben’s own.

      They waited, fingertips on the planchette, Laurette’s nails elegant with their violet polish, Ben’s short with a few hangnails.

      They waited some more.

      And then more.

      After about five minutes of nothing but fire snapping and candle flickering, Ben’s nervous fear dissipated. A sense of foolishness replaced it.

      “Well,” he said. “This is as fun as watching cheese age.” What was he thinking? A Ouija board? Stupid. “Come on, Bovo, I’m hungry. Let’s—”

      The planchette began to move.

      Ben shut up. His body tensed. He resisted the urge to tighten his grip on the game piece.

      Together, his and Laurette’s hands moved, with no influence of their own, up toward the left of the board. The answer was YES.

      Yes, someone was with them tonight.

      A slight intake of breath from Laurette. Then she asked, “Are you the boy Ben saw in the mirror?”

      A pause, followed by a slow circling of the planchette back to YES.

      Ben swallowed. Hard.

      “Are you a ghost or a spirit?”

      Laurette’s question seemed redundant, but Ben said nothing. He wasn’t even sure his tongue would work if he did speak.

      The planchette, and thus their hands, drifted to the letter B. Then an O, T, and H followed before the planchette stopped.

      Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit.

      Although Ben remained silent, Laurette quietly explained to him that a spirit was what was left of a person after they died. “It can usually cross from one dimension to another,” she said softly. “It isn’t tethered to any one place. A ghost, on the other hand, is tied to a place, often because of a violent or tragic death, and cannot leave until someone helps it do so. I’m not sure how one can be both.” She paused, and although her voice was calm, Ben felt her tremble beside him when she added, “Ghosts can take the form of dark—and sometimes evil—energy.”

      Terrific.

      Laurette’s voice returned to normal volume. “Are there other spirits or ghosts here?”

      YES

      “Many?”

      YES

      What. The. Hell.

      “Do you mean Ben harm?”

      Drifting of the planchette to NO.

      Laurette must’ve sensed Ben’s relief, because in her softer, explaining voice, she said, “Although we will assume this is true, and it clearly seems to be since nothing bad has happened to you, we must be on guard. Sometimes a spirit or ghost can lie.”

      Did she have any good news? Ben wondered. He whispered back, “Ask him who he is.”

      “That’s too open-ended of a question, I fear.” Instead, she said, “When did you die?”

      Again the planchette drifted, this time to the numbers near the bottom of the board. 1966 was the ghostly answer.

      “Did you die in this house?”

      YES

      “How old were you?”

      9

      Ben’s heart beat faster. “Ask him if he was the one completing the puppy puzzle.”

      Laurette did. YES was the answer.

      “Did you do that to get Ben’s attention?” she asked.

      YES

      “What is your name?”

      The planchette drifted to T. And then O. When it found the B, Ben mouthed the name as soon as the final letter, a Y, was centered in the planchette’s window.

      Toby.

      “Oh my God,” Ben said out loud, half speech, half croak. Jake’s friend. The boy who “lives in the hotel.” Can this really be happening?

      Outside the hopper windows, wind howled and shook the panes. The basement’s dimmed lights flickered once again, and from somewhere upstairs, a door banged shut. Ben’s gaze shot in the direction of the stairwell, but he kept his fingertips on the planchette. How he managed to, he wasn’t sure. His hands were shaking like Jello shots. Even Laurette seemed rattled, and he knew she’d seen some scary shit in her day.

      “Are you the same Toby who’s been communicating with Jake?” she asked.

      YES

      “Are you a Claxwell?”

      Ben gaped at Laurette. What had made her ask that question? He wasn’t sure he wanted to know its answer.

      YES

      Ben’s armpits grew damp. “Ask if Freddy and El—or the hotel—are trying to influence me and why,” he whispered to Laurette.

      She shook her head. “Too difficult.” After thinking a moment, she rephrased his question. “Do Frederick and Elizabeth want Ben to stay?”

      YES

      “Is it because they love him?”

      YES

      “Is there another reason?”

      YES

      “Ask what it is, ask what it is,” Ben whispered urgently, even though he understood the broadness of the question would be too much. But he was so close, so close to finding out why he was there.

      “Do they need Ben to do something?”

      YES

      “Why?” Laurette asked. No answer came. “He’s tiring, I fear. We must hurry.” She rattled off another question. “Is it you who wanted Ben to find the fairy tale book in the library and the journal in the stairs?”

      YES

      “To help him?”

      YES

      “Are you the one Ben heard scream when he found the journal.”

      YES

      “Was someone hurting you?”

      A rather emphatic circle back to YES followed, the planchette almost sliding out of Ben and Laurette’s hands. They reset their fingertips, the device now moist with their perspiration.

      Without warning, the walls of the inn started to shake. Rattles and thuds and structural screams blasted them from all sides. Madly, Ben wondered if the hotel was about to collapse and crush them alive.

      “Who?” Laurette said, raising her voice above the din.

      Again, fast movements of the planchette, as if Toby were not only in a hurry, but also terrified.

      E-D-W-R-D

      “Oh shit,” Ben said. “Freddy mentioned an Edward.” In his flustered and heated state, his skin both clammy and on fire, he tried to remember the conversation with Freddy in the hidden cemetery. Couldn’t.

      The floorboards below them rumbled. Clattering from somewhere upstairs. More doors slamming shut. Open, shut. Open shut. Ben worried he was about to lose it.

      “Who do you want Ben to help, Toby?” Laurette shouted.

      The planchette’s movements grew even jerkier, sliding around beneath their fingers so rapidly Ben could barely process the letters.

      ABIGL whizzed out.

      “Wait, isn’t that—”

      Laurette cut Ben off with urgency. “Will helping her help you and the others?”

      YES

      FREE US

      Quickly, as if on hyperspeed, Laurette said feverishly, “Who killed you, Toby? Who?”

      No answer.

      “Merde,” Laurette cried. “We’re losing him.” She bit her lip in frenzied contemplation, as if trying to figure out what to ask. Finally, she blurted, “Was it Freddy? Did Freddy kill you?”

      Ben whipped his head toward her, stunned she would think to ask that.

      But just as the planchette started to move—toward the left to YES, toward the right to NO, Ben couldn’t tell!—it flew out from beneath their hands so sharply it nearly burned their fingertips. Sailing through the air past the pool table, it shattered against the far wall, its splintered bits scattering to the floor.

      Just as suddenly, the inn stopped shaking.

      Before Ben could even inhale a breath of relief, a horrific screeching blasted from the intercom speaker down the hallway, a screech so awful that every cell in Ben’s body and every hair on his head jolted with electricity. A screech both human and inhuman at the same time.

      “Oh dear God,” Laurette said, her face pinched in distress. “I think Edward has found him.”
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      Monday started off in a blur, Ben’s mind too preoccupied by the previous evening’s frightening experience with the Ouija board, not to mention the hotel’s earth-shaking tantrum, to concentrate on much of anything. No part of him could write the events off. Couldn’t blame it on the wind, or his and Laurette’s imaginations, or their hands telling them what their brains wanted to know by willfully directing the planchette. There was no Occam Razoring the experience away. It had happened, plain and simple, and now he had to figure out how to process it.

      It didn’t help that he’d forgotten Amy Kim, the real estate agent, was coming by this afternoon with her photographer. Ben stood in the foyer with them now, his ambivalence about what he planned to do with the hotel clearly frustrating the woman.

      She stared at him above her jeweled glasses, the overhead chandelier reflecting off the lenses. “So let me understand, now you don’t want to sell the place?” Next to her, the photographer, a portly middle-aged man, clutched his camera and peered dubiously up at the hallway of guest rooms.

      “No, I do.” Ben rubbed the base of his skull where he’d been cut five days earlier, the bandage now off, the wound crusted over. “But another possibility is that I’ll give it to my grandparents. They’ve helped run it over the years. I just…I need to finalize some things with them first.” Like figuring out if my elegant grandmother poisoned my girlfriend’s tea and if my devoted grandfather is a murderer of children. Or why my comatose mother so desperately needs me here. Christ. “They’re out of town for a few days.”

      Amy Kim glanced around the entrance hall and then strolled all the way back toward the dining room, running her fingers over the antique console tables, the grandfather clock, and the ugly wallpaper as she went. She glanced into the formal parlor on the far left and called out, “The place is well-kept, that’s for sure. I didn’t fully appreciate it during my quick visit the other day. Beautiful furniture.”

      Look a little deeper and you’ll find screaming ghosts.

      The realtor returned to Ben in the foyer. To her colleague, she said, “Let’s get some pictures, Ted. That way, if it does go on the market,” she glanced at Ben and pursed her lips, “we’ll get it listed more quickly.”

      Ted swallowed, his face a shifting moon of uncertainty and his gaze darting back and forth around the inn. Clearly, he’d heard rumors about the place being haunted.

      Guess what, Teddy Bear. They’re true!

      Ben dug his stubby nails into his palms and tried to focus. “Yeah, sure, take as many pictures as you’d like. That would be great. Maybe skip room five though. My girlfriend and I are using that one.” Laurette had just left for Shelby to fetch them subs for a late lunch. To the realtor, Ben added, “Sorry I’m so out of it. Just a lot to consider.”

      “No worries.” Amy darted up the stairs in her pencil skirt and heels, seemingly sharing none of her photographer’s apprehension. “Come on, Ted. I have a showing in an hour.”

      Like a dutiful steward, the photographer followed, but the two hadn’t been up there more than five minutes when he came flying down the stairs, his corduroy sport coat flapping around his hips, his hands empty of the camera. “Nope. Not doing it,” he muttered. He snagged his overcoat off the brass coat hanger and whipped open the inn’s door, pausing only briefly to apologize to Ben, mumbling something about the place not “feeling right.”

      That’s ’cause we woke up all the ghosts, Teddy Bear.

      A few seconds later, a car engine roared to life. Looking through the etched-glass window, Ben saw the photographer sitting behind the wheel of a Chevy Equinox, blowing on his hands, waiting for Amy to finish.

      While the realtor was upstairs, no doubt taking pictures with the camera her photographer had abandoned, Ben called Mandy and told her about Nick’s angry visit to the hotel the evening before. She assured Ben she was fine. She’d been down this road before. But even though Ben couldn’t see her face, he could hear the strain in her voice. He told her to take a couple days off, at least until Sunday when he and Laurette would be leaving. With no guests at the inn, the two of them were fine on their own. Mandy seemed grateful.

      After hanging up with her, Ben returned a call from Freddy. The man had left a charming voice message earlier that morning (“Just sending my warmest wishes to you!”), while Ben and Laurette had been twisting the sheets with their agitated sleep. Playing it cool, just as Laurette had recommended, Ben chatted with him now, and by the time Freddy said an affectionate goodbye, he seemed none the wiser to the macabre festivities Ben and Laurette had endured. As soon as Laurette returned, Ben would fill her in on their exchange.

      He pocketed his phone and stared out the window at the rippling pond beyond the hotel’s parking lot. Shortly after, Amy dashed back down to the foyer, carrying the photographer’s camera.

      “These aren’t the best shots,” she said, “but the hotel is staged lovely enough on its own, so they should do in a pinch. Let me just snap a few on this floor and the basement, and I’ll be out of your way.”

      Ben took a seat on the bottom step, having no desire to accompany her, and a short time later she popped up from the basement. Unlike her colleague, she seemed oblivious to the inn’s malevolence. Ben envied her. He’d been that way once too.

      She departed cheerily enough, giving Ben her card, even though she had already handed him one during their first encounter the week before. She encouraged him to call with his decision as soon as possible. Moments after she and the nervous Ted drove away, Laurette pulled up and took their parking spot near the door.

      Retreating to the dining room with their subs and chips, they sat at the bar and began rehashing the things they had already discussed after their miserable night’s sleep. At least Laurette was feeling better, but the fact her improved health might be due to avoiding El’s tea only made Ben feel worse.

      “I bagged some of that tea up,” he told her, catching her mid-bite. “You know, just in case we need to have it checked for anything.”

      “I’m sure it was unrelated. I was probably sharing Willy’s illness.”

      Ben appreciated her attempt to make him feel better, but he knew she didn’t believe her own words. He wasn’t sure he did either.

      “I picked up more tea from the grocery store,” she said. “Did Freddy call you back?”

      Ben nodded. “I asked him about a child dying in the hotel, but I tried to be non-confrontational like you said.”

      Their plan had been to see if they could trap Freddy in a lie. Before Amy Kim had arrived and Laurette left to get the subs, she and Ben had bundled up and walked over to the family burial ground, but after a lot of grass-kicking and weed-pulling, they found no marker for a Toby Claxwell.

      Ben struggled to imagine his grandparents, who he’d come to wonder if his troubled mother had been wrong about, being responsible for the child’s death, a ghost child he and Laurette had heard nothing more from since his horrifying shriek through the intercom the night before, just after their planchette had been shattered against the wall.

      “Never thought I’d be worried about a ghost’s wellbeing,” he said to Laurette now, “and yet here I am, hoping Toby’s okay.”

      She put down her turkey and Swiss sub and squeezed his arm. “Me too. What did Freddy say when you asked him about Toby?”

      “He said a Claxwell boy did indeed die in the hotel, and he apologized for not telling me sooner. He sounded sincere. Sad even.”

      “Did he confirm the boy’s name was Toby?”

      Ben crunched a potato chip but in his disoriented state tasted nothing. “He did. Said Toby would have been a far back uncle of his. Says he’d heard through the generational grapevine that the child died from scarlet fever.”

      “Scarlett fever.” Laurette seemed doubtful. “They had penicillin in nineteen sixty-six.”

      “Well, that’s the thing.” Ben stuffed a fallen pickle back into his sub. “Freddy claims the boy died in eighteen sixty-six. He then admitted he hadn’t been entirely honest. He confessed that over the years, some guests have reported seeing a boy ghost wandering the halls or visiting their rooms. Other ghosts too, but he didn’t want to tell me for fear I would give up the hotel.”

      “Hmm, I suppose that makes sense.” Laurette twisted her lips in a pensive way. Considering neither of them had gotten any sleep the night before, she looked far better than he felt. “Do you think we got the date wrong last night?” she asked. “Maybe Toby meant to lead us to eighteen sixty-six instead.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. I hope so. But a century off? And no grave marker outside? Besides…” Ben hesitated.

      “Besides what?”

      “This sounds crazy—and for all I know I have gone crazy, fou to quote you—I swear the boy I saw in the mirror was more modern than nineteenth century.”

      “How so?”

      “I don’t know, his haircut maybe? And I thought he had a white T-shirt on too, like those Hanes ones you wear under a dress shirt. Did they have T-shirts in the mid-eighteen hundreds? But honestly, all I really focused on was his face. So awful seeing it staring back at me.” As if he were witnessing that spooky little face in the mirror all over again, a chill ran through him. If good old, freckled Jeff with his spirit-talking grandma were there, he’d wave his finger at Ben and say I told you so, didn’t I?

      Ben blinked the image away, an idea coming to him. “We could go to Shelby’s historical center, couldn’t we? Freddy mentioned El volunteered there.”

      A pause from Laurette. “That in itself is suspicious, don’t you think?”

      Realizing what she meant, he said, “Crap. I suppose it is now. What would keep her from playing doctor on the Claxwell family history while she was there, right?”

      “Exactly. Did you ask Freddy about Edward?”

      “I did. I remembered what he’d said earlier about Edward being off. His exact words were something along the lines of ‘a rather disturbed individual.’ Freddy confirmed it again during our phone call, but when I asked him to elaborate, all he said was that his grandfather Edward had fathered Frederick Senior, Freddy’s dad, when he was over ninety years old.”

      Laurette squawked a noise. She cleared her throat with water and, in obvious disbelief, said, “Ninety years old?” Then she shook her head and muttered, “Men.”

      Ben smiled but couldn’t fault her. He said, “Freddy also reiterated that Edward was the one who turned this place into a mental-health facility in the nineteenth century. Family rumor has it Edward was a cruel bastard to the patients, but Freddy wouldn’t expound beyond that. When I asked if Edward’s ghost haunted the place, he laughed and said, ‘certainly not.’”

      “I think Toby would say otherwise.” Laurette gazed out the dining room window to the gray clouds beyond. “I believe Edward haunts this place, and I believe he is responsible for many of the other ghosts trapped here. Maybe mentally ill patients he killed over the years.”

      “That’s kind of a leap, isn’t it?”

      “Of course it’s a leap. A grand jeté, no? But do you think someone is going to spell it out for us?” Her tone was firm but not unkind. “Between Toby’s messages last night and your mother’s journal, it’s clear people have been murdered here, and Edward seems a good bet for at least some of them.”

      Ben’s Italian sub sat in his stomach like a ball of putty. “And Freddy? El?”

      “That I don’t know, but Toby said they need you to do something.” When Ben was about to interrupt, Laurette held up a hand and said, “Yes, Toby also mentioned they love you, and I don’t doubt they do, nor do I doubt they want you to have this hotel as their heir. After all, you are Harmony’s first and only son, and Freddy has no son of his own, right? Only Harmony.” Laurette lifted an eyebrow in a teasing fashion. “Apparently, you men are special.”

      “Yeah, but at what cost? I’d prefer being unspecial, thank you very much.”

      She tipped a pretend hat to him. “Touché.”

      “We have to figure out what it is they need me to do and if it’s the same thing my mother needs me to do,” Ben said. “That, and why—not to mention how—I have to save Abigael, a woman who died three hundred years ago. If Freddy is to be believed, she was the matriarch of this place.” Ben smiled but felt no levity. “See? Matriarch. That should make you happy.”

      “And Freddy offered you no details?”

      “You mean did he give me an easy-peasy, connect-the-dots map? No. Our phone call ended when I asked about Abigael. Apparently one of his and El’s real estate clients—I still don’t know how many pies their fingers are poking, but clearly they’re loaded—had just walked into their hotel room. Freddy said he had to go, but he promised we’d ‘chat’ more when he returned in a few days. Friday, I think.” Ben waved jazz hands in the air and feigned excitement. “Just in time for their surprise party this weekend.” He massaged his temples. “What have I gotten myself messed up in? Worse, what have I gotten you messed up in? Maybe you should go back to Philadelphia.” He pushed his stool back from the bar and stood. “In fact, now that I think about it, that’s what I’d like you to do. I’ll sort this out on my own.”

      Laurette made a monkey face and mimicked his voice. “Oh, is that what you’d like, King Benjamin? Then by all means I shall oblige you.” She bowed her head at him.

      “I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Nor I you. Besides, I think you will need me.”

      “I always need you. It’s just, well…” He scrunched up their sub wrappers and tossed them into the trash can behind the bar. “I worry I can’t trust myself.”

      “How do you mean?”

      Leaning back against the counter, he searched for the right words. “I really like Freddy and El. They’ve been so kind and accepting of me. So eager to make me a part of their family, and it seems genuine, you know?”

      “I’m sure it is. One can have a dark side but still love their family.”

      “But look how irritated I got when you insinuated El tampered with your tea.”

      “You are the one who joined those dots,” Laurette reminded him, sitting back on her stool. “I simply pushed my tea away.”

      “So clearly I’m suspicious of them, but what if these family ties cloud my judgment? What if there are forces in the inn that are influencing me? Maybe Edward himself, the ghost with the most who tortures mentally ill patients and boy ghosts? I want to make sure my sticking around is because I want to help my mother, not because something is forcing me.”

      Laurette smiled, but it was a rather sad smile. “You truly are a changed man, aren’t you? Accepting the unknown like this.”

      Ben’s heart hung heavy in his chest. “Why do you stay with me, Bovo? I’ve brought you nothing but grief. Weirdness and grief.”

      “We’ve brought each other weirdness. But you’ve also brought me friendship. Advice. A listening ear.” She stood and pressed against him by the bar. “Who lets me run work problems by him? Who haggled on my behalf when the salesman tried to add useless accessories to my new car? Who answers my auntie’s medical questions, even when she gives you the stink eye?”

      “Yeah, Marie’s got that look down pat.”

      “So believe me when I say the goat on the pendulum swings both ways.”

      He laughed at her nonsensical idiom, but his agitation remained. Bouncing up and down on his toes, he said, “I’m going to the suite, play some video games. I gotta burn off this energy. I’ll call home first.”

      Laurette nodded and said she would use the time to check her work emails. “See if my whiny colleague has tried to steal my job yet.”

      Outside guest room five, Ben kissed her and then strode toward the two-room suite at the end of the gloomy corridor, the hallway’s musty smells and creaky floorboards the least of his worries. When he passed the old intercom system, he tensed, its silence both reassuring and concerning. Could one ghost physically hurt another? Was it more a psychological harm? Edward the Psycho inflicting mental torture on a boy was not a pleasant thought. Ghost or no ghost, Toby was still a child, one who might be easily frightened. What toll had it taken on him to leave those clues for Ben to find? And yet, though Ben had clues, he had no real answers.

      Hoping to push the thoughts from his head, he unlocked the suite and once inside called his family, relieved to learn all was well. Willy was feeling better. Maxwell, who was with Willy, asked if Ben had bought him a new train for Christmas. “I want Pinkie, Daddy. That’s the new steam engine.” His son’s little voice tugged so mightily at Ben’s chest that Ben almost got in his car right then and there to drive home. Sophia was at physical therapy, apparently with her boyfriend, Kent Lock, because he was the one who answered her phone. Having no desire to chat with his disgraced former preceptor, a pious man who’d lost his medical license and was pending trial for fraud, Ben gave him a gruff message and was about to hang up when Lock said, “You’re going to have to deal with me some time, Oris. Why don’t you just let me explain myself and apologize?”

      “Why don’t you just…” Ben powered up the suite’s PlayStation. “Look, I can’t deal with this right now. Just tell Sophia I checked in and try not to break her heart, okay? For whatever reason, she thinks you’re worth forgiving.”

      Ben hung up, knowing he’d have to face the former surgeon at some point, especially if Sophia introduced him to Maxwell. Had she already?

      Shit.

      Now even more riled, he scrolled through the downloaded games on the console and found Fortnite. He grabbed a controller and started shooting and blowing stuff up. After an hour of playing, his mind was finally distracted, but his bladder demanded emptying.

      He had just finished doing his business in the suite’s bathroom when a cool blast of air lifted the hair off the nape of his neck. Something fluttered behind him. He spun around and zipped up his pants, grateful he hadn’t caught his junk up in the seam.

      “Who’s there?” he said, embarrassed by the squeak in his voice.

      Toby? Edward? Some former patient of the mental institute? Only the first option sounded good, and even that creeped the hell out of Ben.

      He glanced at the mirror over the vanity.

      And froze.

      Steam fogged the mirror, a steam that had impossibly come out of nowhere. Inscribed in its dew was a message, one written as if by a child’s hand. Although the words quickly faded, Ben read them loud and clear.

      LOOK BEHIND MIRRER
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      With growing alarm, Ben glanced out at the suite beyond the bathroom door, his video game paused on the TV. The only sounds were the toilet bowl filling after his recent flush and the tinkling of the bathroom radiator. A tiny window lay above the old heater, and through it he could make out the weedy grass of the concealed graveyard.

      Figuring he should probably do as he was told, especially if Toby was the one to leave the message, he took a deep breath and reached for the oval mirror (or mirrer as it had been misspelled), its antique frame a cracked gold finish. His fingers paused on the edge. What, exactly, was he about to find? An evil spirit? A hole to some supernatural portal? Edward himself?

      Hopefully, none of the above.

      Like ripping off a bandage, Ben tugged at the mirror, trying to loosen its hold. Just as the drywall behind it started to split, something slipped out from behind the glass. It floated past the pedestal sink and landed face down on the tile floor.

      A photograph.

      No evil spirit, no supernatural portal. Simply a picture.

      Feeling a bit stupid for worrying he’d find something more macabre, Ben realigned the mirror as best he could and bent down to pick up the photo. Flipping it over, he saw what appeared to be a family of four, or at least a group of four individuals: a man with a boy on his knee and a woman with a girl on her lap. The picture was in color but of an old-fashioned kind. The sixties, seventies at the latest.

      Ben flipped on the bathroom light above the now-loose mirror and brought the photo closer to it. He studied the two adults. Didn’t recognize them. He peered closer at the boy. In a hushed voice, he said, “Is that you, Toby?”

      His words seemed magnified in the silence, and for a moment he feared someone, or something, might answer him. When nothing followed, his attention shifted to the little girl. She couldn’t be more than two or three. He studied the auburn hair, cut in a short bob but still curly and untamed. He scrutinized the wide mouth and toothy toddler grin, the familiar way it made her cheeks pop out.

      Is that my mother?

      It had to be. Whether three and laughing or fifty-seven and comatose, the facial structure was the same. The cute joker’s grin, the widely spaced eyes, the delight in her expression, a delight Ben had always enjoyed even when it usually meant she was on mania’s doorstep.

      If that was his mother though, then who was the woman behind her? Or the man next to the woman, on whose knee the boy—possibly Toby—perched?

      Ben squinted closer. Even with the passing decades, this couple was clearly not Freddy and El. The man was barrel-chested whereas Freddy was more linear, and the man’s smile revealed a dimple below his cheek whereas Freddy’s did not. Although the woman’s petite build was similar to El’s, she had auburn hair like Harmony, thick and curly. Other than a few strands of gray, El’s hair was dark with gentle waves, and Ben couldn’t remember seeing any roots of red.

      Could Toby have been Harmony’s cousin? Was the couple her aunt and uncle?

      Ben told himself he was jumping the gun. There was no way to confirm the boy in the photo was Toby. When Ben had spotted the boy ghost in the floor mirror two days earlier, he’d been too frightened to get a solid description. What he was more certain of, however, was that the older boy in this photograph was the same younger boy in the picture he’d found in the basement on his first tour of the hotel. If not for that picture, the one of a little boy splashing around in the pond, Ben might never have spotted the concealed hallway that led to the creepy workroom with the sump pit and incinerator.

      He had forgotten all about that photograph until now. He’d left it on one of the stacked chairs near the conference room, not thinking much of it at the time. He wished he had shown it to Laurette. Maybe she could have used it during their Ouija board fiasco the night before. Tried to figure who it was and what it meant, if anything.

      The girl in the picture from behind the mirror was Harmony though, of that Ben was sure. Born Patricia Claxwell, and, according to Freddy, raised in the inn, apparently using this very suite as a playroom. Had a grade school Harmony hid this picture behind the mirror? A teenage one? If so, why? Had she not wanted anyone to know she possessed it?

      Every day new questions flooded Ben’s brain, while new answers barely filled an acorn shell. He studied the picture again and realized there was at least one other thing he knew for certain: if this couple was not Harmony’s aunt and uncle but her parents instead, then her parents were not Freddy and El.

      And if that were the case, then who, exactly, were Freddy and El?
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      After showing Laurette the picture he had found behind the mirror, Ben was hell-bent on calling Freddy. He would demand that his grandfather—if he even was his grandfather—spill the goods about the strange findings at The Abigael Inn.

      Laurette, however, held him off.

      “Do you trust him to tell you the truth?” she asked, closing her laptop on the vintage writing table in their guest room. “Over the phone? And what exactly will you say? That you are taking the word of a boy ghost over his?” She shook her head. “I think we need to look for more answers on our own first. Find more ammunition, yes? Something we can take to Freddy and El that they cannot simply explain away with a charming smile and a woodworking heirloom for you.”

      Ben knew she meant no offense, but her words stung nonetheless. That chest had meant something to him. He also knew she was right. They needed to use Freddy and El’s absence to their advantage and find out whatever they could. If he walked away from the inn now without getting some answers, not only would the unresolved questions eat at him every day, he’d have to sit at his mother’s bedside and admit to her he’d ignored her request to “finish it.”

      Using his filial duty as motivation, he and Laurette spent the rest of the afternoon scouring the hotel, looking for anything that might offer clues about who Freddy and El were, starting with the photographs hanging on the basement wall. None showed any hint of Toby, Harmony, Freddy, or El, nor the couple in the picture Ben had found behind the mirror. As before, he saw little resemblance to himself in any of the somber families, and when Laurette suggested they might be sham pictures, meant simply to add character to the hotel and had nothing at all to do with the Claxwell lineage, he figured she might be right yet again.

      Going from guest room to guest room, they looked behind mirrors, behind radiators, behind furniture, anywhere they might find more breadcrumbs from Toby or Harmony, even though their odds of finding the Crown Jewels were probably better. They ran their hands over closet walls, searching for hidden compartments. They crouched in the staircases of the two hidden passageways, checking each step for more concealed cubbies. Inside the cramped stairwells, the push-button lighting kept turning off, and Ben’s claustrophobia clawed at him even worse than before, heightened by his concern for Toby. With every passing second, he worried the boy ghost’s awful screeching would erupt from the intercom system, the child’s spirit suffering endless punishment for trying to help Ben uncover a mystery that remained beyond reach. No doubt after the bathroom mirror message, Edward had put an end to the boy’s aid.

      Inside the hidden library, Ben and Laurette pulled out every book, painstakingly going through its pages, the task running deep into the night, and yet they found nothing. As they made their way through the shadowy inn, the lighting too poor to illuminate the dark corners, Ben knew they were no longer alone. He felt it in every nerve ending in his body. A draft on his arm here. A rustle near his ear there. A chair facing a different direction when he entered a room than when he’d last left it.

      They were in the kitchen the first time the piano played itself.

      Laurette heard it first. “What was that?” she said, her voice breathy.

      Ben pulled himself out of the near-empty pantry, where in his giddy exhaustion he’d asked himself what in the hell he was looking for—Abigael herself in a peanut butter jar? “What was what. I didn’t—”

      Plunk

      Plink

      Plunk

      Slow. Forceful. Off-tune.

      “Oh fuuuuuck,” he said.

      He closed his eyes and visualized the hotel’s floor plan. The kitchen was on the opposite side of the inn from where the old upright stood in the basement.

      And yet they were still hearing it.

      “It’s like it’s right here in this room,” he said, his mouth thick, as if he had just eaten some of that peanut butter.

      Plunk

      Plink

      Plunk

      Next to the commercial oven, her stance rigid, Laurette’s fingers pressed against the cupboard she’d opened. Seeing her fear only heightened Ben’s own. A skittish mouse she was not.

      “I think last night’s communication with Toby has made us more open to them,” she said quietly. “Or maybe they’ve grown bolder.”

      “If you’re trying to make me feel better, you’re failing.”

      Plunk

      Plink

      Pl—

      A sudden, aggressive burst of rattling windows throughout the inn cut off the haunting sonata. Ben rushed to Laurette and grabbed her arm with one hand and the kitchen countertop with the other. In the hallway above their heads four guest room doors slammed shut in synchronized tempo. Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! The glassware in a cabinet across from them shook and clanked, and the kitchen lights flashed on and off like a disco strobe.

      Just when Ben was about to hightail both their asses to his Mustang and get the hell out of Dayton, the inn’s surprise symphony stopped as abruptly as it had started. With one violent shudder, the whole building fell still. Seconds later, the kitchen went back to its fridge-humming, the ceilings returned to their usual groaning, and the beams resumed their structural settling.

      After a few beats of the inn’s norm, Laurette, still pressing close to Ben, said, “They won’t hurt us. They need you. Some maybe for good reasons, some maybe for bad, but they all need you. This…” She waved a hand in the air, her expression tight. “This show is only because they’ve been…I don’t know…what’s the word I’m looking for…?”

      “Awakened? Emboldened? Liberated?”

      “Yes.”

      Hand in hand, they departed the kitchen, nothing left for them to explore inside its walls or on the main floor itself. Tired, sluggish from snacking on junk food during their fruitless search, and freaked out by the thought of sharing the air with emboldened ghosts, Ben wanted to quit for the night. It was already after three a.m.

      Just as he was about to suggest they stop, Laurette said, “So. All that’s left is the basement.”

      Ben’s jaw drooped at her moxie. “Because snooping around down there during ghost Lollapalooza would be so much fun? I say we barricade ourselves in our room and call it a night before they break out the saxophones.”

      “And you think you can sleep now?”

      Her tone had an edge to it, but she was right. Despite Ben’s exhaustion, sleep seemed as likely as teleportation. At least the inn was quiet again, aside from its usual grunts and groans.

      He had a sudden image of nine-year-old ghost Toby telling his spirit comrades to cut that shit out or they’d risk Ben leaving. In Ben’s tired and giddy state, the visual made him laugh. Laurette looked at him like he’d grown a second head, but then she, too, started to giggle. Whether out of relief that the inn’s status quo had returned, at least for the time being, or from sheer disbelief of the strange position their rational-minded selves had found themselves in, he didn’t know. He only knew they both needed the emotional reprieve.

      He hugged her for a long time and said, “Okay, the basement it is. We’ve only checked the pictures down there so far, and you’re right, there’s no sleeping now. We’ll search until dawn, and then, when our new besties are less…animated…we’ll crash.”

      She nodded, and they descended to the basement, but not before arming themselves with decent flashlights. Ben had found two in the administrative office, which spared him a trip to the packed garage.

      Thankfully, the basement failed to be as intimidating as they feared it might be. They flipped on every light, closed the now-silent piano’s lid, and set the stereo to a pop station that under usual circumstances would drive Ben nuts but was now comforting in its cheeriness. Who could be scared with Taylor Swift and Shawn Mendes crooning in the background?

      Or maybe the ghosts had just grown bored.

      After ninety minutes, Ben and Laurette found nothing.

      Except they hadn’t quite searched every room.

      As if reading his mind, Laurette lowered her gaze. “I don’t wish to go in there.”

      “Nor do I want you to. I’ll check it out myself.” The disgusting sump pit, the red-splashed walls, the incinerator—all of them flashed in his mind. He wanted to search their concrete holdings about as much as he wanted a lobotomy.

      “No, I’ll go with you. I just don’t want to.”

      “You’re ballsy, you know that?”

      “When you have survived an earthquake that swallowed your countrymen and women, including your fiancé, a scary room in a haunted hotel is nothing.”

      Ben pressed his body against hers near the bar’s storage room, its heavy door ajar, the hiss, pop, and taps accompanying Maroon 5 on the stereo. “Tell me again what I did to deserve you? And why I waited so long to make my move?”

      She kissed him and said, “I promise you, we will get through this together.”

      Hand in hand once again, they edged past the hissing old safe, past the meaningless black-and-white photographs on the wall, past the restrooms that served the small conference area, and finally past the glass-fronted meeting room. Once they reached the dark and narrow hallway tucked behind it, they stopped.

      As Ben flicked on his flashlight and plucked out the key ring Mandy had given him six days before, six days that now seemed like six months, he imagined hotel guests staring at pie charts and bar graphs on the whiteboard inside the conference room, oblivious to the ghostly undertones of their surroundings and the malevolent acts that likely took place within them. Malevolent acts Ben hoped to uncover. Or at the very least, was reluctantly resigned to uncover.

      “Be careful of these steps,” he whispered to Laurette as they made their way down the hidden corridor, his flashlight aimed at the hickory flooring. “There are four of them.”

      When they reached the door to the unfinished workroom, they paused. Despite the bevy of tools and woodworking equipment inside the room, Ben felt no desire to enter it.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      Laurette nodded, and Ben unlocked the door.

      Moments after he stepped inside, he extended his arm to shield her. “Watch out, that old sump pit’s up ahead, or at least that’s what I think it is. Like I told you, I almost fell into it before. I put the cover back on it, but, well…” He didn’t finish the sentence, but he knew she understood his meaning. Things don’t stay put at The Abigael Inn, no sir they don’t.

      He found the switch plate to the right and flicked on the nearest two overhead bulbs, once again surprised by their dim offerings. How anyone could work with such shitty lighting was a mystery. A coldness in the room seeped into his bones, and he wondered if the inn’s heat ever found its way into the room.

      The same workbenches, shelving, paint cans, and tools greeted him, all of them innocuous enough. Along the ceiling ran the same exposed pipes and iffy wiring. The red paint splashed on the concrete walls like some Jackson Pollock nightmare carried the same level of creepy as before. Ben had seen enough dried blood on the OR floor to know it wasn’t blood—too red, too shiny—and for that he at least felt some comfort.

      “The sump pit is coming up, so watch out. There’s another light switch somewhere around…there it is.” Two more overhead bulbs turned on.

      A short distance from their feet was the sump pit, thankfully still covered.

      “What’s in there?” Laurette asked, her expression pinched in the dim light. She stared down at the metal lid, her hand squeezing Ben’s more tightly.

      “Probably just an old drainage site that needs to be cleaned out and sealed up. There’s a more modern sump pump just beyond this room, closer to the garage. Even on a hill, the inn can get rainwater runoff.” His words sounded convincing enough, and using logic calmed him, but somewhere between unlocking the workroom’s door and standing in front of the sump pit, his heart rate had ratcheted up to a pulsating quickstep.

      “Why is it gurgling?”

      “Good question. Maybe some kind of leak to the air outside?”

      Squatting, he started to remove the cover but froze when Laurette demanded he stop.

      He stared up at her, hoping to reassure her. “Not everything in this inn is haunted. It’s still an old inn, right? Things go wrong.”

      He pushed the lid away, its diamond tread rough on his fingers. The same rust-colored sludge filled the pit’s contours, bubbling, not in a boiling pot of soup kind of way, just a blurp here, a blop there. “Has to be a ground-level connection,” he said, wishing he felt more confident in his explanation. “I’ll tell the realtor about it. If I sell the inn, I mean. No need for us to mess with it. Someone else can clean it out.” Realizing he was babbling, he slid the metal lid back in place, its forceful clang echoing off the concrete walls of the basement’s cave-like space.

      When he stood back up, Laurette was shaking her head and backing away from the now-muffled gurgles of the hole. “It’s almost like it’s…hungry.”

      “Jesus, what made you say that?”

      But as soon as Laurette had spoken those words, Ben knew she was right. Felt it like he felt the ice chips of fear slipping down his spine.

      Hungry. The pit seems hungry. Fuck.

      Wanting nothing more to do with the concrete hell surrounding them, he was about to guide Laurette from the room when his gaze fell on the old incinerator. When he’d spotted it on his tour six days earlier, his only thoughts were how poorly it might be vented and the environmental risks it might pose. But that tour was back in the good old days, back when he still believed a sump pit was just a sump pit and shadows in mirrors were just shadows. In his new state of mind, a whole different thought about the incinerator swirled in his head: body disposal.

      Exhaling slowing, he advanced toward the massive brick chamber on the wall opposite the shelving and tools. Behind him, Laurette’s footsteps followed. He remembered the blast of cold air he’d felt the last time he’d approached the incinerator, not from the chamber itself but from somewhere behind him. Remembered how his hair had lifted up as if he were outside in the wind.

      Pushing the memory from his mind, he shined his flashlight inside the dark oven. He wondered when it had last been used, but at the same time he didn’t want to know. As before, residual ash formed small piles the length of its impressive depths.

      As if echoing his thoughts, Laurette murmured, “It’s so deep. Too deep, really.”

      With mounting unease, Ben extended his arm and flashlight farther into the chamber to get a glimpse of the posterior portions. At some point, Laurette had retaken his other hand, but in order to shine his light even deeper he had to release her grip.

      Something was inside the incinerator. Something more than just ash and dust.

      He reached in farther to grab it. Deeper, deeper, until his armpit hit the singed brick around the chamber’s mouth. From what seemed like a hundred miles away, he heard Laurette tell him to be careful.

      His fingers clutched around something cold, something hard, something rough. A memory from five years earlier in the Paris catacombs sprang to his mind, a memory he didn’t wish to revisit.

      He pulled the dusty fragment out of the incinerator. In his palm lay a two-inch, jagged, rectangular leftover from a burning. Gray, ash-covered, porous.

      Ben recognized what it was immediately. He was an orthopedic surgeon, after all.

      It was a piece of bone.
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      A short time after Ben found the Bic-lighter–sized bone fragment in the incinerator, dawn crept through the inn’s windows. Using daylight as a protective shield, he and Laurette were ready to crash. Having been up all night searching the inn for clues to Freddy and El’s true identity and finding nothing but a charred piece of bone, they were exhausted, foggy-brained, and beyond bewildered.

      Was it human bone? Was it an animal’s? They didn’t know. They only knew they could no longer think clearly, so Ben slipped the bone remnant into a baggie and carefully wedged it inside a zippered compartment of his suitcase. Then they welcomed the new day, stuffed their empty bellies with cold cereal, and climbed into bed for much-needed rest. As far as Ben knew, it was a dreamless and sound sleep because when he woke up at two in the afternoon, he remembered none of it.

      Groggy and thirsty he reached for Laurette. When he didn’t feel her next to him, he jolted upright and called out her name. She opened the bathroom door, looking pretty and refreshed. He was about to ask for her secret when she said, “Shower. You’ll feel like a new man. I know I did.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her fit form beneath her black leggings and tailored blouse. The earrings he’d bought her from Simon’s Books dangled from her earlobes. “You, ma chérie, are no man.”

      “And you, my American friend, need to work on your French accent.”

      They exchanged smiles, but their lightheartedness was brief, the bone fragment no doubt as front and center on Laurette’s mind as it was on his own.

      After he showered, he trotted down the stairs to join her in the sunny kitchen where she had already prepared an omelet for them both, the scent of sautéed peppers lingering in the air. Feeling little of the fear he’d experienced during the night, he again wondered about the biological basis behind a person’s reduced sense of dread come daytime. Or maybe it was simply the inn’s time to sleep. Either way, Ben wasn’t eager to revisit the basement workroom with its gurgling sump pit and ashy incinerator. As far as he was concerned, if he never saw that concrete cave again, it wouldn’t be long enough.

      Rather than retreating to the dining room, they sat at a small island in the kitchen.

      “So you can’t say for sure it’s human?” Laurette asked before taking her first bite, obviously referring to the bone from the incinerator.

      “What, no conversational foreplay?”

      “I suppose it’s possible it’s from an animal, yes?”

      “Like I said last night, the piece is too small and degraded for me to tell. It would take a microscope, and even then I’m no pathologist. All I can say for sure is it’s bone. Something made up of bones was burned in that incinerator.” He paused and then warily added, “Or someone.”

      “And it could have been two weeks ago or two years.” Laurette’s comment was more a statement than a question.

      “Or twenty.”

      “I don’t think we should go to the police.”

      “But what if it’s human?” Ben said. “Even if it was from a home-based cremation a hundred and fifty years ago—were people allowed to do that back then?—and not a murder, we should still turn it in.”

      “Of course, and eventually we will, but if we give it to the authorities now and it is a human bone, not only will this place become a possible crime scene, you’ll be drawn into it. Not because you would be a suspect, but because you, like it or not, are the innkeeper now. It’ll make things messy until we return home this weekend, and it’ll keep us from doing what we need to do.”

      “Which is find out who Freddy and El really are, if not my grandparents.”

      “And help Toby and Abigael,” she added.

      “Because we’re ghostbusters now?”

      “Because by helping them, whatever awful thing is going on here can end. If Frederick and Elizabeth are truly involved in criminal activity and we can’t prove it with that little piece of bone, then whatever they are doing will continue, especially since they are so cozy with the police. It’s not just ghosts we need to help. We need to help whoever else they might harm in the future.”

      “And how are we supposed to do that when we have no clue what’s going on?” Ben reached for a piece of wheat toast and used it to scoop up a chunk of omelet, grateful to have a meal of substance in his gut.

      “We know more than we did a few days ago. Have faith, my love.”

      They chewed eggs and sipped coffee in silence for a few minutes. Given Laurette’s hearty appetite, her stomach ailment seemed to be gone. El’s abandoned tea sat on the counter near the stainless-steel fridge. Now that Ben knew his grandmother might be an imposter, the possibility of the woman tampering with the tea became more of a reality. That thought saddened him because his desire to connect with Freddy and El had been strong, much stronger than he would have ever anticipated.

      During the night, when he and Laurette had been tearing up the inn for clues, he had confessed to her his urge to be part of Freddy and El’s life. She’d claimed she wasn’t surprised. He’d already mentioned he was worried the inn might be affecting his thinking. The place needed him, and its lingering spirits would strive to tether him with both a physical and emotional hold. Laurette then went on to admit she believed the purpose of El’s “special tea” was to keep Laurette ailing in bed, thereby keeping her influence on Ben to a minimum. He had started to object but realized he couldn’t dispute her logic. Without Laurette at the inn to ground him, Ben wasn’t sure how he might react, what he might do, because he sure as shit didn’t feel like himself.

      “We have only a few hours before the downtown stores close,” Laurette said, breaking his thoughts and their silence.

      Ben gawked at her. “I know Christmas is coming, but do you honestly feel like shopping?”

      “Don’t be fou. We’re going to ask around about your supposed grandparents. See if we can learn anything about them. Or the hotel.”

      And so, after cleaning up their kitchen mess, they did just that. Bundled up in their coats and gloves and buoyed by the town’s Christmas decorations despite (or maybe because of) the absence of snow, they strolled from gift shops to chocolate stores to clothing boutiques, asking about The Abigael Inn as unobtrusively as they could. They inquired about Frederick and Elizabeth Claxwell as well. Given Ben had already spoken to Simon, the bookstore owner, they skipped his establishment.

      Unfortunately, they discovered nothing helpful. Once again Ben suggested calling Freddy to ask what was going on with that picture of Harmony, and once again Laurette recommended he wait, convinced they would learn more.

      Instead of returning to the inn, they dined at a steak restaurant and then drove a half hour to the nearest movie theater. The distraction of comedy and fresh popcorn was a welcome relief.

      On the drive back to the hotel, Mandy called Ben and asked if he and Laurette could watch Jake on Thursday. Her son was on holiday break, and his usual sitter was tied up. Their neighbor too. “I’m embarrassed to even ask you, but it’s not easy finding someone comfortable taking care of a boy with an insulin pump. And, you know, considering you’re a doctor and all.” On speakerphone, Mandy’s voice sounded pinched, and Ben quickly assured her it was no problem. When he asked if everything was okay, she admitted she’d agreed to meet with Nick on Thursday but didn’t want Jake there when she did. Ben offered his own presence, but she promised him that wouldn’t be necessary. Hoping that was true, he insisted Mandy call him if Nick acted up.

      To Ben and Laurette’s relief, the rest of Tuesday evening passed uneventfully, both of them falling asleep—if not easily, then at least tolerably—to the sound of white noise on his phone, played to drown out the ceaseless creaks and moans of the inn, among which Ben could no longer distinguish between normal house settling and ghostly wanderings.
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      At nine a.m. on Wednesday morning, a loud pounding on the inn’s door awakened them.

      Ben blinked open his eyes, his heart rate instinctively climbing. He tried to wipe the fog of sleep from his brain. Nick again? Freddy and El? That last thought got him moving, but as he pulled on jeans and a shirt, Laurette now sitting up in bed, he remembered that his grandparents (or whoever they were) had keys.

      At the front door, he peered through one of the flanking ornamental windows and got a jolt of surprise when he saw who the visitor was.

      Simon, from Simon’s Books.

      Entering the security code on the wall panel, Ben disarmed the system and invited Simon in. The short man refused to enter. Instead, his gaze darted nervously around the hotel’s entrance hall.

      “Is anyone here with you?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

      Ben frowned. “Just my girlfriend. Why?”

      “You sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. Are you okay? Do you need my help with some—”

      “Here,” Simon said, thrusting a thick manila envelope through the open door toward Ben. With the other hand, he scratched at his corona of white hair. His gaze remained focused on the foyer, as if worried someone would pop out any second. “I think you need to read this.”

      “What is it?” Ben asked, staring at the envelope in his hands.

      When he looked back up, Simon was already halfway down the ramp toward his car.
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      Ben ripped his jacket from the coatrack and shoved his feet into his trail shoes, not bothering to tie the laces. He hustled onto the inn’s stoop.

      “Wait,” he called to Simon, who had just opened his Mini Cooper’s door. “What is this?” Ben flapped the heavy envelope in his hand.

      Simon glanced around the parking lot, which, save for Ben and Laurette’s vehicles and his own, was empty. Wind tousled his puffy crown of hair, and the morning cold pinkened his nose. Behind him, the pond sparkled, its water not yet frozen despite the light frost glossing the encircling stone pathway.

      Ben jogged down the ramp and approached the bookstore owner. He raised the manila envelope again and repeated, “What is this?”

      “It’s a manuscript.”

      “About what, exactly?”

      “About…The Abigael Inn. And…” Simon’s liver-spotted hand gripped the open door of his car. “And the Claxwell family.”

      Whoa. Ben hadn’t expected that. “You wrote it?”

      “No, no, not me. It was a friend of mine. Irving Jones. He researched the inn’s history along with…your family’s. What he could find, anyway.”

      “Wow, that’s actually great.” Ben zipped his coat. “A relief, really, because my girlfriend and I have been trying to learn more and—”

      “You can’t tell anyone.” The older man cut Ben off with such intensity that Ben took a step back. “Frederick and Elizabeth Claxwell can’t know I have this. You must promise me that.” When Ben tried to ask why, Simon cut him off again. “I brought it to you because some of the other shopkeepers said you and your girlfriend were asking about your grandparents. They said you both looked out of sorts.”

      “Can I at least call your friend, the one who wrote it?”

      With knuckles blanched against the door frame from his Herculean grip, Simon stared up at the inn’s second-story windows, as if worried someone might be watching them. “No, you can’t.” A skip in his voice. “He’s dead. Official record is a heart attack.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. What do you mean by official—"

      “Writing this manuscript is what killed him. Over twenty-five years ago.” Simon thumped the packet in Ben’s hands. “It wasn’t a heart attack. My guess is poison. Or something else that made his heart stop.”

      “I don’t understand.” Trepidation seeped into Ben’s bones.

      “My friend—and yes, I’ll admit he was more than just a friend to me.” Simon blinked and bit his lower lip. “He gave it to me to read before he sent it off to his editor, back in the early nineties. He gave me a copy of all his work, mostly to seek my opinion, but also for safekeeping. He wrote true crime books.”

      “True crime?” From the highway below, a car backfired, and both men jumped at the cracking pop. “Was a crime committed here?” Ben asked.

      “Nothing reported, no, but Irving had his suspicions. So much so that he planned to give the manuscript to the police once he’d confirmed a few details. Said it wouldn’t be right to withhold his findings, even if the cops didn’t believe him.”

      “What wouldn’t they believe?”

      “He was looking into a number of strange disappearances of people who stayed here.”

      “As guests you mean?” Ben shivered underneath his puffer coat.

      “Guests. Patients before then, back when it was an asylum.”

      “And you think the Claxwells were involved? Freddy and El, specifically?”

      The bookshop owner held up a hand and scurried into his car faster than a prairie dog into its burrow. “Oh no, oh no, I didn’t say it was me who thought anything. I want no part of this. I said my friend suspected something, but someone must have known he was writing the manuscript, because he died before it got to his editor or the police. He lived an hour away, south of Springfield, so his death didn’t make much of a splash around here.”

      Ben peered down at Simon through the open car door. “That doesn’t mean it was because of the manuscript. Or because of Freddy and El.” Please don’t let it be because of Freddy and El.

      Simon continued as if he hadn’t heard Ben. “I can only assume no one knew I had a copy of it, or I’d be dead too.” He started the Mini Cooper’s engine and shot Ben an imploring grimace. “And I want to keep it that way. Please, I beg you, if your…grandparents find out, please don’t tell them where you got it.”

      “But—”

      “Please,” he begged again. “I should have told you all this when you came into my store, but I was scared. I don’t want to be the next victim. But maybe giving you the manuscript will bring justice for Irving.”

      His escalating fear made Ben’s own mount. “I won’t say anything. I promise.” Once Simon seemed convinced of Ben’s sincerity, Ben added, “And thank you. I mean it.” He flapped the envelope, the manuscript folding over his hand. “Something’s going on in this place. I don’t know what, but if this helps us find out, you have my enormous gratitude.”

      The bookstore owner gave a sharp nod and shut the car door. With the swiftness of Dale Earnhardt Jr., he squealed out of the parking lot and tore down the sloping driveway, probably hoping to never set foot nor Mini Cooper near The Abigael Inn again.
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      Seated in the parlor, its calming artwork and view of the Berkshires suiting Laurette better than the concealed library, which she had described as “too alive,” Ben read Irving Jones’s unpublished manuscript. Each time he finished a page, he passed it over to Laurette, who was curled up beside him on the plush love seat. Ten a.m. was too early for a beer, but that didn’t stop Ben from wanting one. His nerves were a million molecules of electricity. Instead, he sipped coffee, its caffeine redundant to the adrenaline coursing through his body.

      In the Introduction, Jones mentioned the book was completed in 1993 after years of “painstaking” research. At just shy of two hundred and fifty pages, it had yet to be titled.

      According to Jones, between the late 1800s and the time he’d written the book, at least ten men had gone missing from The Abigael Inn. “Likely far more and likely even earlier,” he had typed, “but due to incomplete documentation and unreliable (or deceased) sources, I cannot offer a more precise number.”

      Jones wrote that several of the men had gone missing during the inn’s days as The Reformation House, the asylum managed by Edward Claxwell, Ben’s cruel ancestor who didn’t have the decency to stay in his grave and enjoyed tormenting a boy ghost for trying to help Ben. Admitted for various maladies, from “violent tendencies” to “psychic neuroses” to “mania,” all of the men were reported to be “unsavory characters,” which Jones felt explained the shallow investigations undertaken to find them. “It was as if the families had loved their sons or husbands enough to dump them at the asylum for help, but not enough to demand answers for their disappearances. They were simply deemed to have run off. Indeed, many times Edward Claxwell was recorded as saying, ‘The Reformation House is not a prison. If a man chooses to leave, he can leave. It is not for us to stop him.’”

      A third of the way into the manuscript, Ben leaned his head against the love seat. He thought of the guests who had celebrated a birthday at the inn five days earlier, of the stories they had told about people being murdered in the hotel, the spirits lingering, unable to move on. At the time he had dismissed their tales as party talk, just a group of friends sharing ghost stories around the basement fire, at least until they’d mentioned the boy ghost, but now he marveled at their potential accuracy.

      In his mind’s eye, he visualized the old safe downstairs, now serving as a storage area for the bar. More of a vault, really. Edward could have easily locked men inside of it before killing them.

      Reliable Claxwell Locks and Safes. No one breaks in and no one hears you scream.

      Ben was speculating, of course, but an unsettling shiver ran through him nonetheless.

      “A grim read, yes?” Laurette said.

      “That’s an understatement.” Ben glanced out one of the bay windows. Dark clouds had swarmed in, and the morning sun was no more. Chilled, he zipped up his hoodie. “Do you believe it so far?”

      “I do. Do you?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.” After a mouthful of cold coffee, he dived back in.

      Jones wrote that he could find no definitive answer as to why the mental health facility had closed in the early 1900s. In what Jones admitted was conjecture, he suspected it was because too many men had disappeared. Maybe Edward Claxwell or someone in his family, a sibling perhaps or even one of Edward’s children, had convinced him things could no longer be covered up. Or maybe the Claxwell family simply wanted more privacy. Either way, whatever Edward was doing to those men—and Jones believed strongly Edward had killed them—his playtime was over.

      In the next section, the author discussed The Abigael Inn’s decades-long stint as a large family home, during which time Frederick Claxwell, Sr., and his wife Christina amassed further wealth and donated generously to the community, helping to build Shelby into what it was now. Jones, who was apparently a skeptic like Ben, suggested the couple’s generosity was a means of hiding what Edward Claxwell had done during the home’s time as The Reformation House. A sleight of hand sort of thing. The author then went on to describe The Abigael Inn’s years as a hotel from 1981 on.

      Much of what Jones had written thus far, such as the building’s various construction add-ons over the years and the property’s ownership history, Ben had already read about or heard from Freddy.

      But not the bits about people going missing.

      Dear old granddaddy left that part out.

      As evidenced by Irving Jones’s next chapter, men hadn’t only gone missing from the asylum. During the property’s time as an inn, from 1981 until Jones’s death in 1993 (which, according to Simon of Simon’s Books, had occurred shortly after Jones had given him the manuscript for safekeeping), three men who had stayed at The Abigael Inn never returned home. All three disappearances occurred during December, and like the men who’d vanished from The Reformation House, none appeared to be pillars of society. One was reported to be “a lowlife grifter” and another “a criminal bastard who never stayed put in one place for more than a few months.”

      And those bon mots were from friends and family. Ben would hate to know what their enemies had thought.

      Because of the men’s natures and their estrangements from their loved ones, the author proposed that was why so little effort went into investigating their disappearances. Only one family had cared enough to probe deeper, seeking Irving Jones’s help in 1985. If not for himself, Jones had written (with a hint of arrogance, Ben noted, but perhaps rightfully earned), no one would have looked into it at all.

      According to Simon, Jones was planning to go to the police with his findings after confirming a few more details. He’d died before he could.

      Leaning back, Ben tried to exhale away the tenseness his muscles had accumulated with each passing page. Couldn’t. How many other men—and it seemed to be all men—had disappeared from the very walls inside of which he and Laurette now found themselves?

      An equally disturbing thought surfaced, one that made him again crave something stronger than coffee: How many other individuals, townspeople or otherwise, might have suffered untimely deaths, just like Irving Jones had? Deaths attributed to natural causes that weren’t natural at all. Deaths that had been the price paid for discovering bits of Claxwell history not meant to be discovered.

      Jesus.

      As Ben polished off the manuscript, the last chunk of pages mostly footnotes and references, he remembered Freddy’s words about the Claxwells being faithful supporters of the police. No doubt many a big check had been written over the years. Ben admired and respected police officers—few jobs required a person to leave their home for a shift not knowing if they’d return after it—and he got rankled by those who put all cops in the bad-egg bucket, but he couldn’t deny generous donations combined with lifelong residency and a friendly smile might go a long way in a community like Shelby. Who wouldn’t like Freddy and El? They were a regular Dick Van Dyke and Mary Tyler Moore. If Clara and those before her had been the same way, maybe the disappearance of a troubled man might not get the full attention it deserved, especially if family members themselves had already written the guy off.

      “Seems like the perfect victim, no?”

      With a jolt, Laurette’s voice interrupted Ben’s thoughts. She had just finished the manuscript herself and was handing it back to him.

      “Always a mind reader you are,” he said.

      “Men with bad behaviors, bad habits. They go missing, perhaps no one cares.”

      “Exactly.”

      In their silence, Ben’s stomach growled. The lunch hour had come and gone, but the dark clouds outside persisted, giving the appearance of dusk even though nightfall remained a few hours away. Thank God for small favors. Come nighttime, The Abigael Inn sparked to life, and Ben wasn’t quite ready for another round of musical crashes and shakes.

      Wondering what to do with Irving Jones’s findings, which helped explain the inn’s tormented ghosts but did little to reveal what Freddy and El were up to or why Ben was needed, he bent over and retrieved the empty manila envelope from the area rug. As he was about to slip the manuscript back inside, he spotted a standard-sized envelope he hadn’t noticed before.

      “What’s this?” he asked Laurette, pulling out the smaller, sealed envelope.

      On the outside of it, in what appeared to be Jones’s handwriting based on his manuscript notations, Jones had written: “To be included in ms, discrepancies in Claxwell family, Frederick Jr., and Elizabeth Claxwell.”

      Below that, in all caps, the author had added:

      SOMETHING IS OFF.
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      Ben stared blankly at the envelope in his hands. On it, Irving Jones’s words about something being off with the Claxwell family blurred in and out of focus. Could the answers he and Laurette sought be inside? Was he sure he even wanted to know? Discovering a piece of information was like launching a grenade. Once you pull the pin and let go, there’s no turning back from the blast.

      “What is it?” Laurette asked, clearly sensing his discomfort. Outside the parlor windows the sky had grown even more overcast.

      Ben showed her the envelope, its contents more than the weight of a standard letter. From the foyer, the grandfather clock—a clock that hadn’t functioned the entire time Ben had been at the inn—chimed.

      Loudly.

      He and Laurette jumped in unison.

      One, two, three chimes in total.

      “Did you…” she paused, “fix that clock?”

      Ben ran a nervous hand through his hair. “Nope. Looks like our friends are waking up.” He pointed to the porcelain figurines inside the china cabinet that fronted the hidden library. “What’s next? A song and dance number from them?”

      He and Laurette sat rigid on the love seat, their breaths shallow, waiting, watching, wondering what was coming next. But nothing more happened. There was only the flowing traffic from the highway below, a few structural house groans, and the familiar hiss and pop from the basement, albeit dulled at this distance.

      Didn’t matter though. As far as Ben was concerned, something in the inn had made that clock chime as a signal to them it was watching. It knew about the manuscript. It knew what he and Laurette had uncovered. But whether it was pleased about their discovery or not was the question.

      “No time like the haunted present,” Ben muttered, ripping open the sealed envelope. As he did so, he wondered if Simon from Simon’s Books had steamed it open out of curiosity after reading the manuscript for his author friend. Given the shop owner’s acute fear in the parking lot two hours earlier, it seemed likely.

      Inside the envelope were newspaper clippings about The Abigael Inn, including historical descriptions of the architecture as well as two interviews, one with Clara and another with Frederick and Elizabeth. Puff pieces, mostly, the first praising Clara for her charitable donations over the years as well as providing free rooms to Shelby residents who’d been left temporarily homeless due to flooding or fire. Although pleased to finally see a picture of his mysterious benefactor, Ben learned nothing significant from the article beyond the fact she was a fashionable woman with cat-eye glasses and blessed with the same thick locks as her brother. He passed the clipping on to Laurette who read it silently.

      The piece on Frederick and Elizabeth was equally positive, extolling their successes in real estate and investments, such that they were able to help keep Shelby running in lean times. When a new playground was needed, the Claxwells stepped up. When the high school sought IBM personal computers in the 1980s, the Claxwells forked over the cash. When the historical center, which was attached to the town library, had suffered a fire and loss of valuable documents, the Claxwells offered both their bank account and their time to restore it.

      Ben read the part about the historical center out loud to Laurette. “You were spot on about our going there being a waste of time.”

      She nodded in shared understanding.

      Despite the superficiality of the puff pieces, Ben couldn’t argue with what stared back at him: a photo of Freddy and El, smiling for the newspaper’s photographer, as attractively maintained as ever.

      He showed it to Laurette. “They’re identified in the caption. It appears they are who they say they are.” He checked the article’s date—1990. Almost thirty years prior. “Other than their ability to defy facial gravity—a gene I wouldn’t mind inheriting, by the way—there’s nothing sinister about their identification.”

      Laurette pursed her lips, seemingly unconvinced.

      Ben unfolded the next clipping, many years older judging by its yellowed edges. Another article, another grainy photograph, but this time from a Springfield newspaper dated 1950. The gist of the piece was a childhood-cancer fundraiser hosted by a Shelby couple, and the picture showed Freddy, El, and a teenage boy.

      Confused, Ben read the photo’s caption. It made no sense. He blinked and reread it: Frederick Claxwell, Sr., age forty-three; Christina Claxwell, age thirty-eight; and Frederick Jr., age seventeen.

      Ben nudged Laurette. When she didn’t look up from the article she was reading, he nudged her harder.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      Throat tight, Ben pointed to the son. “Who does that look like?”

      Laurette took the clipping and peered at the teenage boy between Freddy and El, the latter of whom had been misidentified as Christina. Laurette’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

      Silently, Ben fumbled for his cell phone in his pocket, the rest of the newspaper clippings on his lap falling to the floor. He opened the camera roll and scrolled to the picture he’d taken two days prior of the photograph hidden behind the bathroom mirror in the two-bedroom suite. Comparing the grown man in the picture on his phone, the one that showed a toddler Harmony sitting on a woman’s lap and a boy—possibly Toby—perched on the man’s knee, to the teenage boy in the newspaper, Ben drew in a sharp breath.

      “I don’t understand,” he said to Laurette. “Look at this man and that teenage boy.” He pointed first to his phone and then to the picture she held. “The man in the photo with Harmony is clearly older, his thirties maybe, but don’t you think he looks like the teenage boy next to Freddy and El in the picture from the 1950 paper? The teenager is a little thinner, not yet fully developed, but his shoulders are broad, and look at that dimple in his cheek.” Ben pointed to the smiling adolescent. “Same dimple in both pictures. I think the teenage boy from the newspaper is the adult man with Harmony.”

      Laurette agreed. “It makes no sense though,” she said. “The newspaper identifies the adult man, who is clearly your grandfather, as Frederick Senior and the teenager as Frederick Junior, but your grandfather is Frederick Junior, so how can that be?” She frowned. “A mistake surely, especially since the article identifies your grandmother as Christina.”

      Ben shook his head, equally perplexed. “And Frederick Senior’s father was Edward, so there are only two Fredericks.” He flicked the newspaper clipping again. “I don’t know who Christina is, but that’s clearly El in the picture.”

      He sank back against the love seat and rubbed his forehead, genuinely dumbfounded.

      Laurette kneeled on the floor and started scooping up the clippings Ben had dropped.

      “You’re right,” he said from his reclined position. “Has to be a mistake but—”

      Laurette let out a small cry.

      Ben shot to the edge of the cushion. “What?”

      “Look at this picture, Ben, look! It must have fallen from the envelope when you pulled out the clippings.”

      In her hand, she clutched a copy of the picture Ben had found behind the bathroom mirror and that was now preserved on his phone, the one with Harmony as a toddler with the family Ben didn’t recognized. How Irving Jones had gotten a duplicate of it, he had no idea, but he also didn’t understand Laurette’s shock. “What about it? We’ve already seen it.”

      “No, the back of it,” she said with urgency. “Read what’s written on the back of it.”

      Ben flipped the picture over. When he read the words scrawled in Irving Jones’s penmanship, he nearly fell off the sofa.

      The family in the duplicate picture of the photo from behind the mirror was identified as: Frederick Jr., Elizabeth, Toby, and Patricia Claxwell. Dated 1965, when Harmony, née Patricia, would have been three years old.

      “But,” Ben said. “That would make Toby my uncle, and if these two adults with him and Harmony are my actual grandparents—the real Frederick Jr and Elizabeth Claxwell—then that would make…that would make…”

      Laurette pointed to the 1950 newspaper photo of the Freddy and El Ben had met. “That would make Freddy and El your great grandparents.”

      “But…that’s impossible.” Ben seized the newspaper photograph from 1950 again. “They can’t be that old.”

      “And if they are posing as your grandparents, when in reality they are Frederick Senior and Christina Claxwell”—Laurette flicked the photograph of Harmony’s family of four—“then where are the real Freddy Junior and El?”
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      Given Ben’s rational nature, his go-to response was to explain away anything that didn’t make logical sense, things like finding out your grandparents, who barely looked a day over sixty, were actually your great grandparents, but in his shock and confusion, no explanation came.

      Stiff-postured on the edge of the parlor’s love seat, he blinked mutely at the 1950 newspaper clipping of the Freddy and El he knew, along with the teenage boy identified as their son. With the ages listed for them, the Freddy he knew, the charming and affectionate man who had gifted Ben a family heirloom a mere five days earlier, would have been born in 1907, and El, who was identified as Christina in the newspaper clipping, would have a birth year of 1912.

      He did the math in his head. “One hundred and twelve years old for Freddy,” he said, more to himself than Laurette, “and one hundred and seven for El.”

      Nope nope nope, no can do.

      He stood and started pacing the area rug, back and forth between the china cabinet and the closest bay window. “It has to be a mistake. My grandparents are not centenarians. They look younger than my father, for Christ’s sake.”

      “Your great grandparents,” Laurette corrected from the love seat. She rifled through the clippings she had scooped up after they’d fallen out of Ben’s lap. “The teenage boy, the real Frederick Junior, would now be eighty-six years old, an age that is more in line with a grandfather’s age. Your mother is fifty-seven, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “And if Toby were still alive, he’d be a little older than Harmony. Maybe five or six years judging by the picture of the family of four.”

      “But Harmony never mentioned anything about having a brother.”

      “He died as a child. Maybe she was too young to remember. He could have…” Laurette’s voice tapered off as she scanned another note from the envelope’s scattered contents. Her face grew animated. “Here, here, read this.” She reached over the back of the small sofa and thrust two college-ruled pieces of paper at him. The dense writing filling three of the sides matched Irving Jones’s handwriting.

      Ben glanced at the first page and then flipped it over. He sank more than sat back down on the plush love seat to peruse it in more detail.

      In the note, Jones wrote he interviewed a forty-three-year-old handyman from Shelby, one who had helped his dad do repairs at The Abigael Inn back when he was seventeen years old. After graduating from high school, the young man then moved to Boston. Referring to him as “Nathan,” a pseudonym at Nathan’s request, Jones wrote that Nathan had resettled in Shelby several years later and started his own handyman business, unrelated to his deceased father’s company. Given his time away from Shelby, it appeared Frederick and Elizabeth no longer recognized him.

      Because Laurette had merely scanned the detailed note quickly, she asked Ben to read the rest of it out loud. As Ben did so, he imagined Irving Jones’s excitement as he tried to scribble it all down on paper. The author wrote:

      According to Nathan the handyman, the Frederick Claxwell Jr. and his wife Elizabeth from Nathan’s 1992 visit were the same couple he’d met in 1966 as a teenager. At that time, however, Nathan reports they went by the names of Frederick Claxwell SENIOR and Christina. Their son, in his early thirties at the time, was Frederick JUNIOR, and HIS wife was named Elizabeth. Their children were Toby and Patricia. Nathan had met all six of them on a job with his father in 1966.

      Nathan reports he returned to the inn a few days after the 1966 job, sent by his father to retrieve a tool they had left behind, but Nathan said he never made it inside the inn. Instead, after he parked his car he heard a commotion inside the garage. Curiosity drew him to the side window, where he saw Frederick Jr., Elizabeth, and their young daughter Patricia, no more than a few years old at the time, climbing into an Oldsmobile. A sobbing Frederick Jr. was shouting at his father, Frederick Sr., who was gripping the frame of the driver’s door and preventing his son from closing it. Nathan claims Frederick Jr. screamed at his father: "You can’t get away with it. I’ll go to the police. You two are pure evil."

      Nathan claims that Frederick Sr., who seemed very calm considering the situation, responded with: “You're not going anywhere, son.” At that point Frederick Sr. looked back toward the garage window, and although teenage Nathan didn’t know what the family fight was about, he decided it was time for him to get the hell out of there. He sprinted back to his car and sped off. He says that was the last time he helped his father at The Abigael Inn, too scared to return, too afraid of the look he’d seen in Frederick Sr.’s eyes.

      A few weeks later Nathan turned eighteen and moved to Boston. He says over the years he forgot about the inn, and by the time he returned to Shelby in the late eighties, he didn’t think much of the past incident. He’d chalked it up to an overactive teenage imagination and figured he’d made more of the family argument than it had deserved. So when he got a call in 1992 for his services to repair a storm-damaged balcony, the Claxwells’ promised payment was too good to pass by.

      But when Nathan arrived at the inn for the 1992 job, the couple who greeted him and introduced themselves as Frederick and Elizabeth Claxwell were not the same Frederick and Elizabeth who were trying to drive away on that day in 1966. Instead, Nathan recognized them as Frederick SENIOR and Christina Claxwell, the couple he’d met years ago on the job with his father and the man he’d seen preventing his adult son from leaving.

      At this point in our interview Nathan grows a bit green and says, "I swear to God, they barely looked a day older. Certainly hadn’t aged like my parents did.”

      Nathan states he went ahead and completed the 1992 repair, but was jumpy and unsettled the whole time, wondering "what in the hell was going on with this family.” For reasons he couldn’t explain, he was scared "shitless.” Says he was "a grown man, and yet I couldn’t get out of there fast enough."

      Nathan wondered what had happened to the adult son and daughter-in-law, the couple whose names the older parents were now using, as well as their little daughter, Patricia. Had they escaped in their Oldsmobile that day back in 1966? Or had something worse happened to them? He wondered too where their son Toby was. He hadn’t seen the boy in the garage all those years back, and now as an adult, Nathan recognized that didn’t seem right. Why would they leave without their son? "It was such a calm, almost cold look in Frederick Sr.’s eyes, you know what I mean?” Nathan adds. "Too calm and cold when your adult son is sobbing and calling you evil from a foot away. Giving it more thought as a grownup, it just didn’t sit right with me, so I drove away after finishing the job and never accepted another one.”

      At this point in my conversation with Nathan, he gives me an ashamed look and says, "I dunno, maybe I should have done more, asked around, but, well, I had a family, you know? Didn’t want to stick my nose into something I shouldn’t. But then I overheard you in Simon’s Books one day, talking real quiet-like to him in the back about The Abigael Inn and the reporting you were doing on it, and that’s why I looked you up.”

      When Ben finished reading, he and Laurette stared at each other. His hands felt like ice on the papers.

      “Do you think Frederick Sr. killed his own son?” she asked hesitantly, as if scared to voice the words. “His daughter-in-law? His grandson Toby?”

      “I…I…” Ben was too stunned to answer. Extended life? Filicide? Stolen identities? None of it made sense. Most of it was utterly impossible. And yet…

      A thought nudged Ben’s brain. Something in the letter seemed familiar. Reminded him of something he’d seen recently, maybe heard. What was it? He stared unseeingly at a painting of a meadow near the parlor’s arched entryway, trying to pluck the memory from his brain.

      And then it came to him. It wasn’t something he’d seen or heard. It was something he’d read.

      He bolted up off the love seat and ran to the china cabinet. At first, the hidden door wouldn’t open, and the porcelain figurines and crystal candleholders inside rattled at his intensity.

      “What is it?” Laurette asked, similarly jumping up from the love seat.

      Ben remembered the lock at the bottom of the secret door and unhinged it. Once inside the concealed library, he rushed over to the disturbing book of fairy tales he had read on his second night at the inn. He yanked it from the shelf and hurried back to Laurette, who was now pacing the rug as he had done earlier.

      “The story I read, the one I told you about.” Ben’s words tripped over themselves. His fingers flipped through the handwritten book to that awful tale. “The one about the man born to a king.” He found the passage he was looking for and quickly reread it, his lips following along silently. When he finished, he flicked the page with his thumb and index finger, his emotions all over the place. “I knew it. The story says the man was supposed to serve the king and then someday be the king himself, but the man didn’t want that, so he tried to flee with his wife and child, but before they could escape they—and I quote—‘were ripped from the carriage and fed to the dogs.’”

      Laurette’s pacing abruptly halted, her leg skimming the antique coffee table in the center of the rug.

      “And here,” Ben said, tapping the page again, “it says the remaining child escaped unharmed. That would be my mom. Maybe because she was only three she wasn’t a risk to them.”

      “But Toby was a child too! What risk could he be? How could they kill their own…” Laurette appeared unable to finish the question.

      “Assuming they killed him,” Ben said quickly. “We have nothing to confirm they did.”

      Laurette reached for his hand, the one not holding the grim book of tales, and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I’m sorry, but I truly believe it was Freddy who killed Toby.”

      Somewhere upstairs, a guest room door slammed. Both Ben and Laurette jumped, and the story book flew out of his hands.

      When nothing else followed, Laurette whispered, “I think we can take that as a yes.”

      Ben retrieved the handwritten book of tales from the floor and laid it next to Irving Jones’s manuscript and scattered notes on the coffee table. “Do you think Toby wrote those stories? That he hid them in the library’s sea of books and made them purposely vague so Freddy wouldn’t get suspicious if he ever found them? The handwriting seems too perfect for a child’s though, and I didn’t notice poor spelling like I did in the message on the mirror.”

      “I don’t think a ghost would be limited in its penmanship.”

      Her comment was so silly and out of place they both choked out a nervous laugh.

      “We’re never going to have answers to everything,” Laurette said. “You can’t rationally explain an irrational world. So I will simply guess and say Toby had help writing it. Maybe from the other good spirits here. Ones who can’t slip away from Edward’s control like Toby can. And yet Edward watches him closely too. Keeps him from revealing too much. Toby has to be very careful.”

      “Maybe so.”

      “But why would Freddy kill Toby?” Laurette said. “And what does Toby want you to do—and perhaps your mother too—that is at odds with what Freddy needs you to do? Those are the questions we must answer.”

      “Yeah, that and: how can Freddy and El can be so freaking old?” Ben squeezed his eyes shut. “Because they can’t be, right? No dermatologist or supplement is that good.”

      His phone buzzed in his pocket, giving him another mini heart attack. It was Sophia, and he realized he hadn’t called Maxwell in over a day. The minutes were blending into one long nightmare, and Ben felt his control slipping away.

      He answered a little wildly, prompting Sophia to ask, “What’s the matter?”

      Ben put her on speakerphone and sat on the edge of one of the wingback chairs near the bay windows, mindful the hour was approaching the dark stretch of the afternoon. Nighttime would soon follow.

      “The better question is: what’s not wrong?” he said.

      Maybe because they wanted someone else’s opinion, or maybe because they simply needed to vent, they told Sophia everything they had learned, Laurette seated on the twin chair to his own across from a glass end table with a pewter base.

      When they finished, Sophia sighed. “I knew something was going on. I went to see Harmony yesterday, and she continues to be…unsettled. You still have the locket, right?”

      “Of course.” Ben felt his front jeans pocket. “Why?”

      “I don’t know, but the fact your mother wanted me to give it to you must mean something, right? I’m getting a sense of her absolute terror for you, Ben.”

      “Well, that makes two of us,” he said.

      “And yet she insists you need to be there.”

      “Which is why I still am. For her.”

      “She keeps repeating something in my mind, but I don’t understand it,” Sophia said through the speakerphone. “Either she’s too exhausted from fear or I’m not connecting like I used to, but it’s like a constant replay. Something about a mark, you being the mark.”

      Ben frowned. “The mark?” Where had he heard that before?

      Laurette answered his own thought. “Remember? Your mother mentioned something in her journal about not having the mark.”

      “She was also clearly psychotic.” Ben raked his hands over his face. “I can’t deal with this right now. I need to talk to my son. How’s he doing, Sophe? How’s Dad? It feels like my world back in Philadelphia was another lifetime ago.”

      “They’re fine. I think your dad had dinner again with John last night.”

      “Is his stomach bug gone?”

      “It was, but he’s had a little relapse. He asked me if I’d be fine on my own with Maxwell today. Me, Maxie’s mother. If only you guys could adapt to my cyborg leg as well as I have, we could all move on.” Her joke delivered some needed levity to the day’s ominous finds.

      A few minutes later, after Ben finished talking to Maxwell, who he longed to be sitting with near the Christmas tree, admiring ornaments and wrapped gifts instead of being stuck in a confusing world of fear and uncertainty, he was so wound up he said to Laurette, “I’m calling Freddy now. I can’t wait until Friday. He needs to tell me what’s going on, and he needs to tell me now.”

      Laurette restrained him by taking away his phone. “And what will he say? ‘Oh yes, Benjamin, you are correct. I am an evil man who killed my son and am now posing as him. Oh, and I also killed my grandson.’”

      Ben grimaced but knew she was right.

      “Wait until you cool off,” she said. “Call him tonight. We will see if we can come up with some less…”

      “In-your-face questions?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Then let’s go buy another Ouija board,” Ben said. “Or I could make a new planchette, and we could use the game board downstairs.” He pictured the basement workroom where the tools he’d need would be. Didn’t relish reentering it. “Let’s try to ask Toby more questions.”

      Laurette shook her head. “And risk the poor boy ghost more torment from Edward? For Freddy and El to leave us here alone, they must have confidence in the inn’s ability to influence you and keep your allegiance on their side, but maybe they underestimate Toby. Since Edward has not already silenced him for good, I have to assume Toby holds the most power, but that doesn’t mean he’s untouchable. Clearly not so untouchable that he can give us plain answers rather than hidden clues.” She softened her voice and added, “You’ve heard his terrible cry through the intercom with your own ears. Spirit or not, he’s still a child. Would you not want someone to protect Maxwell if it were him?”

      Ben jerked his head up from his hands. “That’s a horrible thought.” He tried to picture Maxwell in Toby’s place and promptly wanted to puke. “You’re right, of course, but then how can we learn more? We need to figure out what it is they want me to do. Whatever it is, it’s probably meant to happen this Saturday, because it sure as shit won’t be a regular party Freddy and El are throwing. I think we can all agree on that.”

      “There is another way we might get answers.”

      He studied her, wondering what she meant. “You mean another lamp ceremony? Like we did that time…” He let his words drift off. No need to revisit that horror movie when he was currently starring in another one.

      “No. This”—she raised her palms toward the ceiling, indicating the inn and its ghostly freakshow—“is not Vodou magic, but I think I know who can help.”

      “Who? Irving Jones?” Ben scoffed, sarcasm his easiest line of defense. “The poor dead author who made the mistake of unraveling the Cuckoo Claxwell Clan?”

      “No. Your woman from the grocery store.”

      At first Ben thought Laurette was joking. When he saw she wasn’t, he said, “Ana Popovici? Seriously?” His body sagged. “So it’s down to Ana Bananas then, is it?”
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      It was almost five thirty in the afternoon before Ben and Laurette were ready to visit Ana Popovici. Ben had tried to call Simon’s Books, mostly to thank the shop owner for the manuscript but also to ask if Simon had any more information from his late author friend, but the business phone went unanswered. Judging by the bookstore owner’s anxiety that morning, he’d needed a little time to recover.

      At least Ben had worked out what to say to Freddy. The plan was to call him after they returned from Ana’s, but any attempt at nonchalance on Ben’s part, as if he didn’t know Freddy had long overstayed his life expectancy, and hey, maybe murdered his family too, would require acting chops Ben didn’t possess. His elementary school teachers hadn’t cast him as a tree or a flower for nothing.

      Unfortunately, as Ben and Laurette reached for their coats to leave, Freddy beat Ben to the call.

      “It’s him,” Ben said, gripping his buzzing phone.

      “Just act normal.” Laurette’s futile advice caused both of them to laugh a little madly.

      “Hey, Freddy.” Ben tried to control his nervousness and put the phone on speaker so Laurette could hear too. “What’s up?”

      “Just checking in with my favorite grandson.” Freddy’s voice oozed its usual warmth and affection. “How’s our dear Abigael treating you? She can be a bit of a…mischievous place once she gets to know you and the guests are all gone.”

      His tone was light and airy, but it raised Ben’s hackles nonetheless. Did Freddy somehow know what the two of them had found? Did he have some sort of creepy inside channel with Edward?

      “What do you mean?” Ben asked slowly.

      Freddy laughed. “I’m just teasing you, son. My apologies. When El and I get away I can be a bit playful.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “We’ll be back on Friday. But again, how is everything?”

      “Um, things are okay I guess, thanks.”

      “How is your lovely girlfriend?”

      Ben and Laurette exchanged looks. Innocent question or was Freddy hoping Laurette was laid up in bed from El’s “special tea”? A spark of anger eroded his faux calm, and he was about to ask Freddy about the tea when Laurette shook her head and mouthed the word no.

      In a voice that didn’t quite mask his irritation, Ben said, “She’s great. She’s really helping me…sort some things out.”

      A hesitation on Freddy’s part. Had Ben imagined it? Then the man playing the role of his loving grandfather said, “Wonderful to hear. Just remember though, sometimes being secluded, like you and your lady friend are, can play tricks on our imaginations. Our thoughts get churning, and we start stirring up tales and playing make-believe.”

      Ben wiped a moist palm on his jeans. “I’m sorry?” He knows what we found. Maybe not everything, but some of it. How? Ben had to stop himself from running to the parlor and checking for a hidden camera. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “Oh, I’m just being silly. We’ll see you in a couple days then.”

      “Yeah, about that. I’m not sure we’ll be able to stay through the weekend like we planned.” Ben glanced at Laurette, who was frowning, probably wondering where his words were headed.

      Another hesitation on Freddy’s part, definite this time, and then Freddy said, “We’re looking so forward to seeing you again. Holding onto your loved ones for as long as you can is important beyond all else, don’t you agree?”

      Ben wasn’t sure what Freddy was implying.

      “If only your mother could join us,” Freddy mused. “Awful to have to waste life away in a coma. Imagine if you had the power to give her back her vitality. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be marked for something like that? To be the one chosen to make it happen?”

      Marked? A shiver ran down Ben’s spine. He’d read something about a mark in his mother’s journal. He leaned against the banister for support. Although Freddy’s tone was breezy and innocent, Ben knew those riddles meant something, and not likely anything good.

      Freddy continued, as if unaware his words through the phone line were having any effect on Ben. “Oh my, here I am being silly again. You asked earlier where El and I had traveled. Would you believe we set our loafers upon your very own stomping ground?”

      Ben’s mouth went dry. “You…you guys are in Philadelphia?”

      “We are indeed. Such a great city. We stopped by to see our daughter and managed to squeeze in a visit with your father, Willy, and your delightful son Maxwell. You have such a beautiful family.”

      Ben felt his face heat. He gritted his teeth and pressed deeper against the ornate banister, the glossy wood gouging his back. Laurette tried to calm him with a touch on his arm, but his fire ignited. “You saw my dad? My son? Why would you do that?” El’s tea popped into his mind. “Are you the one making him sick? How do you even know him? I swear if—”

      “Oh yes, a beautiful family. I imagine you would do anything to protect them, wouldn’t you? I’m sure your father will feel fully recovered once all is said and done.” A pause and then, “Oh my, look at the time. I must be going. See you on Friday. We’ll do lunch.”

      With that, Freddy hung up, leaving Ben squeezing his phone like a boa constrictor squeezing its prey. He turned to Laurette, his cheeks hot, his chest heaving. “What. Was. That?”

      Before she could answer, it hit him.

      Oh God.

      A phone conversation he’d had with his father a week earlier flashed in his mind. Ben had asked Willy about John, his new date, a man from somewhere up north. “Is he good-looking?” Ben had joked. Willy had chuckled and answered, “Like a Pierce Brosnan.”

      Ben closed his eyes and visualized Freddy. Older, distinguished, a little salt-and-pepper, a little lined, but still remarkably handsome. Lean frame. A real Pierce Brosnan type.

      A stone sunk in Ben’s gut.

      Freddy was John.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It likely took every ounce of Laurette’s power of persuasion to keep Ben from packing his suitcase and racing his Mustang back to Philadelphia, but she finally convinced him that to leave now would be to fall right into Freddy’s veiled threat.

      “He will not hurt Willy and Maxwell as long as you stay here,” she said. “That’s the precise point of his threat.”

      “But Dad’s been sick.” Ben paced the burgundy runner in the foyer and scratched at the back of his head like a wild animal, leaving his hair a tousled mess and scraping off part of the scab that had formed over the wound he’d been inexplicably gifted upon exiting the hidden library. “What if they poisoned him like they did you?”

      Laurette forced him still, smoothed his hair back down, and handed him his coat. “I was not poisoned. Willy won’t be poisoned. I don’t believe it’s anything that vile. Look.” She waved her hands down along her body. “I am fine now. They just want you to know that they can make life difficult for you if you don’t do as they wish.”

      “Too bad I don’t know what that is.” Ben yanked his coat on.

      “Come,” Laurette said. “That’s what we’re going to try to find out.”

      “Ana Bananas to the rescue,” Ben muttered under his breath, arming the security system.

      Outside on the stoop, the brisk temperature was a welcome antidote to his hotheaded state. He stood there for a moment, breathing in the crispness of the cold night air. He thought of home. Of work. Of a Christmas Day hike with Maxwell, Sir Quincy trotting along on his leash. That image, combined with the knowledge he would be home come Sunday, gave him a much-needed boost.

      Standing next to her Accord, Laurette held up her phone and said, “I’ll drive. I’ve already put Ana’s Treasures and Charms in Google Maps. That’s what her store is called.”

      When they reached Ana Popovici’s gift shop on the south side of Shelby, they were greeted by a pleasant salmon-colored ranch house with white shutters. The woman herself was in the process of flipping a window sign over from Open to Closed. She spotted them through the glass pane, looking about as happy to see them as Ben was to be there.

      She opened the door and stepped out on the porch, wrapping a wool sweater tightly around her torso. “I’m closed,” she said. “Don’t get much business after dark.” She glanced up at the sky, the evening stars obscured by a blanket of clouds. The wind blew her onyx hair around her shoulders and whipped the skunkish white streak against her full cheeks. Ben wondered if the stripe was natural, a true Mallen streak like he’d seen in one of his patients, or if she dyed it to look more eccentric.

      “Please,” Laurette said. “We need your help.”

      For a long time Ana said nothing, just stared past them across the rural street toward a Christmas tree farm of young firs and pines. Finally, she sighed and waved them in. “I figured you’d get this way soon.”

      Inside the cozy shop, with shelves of homemade jams and sauces on one side, fragrant candles and incense on the other, and rotating stands of trinkets and jewelry in between, Ana led them past the sales counter, through a curtain, and into a back room cluttered with inventory, wrapping tissue, paper bags, and other supplies. In the middle was a small table. Ana pushed aside the receipts, pens, and scissors on top of it and indicated they sit.

      Given Ben’s hands remained fisted at his sides and his brain was focused on nothing but getting home to his family, Laurette did the talking. Over the next fifteen minutes, she explained everything they had experienced at the inn, leaving nothing out, not even Freddy and El’s advanced ages, if it were even true. Throughout the entire unbelievable tale, Ana’s expression remained impassive, her wandering left eye the only thing in motion.

      When Laurette finished, Ana ran her hand along the tabletop. A dog barked from a back room, followed by a scratch at a door. The woman stood, exited through the curtain, and returned a few moments later, a pug trailing after her. When Ben reached out to pet him, the dog jumped into his lap. Ben accepted the licks and doubled his affection in return. “Hey, buddy,” he said, welcoming the distraction, the dog making him miss home even more.

      Ana must have approved of her pug’s new friendship, because when she sat back down, she said, “So, you’d like me to help you find out what it is they want Ben to do.”

      “Yes,” Laurette said. “That and how Ben can help free Toby and Abigael. The others too.”

      Ana barked a laugh. “There’s evil going on in that old house, I know it. I’ve always known it. Evil beings feeding on an angel’s soul. But you act like I can just reach up to the heavens and pull out an answer.”

      “But can’t you do a divination?” Laurette asked. “Something to lead us in the right direction at least?”

      Ana shrugged. “We could try a scrying.”

      “A scrying?” Ben stroked the pug’s back, his mind still trying to wrap itself around evil beings feeding on an angel’s soul.

      “Yes,” she said. “It might help you receive messages or visions. A divination, as you say.”

      “What do you need for that?” Laurette asked, her phone open, as if ready to tap a list into her Notes app.

      “Some type of reflective surface. Crystals, glass, that type of thing. Candles too.”

      “A mirror? Would that work?”

      “A mirror is good, particularly a black mirror. I sell most everything you need here.”

      I bet you do, Ben couldn’t help thinking.

      “Anything you don’t have?” Laurette asked.

      Ana smirked, and her tone took on an air of sarcasm. “Yeah. A virgin boy of around nine or ten would be great.”
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      With morning daylight streaming around the blinds in guest room five, Ben lifted his head from the pillow and cracked his neck, an old stress habit developed after a construction injury years ago. He couldn’t believe what they had planned for the day. The idea alone was insane.

      To Laurette, who was sitting up in bed, he said, “When Mandy asked if we could watch Jake today, I’m pretty sure she didn’t mean using him for the occult.” He flung the covers off. “No doubt she’d rather he suffer Nick instead.”

      “The boy won’t come to any harm.” Laurette pulled her hair back into a ponytail with an elastic band. “He’s only needed for his purity. As Ana said, his virginity frees him from tainted thoughts. If she thinks he’ll be better able to see visions than you or me, especially since he has already communicated with Toby, then we should listen to her.”

      “Guess the two of us are a little far from virgin territory ourselves, huh?” It was meant as a joke, especially after their intimacy the night before, which had been an escape of the most stress-relieving kind, but Ben’s delivery fell flat. Since his phone call with Freddy a mere fifteen hours earlier, in which the age-defying centenarian had implied Ben better keep his ass at The Abigael Inn or else his family would suffer the consequences, neither Laurette nor Ben had been in a laughing mood. Ana’s expected arrival later that day, once Jake was at the inn and Mandy long gone, had only fueled their angst.

      “Let’s go for a run,” Laurette said. “Clear our minds before we prepare for the scrying.”

      “Bet that’s a sentence you never thought you’d say.” Ben yawned and cracked his neck again.

      In a normal world he would’ve preferred to stay in bed, but further sleep under Abigael’s roof was an illusion. The night had been restless enough, the white noise on both of their phones insufficient to drown out the inn’s energy. Ever since the Ouija Board stint, every time Ben stirred during the night he fell prey to something alarming: a shadow darting in the corner, a breeze kissing his cheek, a whisper fluttering against his ear. He couldn’t sleep any closer to Laurette if he tried. The two of them were already skin to skin, she as much aware of the inn’s macabre nightlife as him. Even though he suspected many of his nocturnal scares were imagined, he was not above using the herb-stuffed “charm satchels” Ana had given them to distribute around the guest room. Whether the pungent little bastards truly kept spirits away or not was anyone’s guess, but as Willy always said: Beggars can’t be choosers, Benny Boy.

      Remarkably, a run did indeed clear his head. Cleared out his sinuses too, given the drop in temperature to the teens. Since neither of them had packed their ultra-warm running gear, they kept their exercise short, covering only three miles on a frosty but snowless wooded trail just down the hill from the hidden Claxwell cemetery. Ben wondered if any past guests had stumbled upon the embedded gravestones. Ghost-seekers would likely relish it.

      After the run and some weightlifting in the fitness room, he soaked under a hot shower for a good fifteen minutes, mindful of the spirits who might be witnessing his pink-steamed ass from whatever realm they holed themselves up in (not to mention his trysts with Laurette over the past week) but unwilling to leave the heat.

      When he finally toweled off and got dressed, transferring Harmony’s locket to a fresher pair of jeans, he jogged down to the kitchen. During a big breakfast of his buttermilk pancakes and Laurette’s Haitian-styled eggs flavored with vegetables and spices, he decided he might just be ready for a scrying. At least it would be during the day and not at night like their unsettling chat with Toby had been. That was something.

      He and Laurette had decided on guest room nine to perform the divination. Ana had told them to choose the room where they sensed the most spiritual presence. Hands down, the creepy, concrete cave in the basement with the sludgy sump pit and human-sized incinerator won the Oscar for Spiritual Presence, but Ben refused to expose Jake to that. He’d never allow anyone to take Maxwell in there for such unconventional purposes, and he wasn’t about to do it to someone else’s kid. And who knew if Jake would even agree to help them? Neither Ben nor Laurette would force or manipulate him into doing so. Ben suspected the boy would say yes though, especially after he’d been so frantic to pass along Toby’s message about the hidden journal.

      Room nine had its own vibe, so it seemed a natural runner-up to the basement workroom. Every time Ben had passed its closed door in the gloomy upstairs corridor, he’d felt a chill. Whether it was because of the nearby intercom system with its screeching ghost cries or the claustrophobic secret passageway that flanked it, he didn’t know. He only knew he sensed its heightened energy. He had entered its Victorian chamber twice, and both times he’d quickly retreated. For all he knew, it was Edward’s old room. Or maybe Toby’s.

      Or my mom’s.

      The thought of his mentally ill mother being forced to endure the deranged inn as a child made Ben’s heart ache. It also made him want to pitch the coffee mug he was currently washing in the kitchen sink and shatter it against the floor tiles.

      Ana arrived at one o’clock as promised, parking her car in one of the car ports as Ben had requested. Mandy would be unlikely to spot it back there. Ana brought with her a cloth bag full of the necessary supplies: candles, herbs, incense, a notebook and pen to jot anything down should it prove necessary, and a round, black mirror that appeared to be a large dinner plate painted with a shiny finish. The supplies didn’t come free. Ben had already slipped his credit card to Ana at her store the evening before, where ninety-two fifty had promptly been charged, including for their room’s protective charm satchels. Ka-ching!

      Jake and Mandy arrived a short time later, and Jake immediately trotted after Laurette to the dining room for a drink. Ben’s heart rate sped up when he saw Mandy run upstairs to check something, but when she returned a few minutes later with one of Jake’s games that had been left behind in the suite, Ben sighed in relief. She hadn’t entered room nine and was therefore none the wiser that Ana Bananas and the scrying supplies waited inside.

      Before Mandy left for the rendezvous with her ex, she thanked Ben again in the foyer, both for the time off the past week and for helping with Jake. So needlessly excessive was her gratitude that he almost copped to what they were about to ask Jake to do. He held back though, even though he felt like a shit for doing so, but if she said “uh uh, no way” and dragged Jake out with her, Ben and Laurette would lose the chance at some much-needed answers. Time was running out. In twenty-four hours, Freddy and El would return.

      As Ben suspected he would, Jake, who was now seated at the bar, sucking on a sugar-free popsicle they’d bought for him after leaving Ana’s the night before, readily agreed to the scrying. In fact, in a nonchalant tone that made Ben’s hair follicles prickle, the boy said, “Toby told me you would need me.”

      Ben scratched the scab at the base of his skull and leaned against the bar. “Uh, when was this exactly?”

      Jake shrugged, his lips cherry red. “Just a little while ago. When you were talking to my mom.”

      Ben slowly crumpled the discarded popsicle wrapper. “Um, okay then.” He inhaled deeply. “I guess I’ve got two prepubescent boys on my side.”

      As if things weren’t weird enough.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Inside room nine, seated on the tasseled area rug next to the four-poster bed, Ben put his hand on Jake’s shoulder. Marcus Welby was an arm’s reach away. “You sure you want to do this, bud? You’re feeling all right? No glucose dips?”

      “I’m sure,” Jake said. “Toby will help me.”

      Surrounded by three fat candles, the boy stared at the black mirror propped up against the end table next to a striped wingback chair. On top of the table, an incense diffuser dispersed the scent of lavender. According to Ana, the fragrance would dispel negative energy, quiet Jake’s mind, and put him in a restful state to encourage visions. Although the room’s blinds and heavy curtains were drawn to avoid the outside light interfering with whatever Jake might see reflected off the glass’s shiny surface, the candle flames offered a surprising amount of flickering illumination.

      “If at any time you want to stop, if anything scares you, you tell me, okay?” Ben said. “I mean it.”

      Jake donned a sly grin and glanced at Laurette on the other side of him. “Is he always this serious?”

      Laurette winked at the boy. “Pretty much. But he’s a lot of fun too.”

      Ana stood near the closet, pacing the creaky hardwood floor beyond the area rug. She chewed at a fingernail, and Ben imagined she was asking herself what she’d gotten herself into.

      “Let’s begin,” she said. She reached into her cloth bag, which was lying on the bed, and pulled out a five-inch bundle of green stems, all tied together.

      “What’s that?” Ben asked.

      “A smudge stick,” she said, as if that answered Ben’s question.

      She lit the end of it with a lighter and lightly blew on the flame until smoke snaked from the stems. Soon the scent of burning cedar overtook the lavender incense. Moving from corner to corner in the room, she blew the smoke toward the walls and said, “I cleanse this room of all negativity.” She then crossed over to Jake and blew smoke down toward him. “I wash away all negativity from this child’s body.”

      Great, Ben thought. How was he going to explain to Mandy why her son smelled like a closet? Then, a little giddily, he wondered if Ana’s smudge sticks were included free of charge or if they’d show up on his credit card and trigger a fraud alert.

      He forced himself to focus. Why was it always so difficult for him to believe, even after everything he’d seen the inn do?

      Next, Ana retrieved four crystals from her bag, the white streak in her hair falling into her eyes until she swiped the strands behind her ear. She placed a crystal on the floor facing each direction and then stood behind Jake. Facing east first, which, if the curtains and blinds were open, would offer a view of the pond, she said, “Spirits of air I call on you.” She turned similarly in each direction, substituting a different element each time: south/fire, west/water, north/earth.

      “She’s making the magic circle,” Laurette whispered. “To protect us. It allows only positive energy in. Keeps away evil spirits.”

      “How do you know that?” Ben asked. “Does your aunt use them?” Her Aunt Marie had completed her initiation the year before and was now a Vodou mambo.

      “I Googled it.”

      A tiny laugh escaped Ben. He couldn’t help himself.

      “Dr. Oris.” Ana’s tone was just shy of a snap. “If you feel my services are no longer needed, I’ll happily leave.”

      Embarrassed, Ben said, “I’m sorry. I’m just out of my realm, that’s all.” Next to him, Jake giggled, no doubt finding Ana’s reprimand of Ben funny. “I’ll get my shit together.” He cringed at his word choice in front of the child. “I mean, I’ll get my act together.” Jake giggled again.

      From behind him, Ben heard a heavy sigh, which was either from Ana or one of the inn’s ghosts who was enjoying the show. He let Ana get back to it, knowing they didn’t have forever. Who knew how much time Mandy would give Nick to explain himself before she took off in frustration and returned for her son?

      “Now Jake,” Ana said, sitting behind him on the floor, “I want you to clear your mind and then focus on one thing and one thing only as you stare into the mirror. You can pick anything you want, but if you could visualize Toby, in whatever form he comes to you, that might give you the best chance of receiving.”

      Jake nodded and stared into the black mirror. Ben marveled at the boy’s cojones, especially since Ben had wimpishly turned the antique floor mirror in his own room to face the wall.

      Ana continued her instruction. “Let your gaze focus on one spot in the mirror, but don’t strain your eyes. Keep it light. Eventually the mirror will cloud over which means a vision is about to appear. Do you know what a vision is?”

      The boy nodded. Ana’s monotonous yet soothing voice seemed to send him into an even more relaxed state.

      Ana looked up toward the ceiling and lowered her voice. “I pray to you, oh spirit, that you may reveal yourself to this virgin boy, you, the good spirit who seeks Ben’s help. Reveal the truth we desire to know, and afterward we will release you to peace to the best of our powers. Either present yourself in the mirror to the boy or speak through him.”

      For ten minutes nothing happened, and everything seemed as it had before: cedar and lavender scented air illuminated by flickering candle flames and the four of them sitting on the floor within a magic circle. Jake seemed so focused, so absorbed in the mirror, that Ben dared not make a sound, and a restless fear consumed him.

      With a sleepy voice, Jake finally said, “I see something.”

      “What is it?” Ana asked behind him, her tone far more controlled than Ben’s would be if he were leading the scrying. “Is it Toby?”

      “No. He’s here, I feel him, and he’s working hard to help me, maybe too hard, but I see a woman. Toby says she’s an angel.”

      “Does Toby know her name?” Ana asked.

      “He says it’s Abigael.”

      Abigael. The namesake of the inn. The woman buried in the center of male offspring. Jeremiah was her son. The one Freddy had said “started it all.” Ben had assumed Freddy meant the land and homestead, but after reading Irving Jones’s manuscript and newspaper clippings, he was no longer so sure.

      Ana was starting to ask Jake a question when Jake spoke over her, his voice sounding the same and yet different, as if someone was feeding him the words without him having to think them, words he wouldn’t normally use or even know.

      “Abigael was an earth angel,” he said, his speech flowing freely. “She was good. She helped people. But she felt incomplete. She longed for a child and couldn’t have one, so in a weak moment she made a pact with an evil force, not understanding at the time how evil he was. He would give her a child, but in exchange she had to grant him freedom with her angel powers.”

      The words triggered a memory in Ben’s mind. The book of fairy tales in the concealed library mentioned a similar tale. Was it referring to Abigael from over three centuries before? Or maybe it was far less magical. Maybe Jake had simply found the book, read the story, and was reciting it now.

      Of course. That has to be it.

      No sooner had Ben feared they were being duped by a smart little boy, when that smart little boy rose from the floor. Head, body, feet. Nothing left touching the rug.

      Laurette uttered a cry of surprise, and all three of them scooted back from Jake, whose thin limbs slowly unfolded from their cross-legged position as he levitated above the floor. Soon his body was fully extended and pitched forward at a twenty-degree angle, suspended in the air. His long-sleeved T-shirt hung loose, and in the gap between his flesh and the cotton, Ben saw the boy’s insulin pump. A jarring reality juxtaposed against an impossible sight.

      The doctor in Ben took over. Fearful Jake might be harmed, he started to rise, but Ana held him down. She shook her head and whispered, “He’s okay.”

      Ben doubted she could be sure of that, but he sank back down, his posture rigid and ready to act as he stared in fascination at the boy suspended above him.

      “He gave her a child,” Jake said, eyes still on the black mirror though several feet above it. “And in return, she lifted him from the depths of the earth, where he was finally free of his eternal captivity to become the prince of immortality he was meant to be. But over the years, as Abigael saw what she had unleashed, when she witnessed the evil feats he performed to empower himself and the evil he instructed their growing son to do, she knew she must act. To save her son and prevent more evil, she sacrificed herself by banishing both her and the demon deep into the earth, where her angelic goodness would keep him trapped forever, even at the cost of her heavenly eternity.”

      Ben listened, mesmerized and terrified at the same time, his jaw clenched and his muscles tight. It was the same story he’d read in the fairy-tale book, but in more detail, far more detail than he would expect an eight-year-old boy to be able to recite.

      And still, whatever was in Jake kept speaking:

      “But it was too late. Their son, Jeremiah, had already fallen under the demon’s power. He fed its darkness, keeping it alive with the elixir of blood and bone. In exchange for his servitude, Jeremiah received riches and longevity, and when he finally fell too old to stay on in the world, his son continued his legacy, and so it passed on through the generations, until the heir with the greatest power would free the demon from its underground chains and give unto him human form.”

      Here, Jake’s voice assumed an entirely new tone and pitch, one still of a child but of a weary child fighting for every breath. “They thought it was to be me,” the whispery voice said from Jake’s suspended body, replacing Abigael. “Toby. The Claxwell son with the most power. Like Abigael, an earth angel. I was to raise the demon on my sixty-second birthday, three hundred years after his banishment.”

      Toby’s voice started to fade, and Jake’s body began shaking.

      “Little time left. Must hurry to explain. I refused. Tried to reverse grandfather’s ceremony. Killed before I could. My father. Weak powers. Tried to leave. Killed too. And mother. Grandfather despaired all was lost. Needed new heir. But it was never me. They…understand that now. They learned about you. It’s you. Only you have…demon’s name. You have…mark. That is why you…needed.”

      Toby’s voice was so quiet now they could barely hear it. Jake’s little body started convulsing in spasmodic jerks.

      “We have to get him down,” Ben shouted, jumping to a stand.

      “Where is his name? How does Ben find his name?” Ana yelled over Ben.

      “Your mother…earth angel herself. Found what…Jeremiah buried…so long ago.”

      “What is it?” Ana cried.

      Almost imperceptibly: “Abigael’s amu—”

      The door burst open, and a stunned Mandy stood in the threshold. “Jake!” she cried, cutting off her son’s—or rather Toby’s—answer. She flicked on the light. “Oh my God, what are you doing to him? Jake!” She ran to him, and he fell to the ground in a limp heap.

      Chaos broke out in the room.

      “Oh, Mandy, I’m so sorry,” Ben said.

      Grabbing Marcus Welby, he rushed to Jake’s side, making sure he was okay. Next to him, Laurette tried to explain things to Mandy, but the young mother yelled over her, asking what in the living hell they were doing to her son. Ana scurried around the room, collecting the supplies, a pinched expression on her face, probably thinking a lawsuit was the last thing she needed.

      After a few beats, when everybody stopped shouting and Jake’s eyes fluttered open, Ben yanked out his stethoscope and listened to the boy’s heart and lungs. Both sounded good, and blessedly, unlike before, his continuous glucose monitor beeped no alarms of low sugar.

      Finally, Jake croaked, “Hey, Mom, I’m okay. Don’t cry. I was just helping—”

      “Come on, nutter butter,” she said, scooping him up and throwing a harsh glare Ben’s way and then Ana’s. “So help me, if any harm comes to him, I’ll kill you.”

      After Mandy fled the room with her son, the three of them stood there quietly, Ben raking his hands through his hair and Laurette twisting the hem of her sweater. Not until Mandy’s stomps down the stairs faded and the inn’s door slammed did Ana break the silence.

      “You have something,” she said to Ben.

      He stared at her, glassy eyed. “What? We need to drop this. We’ll all be lucky if we don’t get arrested.”

      “You have something that tells his name.” Ana resumed marching around the room and seemed to be talking more to herself. “What was Toby trying to say before Jake’s mom cut him off?”

      “A demon? Really?” Ben tried to tell himself the scrying had gotten it wrong, but as he pulled his phone from his pocket, his hand shook.

      “Who’re you calling?” Laurette asked.

      “Mandy. See if I can somehow rectify this nightmare.”

      “Amulet,” Ana barked, freezing in place next to the armoire. “That’s what Toby was trying to say.”

      Ben was pulling Mandy’s number up in his contact list when Ana’s words hit him. He reached down and tapped his left front pocket. He hadn’t really thought of it as an amulet, but…

      Oh. Shit.

      The locket held the demon’s name.
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      Ben pulled the chainless locket out of his front pocket, not sure whether he was relieved or repulsed he’d been keeping it so close.

      Ana swooped up to him, the scent of burned cedar still in her hair. “Is that…?” Her voice hushed in a mix of fear and awe. “Is that Abigael’s amulet?”

      “I don’t know. My mother had it stored away in some of her belongings. She told my friend to find it and give it to me.”

      “I thought your mother was in a coma.”

      Ben couldn’t remember telling Ana that, but he imagined it had come out in the back room of her shop the day before while Laurette was relaying their situation. Would she think him nuts if he admitted his comatose mother communicated with them every now and then? Who’s bananas now, she’d probably say.

      “Some people hear Harmony in their heads,” Laurette answered for him.

      To Ben’s surprise, Ana merely nodded, as if telepathy were as normal as hair growth.

      “May I?” she asked, extending her hand, the tendons of her bony wrist jutting out.

      Ben handed over the scuffed locket, its gold scratched and dented over the many years. She handled it gently, inspecting first one side and then the other, running her fingertips over its surface. Flecks of cedar had stained the underside of her nails green. “The scrying spirit indicated your mother found this buried outside.”

      “Harmony’s journal said the same,” Ben confirmed. “She was out picking dandelions as a little girl and dug it up. The journal mentions a ghost told her to keep it. That it was important.”

      “Probably Toby,” Ana said. “My guess is he led her to it. It’s likely centuries old.”

      “Three centuries to be exact,” Ben replied. “If what Jake said about Jeremiah burying it is true.”

      “It wasn’t Jake we were communicating with,” Ana reminded him. “It was Abigael and then Toby.”

      A centuries-old earth angel and a dead boy. Unbelievable.

      “Jeremiah was born in 1706,” Ben said. “That’s the only birth date Freddy supplied when we wandered the Claxwell family graveyard last week. He claimed Jeremiah started it all.”

      “Your grandfather said that? Said Jeremiah started it all?”

      “Technically, he’s my great grandfather, all one hundred and twelve spry years of him.”

      From the four-poster bed, where she was twisting the handles of Ana’s cloth bag, Laurette said, “Jeremiah would have been only thirteen when his mother sacrificed herself to drive the evil force back underground.”

      “How do you know that?” Ben asked.

      Ana answered for Laurette. “Because the scrying spirit told us the demon was to be raised three hundred years after banishment.” She remained next to Ben, the locket unopened in her palm. “Three hundred years ago was 1719, and Jeremiah’s birth year was 1706, so that would’ve made him thirteen years old.” She caught Ben’s gaze with her right eye, the left one wandering away. “And now that demon is to be raised by you.”

      Good God, were they really talking about demons now? Ghosts aren’t enough for you, Benny Boy?

      “I…I don’t understand,” he said. “What’s special about three hundred years?” His rational brain realized he still hadn’t called Mandy. He had to set things right with her.

      “The number three symbolizes a manifestation, among other things, and zero represents endings and new beginnings.” Ana was apparently as skilled in numerology as she was in herb burning. “So together, in this case, the number three hundred might signal a powerful reawakening, a rebirth of sorts. Despite Abigael’s personal sacrifice in order to force the demon back down, maybe it only postponed the inevitable.”

      “So? Why does it have to be me? Why doesn’t Freddy do his own dark deeds? Why hasn’t he already raised the…the…” Ben couldn’t bring himself to say the word demon.

      “Apparently you are the only one powerful enough to do it,” Ana said.

      Ben laughed out loud at the absurdity. “This is insane,” he sputtered. “My only power is surviving a call night and still having enough energy to build a train track with my son the next day.” Stomping over to the windows, he threw open the drapes and raised the blinds. Hoping for sunshine, he was disappointed. The cloudy sky already showed the cusp of dusk.

      Ana frowned at his churlishness. “I’m here because you asked for my help, not because I want to be. I’ve got a box full of apples in need of peeling for jam, and I’d just as soon get back to them. Do you want to hear me out or not?” When Ben grudgingly nodded, she said, “I’m sure if Freddy could have done it himself, he would have. Maybe he’s already tried.” She joined Laurette, who was still sitting on the bed. “You told me yesterday that the boy ghost, Toby, was being tormented by Edward’s ghost.” When Laurette nodded, Ana continued. “Maybe Edward coaxed it out of Toby that he was never the chosen one, that it was you instead, and then somehow passed it on to Freddy. I imagine Freddy would have been filled with enormous relief to learn Toby, clearly the most powerful disciple—”

      “Disciple?” Ben puffed air out of his nose.

      Ana glanced at Laurette and gritted her teeth.

      Ben sank onto the wingback chair and rubbed his temples. “I’m sorry, Ana, I don’t mean to be an ass. It’s just a lot to take in.” He looked back up at her. “I really do appreciate your being here. You’re beyond generous to help us.”

      Ana’s face softened and she gave a short nod. “When the scrying spirit shifted to Toby, he said up until you he carried the most power, a power that allowed him to see what Freddy was doing. He tried to stop his grandfather’s ceremony—this feeding of blood and bone to empower the demon—but before he could stop it once and for all, Freddy killed him.”

      Ben winced but couldn’t deny Ana’s supernatural logic was sound based on the fairy-tale book and journal he’d found. Is that what had become of the missing men over the years? Had they been rendered into a hideous elixir of blood and bone? The thought made him viscerally ill.

      “That poor boy,” Laurette said, her face drawn in sorrow. “How brave he was.”

      “I doubt Freddy enjoyed killing his grandson,” Ana said. “From what you’ve told me, he puts great stock in his familial lineage. But when the child threatened to undo everything the Claxwell family had reaped over the years from their demonic alliance, whether it be riches or extended life, Freddy couldn’t allow it. He had to kill the boy.” Ana’s wandering eye looked from Laurette to Ben. “Understand I’m speculating here, but it seems to fit, doesn’t it?”

      Laurette nodded. “I believe that’s when Toby’s parents, the real Frederick Junior and Elizabeth Claxwell, tried to flee with Harmony. Maybe Frederick Junior’s powers really were too weak, or maybe he could no longer be a part of it after his son Toby was killed, but for whatever reason, he and his wife tried to escape to safety.”

      “But they never made it,” Ben said.

      Ana smoothed her long skirt. “Sadly, no. Freddy Senior killed his own son and daughter-in-law after killing Toby, and then he and his wife assumed their identities. They were aging slowly enough to do so, and they probably faked their own deaths later to avoid suspicion. Whether they spared your mother because she was too little to remember anything or because Freddy was terrified of not having an heir to carry on his work if he failed to achieve the rebirth himself, I don’t know.”

      “Clearly, Harmony has powers too,” Laurette said.

      “The scrying spirit called her an earth angel, like Toby, and like Abigael centuries ago. Earth angels have special gifts,” Ana explained. “They sense energies others don’t. They inspire. They offer hope. They have spiritual strengths ordinary people lack.”

      “So maybe because of Harmony’s gifts, she sensed the awful happenings at the inn, but her experiences were blamed on psychosis and she was medicated as a result.” Laurette paused, as if considering something else. “Maybe that was how Freddy and El kept anyone from believing her, how they kept her from even believing herself. Then they tried to force her into producing an heir by…” Laurette didn’t finish the sentence, and for that Ben was grateful. “She escaped before they could, never to return again.”

      “Then why would she have me?” Ben asked, getting on board with their conjecturing. “If she wanted to end all this, why have a child at all?”

      “I doubt she knew a fraction of what we’ve just deduced,” Ana said. “If she had, she probably never would have produced an heir.” Ana shrugged at Ben. “No offense.”

      “I think Ana is right,” Laurette said. “Harmony didn’t know anything, not really. Her mind was full of medications and mental illness, some of which was real, the rest likely a result of psychological trauma. She may have had flashes of having a brother, different parents, but she’d been too young when they died to know for sure. Maybe that’s why she hid the picture behind the mirror, the one Toby told you to find. It was her only link to something she swore was real. Didn’t her journal mention ghosts pleading for help? A boy ghost? A couple being killed? The awful basement room?”

      Ben thought back to Harmony’s journal and nodded.

      Laurette stared out the window beyond Ben. “But she could never be sure what was real and what wasn’t. She only knew she needed to escape. When she gave your father the gift of you, a gift that perhaps offered her life some meaning, she relinquished all parental control to Willy, knowing she could never care for you the way he could.”

      “Yes,” Ana agreed. “She wanted to protect you, not only from herself but from her family too, even if she didn’t fully understand the reasons. As an earth angel her intuition of their evil would have been enough.”

      The part about protecting Ben was true, he knew. Harmony had said as much to him before she’d slipped into the coma as a complication of her infection. But now, if what Ana and Laurette had hypothesized was true, he understood her words more completely.

      “If it’s true Freddy couldn’t summon the demon himself, he must have been terrified about not having an heir with the power to do so,” Ana said. “It must have been confusion and chaos when he killed Toby for trying to destroy the Claxwell legacy. Maybe Freddy worried he’d made a grave mistake. Yet, like a faithful steward he carried on with his ritual, and when he continued to reap the rewards, he understood all was not lost. He followed his daughter’s—granddaughter’s—whereabouts and was elated when she had a son, realizing it was you who would have the power, you who would be given the demon’s name he required. He had only needed faith all along.”

      Ana’s words about faith reminded Ben of what Freddy had said to El when they’d first shown up at the inn and sat with Ben in the parlor. After suggesting Ben was who they were waiting for, Freddy had said, “We just needed a little faith.” Likely, they’d kept their distance from him until the date of their dirty deed neared. Less time for Ben to catch on to their evil intentions and sprint off in the opposite direction.

      But they had kept tabs on him the whole time.

      His skin crawled at the thought.

      As impossible as Ana and Laurette’s stitched-together account sounded, in his gut, Ben knew they were right. Maybe not one hundred percent as it happened, but enough to explain why he was sitting in guest room number nine of The Abigael Inn at that very moment.

      Because he never really had any choice.

      Deep down, over the years, maybe he’d even sensed it. His need for control, his bouts of stress-induced acid reflux, his pigheadedness about denying anything he couldn’t see with his own two eyes—maybe they’d been nothing more than defense mechanisms, a means of resisting what he’d sensed was brewing all along.

      “…and she left you this,” Ana was saying. She opened her palm, the locket still in it.

      Ben hadn’t caught whether the “she” Ana was referring to was Abigael or Harmony, but he supposed it didn’t matter. “Open it,” he told her.

      Ana shook her head. “That’s for you to do.”

      Hesitantly, Ben stood from the chair and took the amulet from her. “I’ve already seen inside it. There’s just an old piece of cloth glued to the rim. Has some red embroidery on it, some type of symbol in the center, and some—”

      Ana must have caught a side glimpse of the cloth when he opened the locket, because she said, “That’s the Star of Solomon, a hexagram within a circle.” The awe in her voice returned. “It’s meant to protect magicians and witches from demons while they perform their magic.”

      Ben brought the locket closer to his eyes and squinted. “There are letters around the edge, they seem to repeat around it, but some are damaged, missing even. The thread’s so thin.” He started reading what he could make out “Z - U - maybe a T—”

      Ana burst forward like a blast of dynamite. “Stop!”

      Ben jumped in alarm but did as she commanded. He snapped the locket shut and stepped back from her.

      She held a hand over her chest, as if one beat away from a heart attack. “Don’t read it out loud. If it does contain the demon’s name, you might conjure him by saying it. That’s the only way to do it. That’s why their names are kept hidden.”

      “Oh come on—”

      Laurette cut him off with a glare, and he supposed he deserved it.

      “Okay, fine,” he said, “but if that’s the case, why would Abigael even have it? Why would she embroider the name in it if saying it would raise the very thing she’d banished?”

      “She probably couldn’t be certain the name wouldn’t fall into the wrong hands some other way,” Ana said. “Maybe the amulet was a safety net. A way to make sure the right person had the name too.”

      “So what should I do with it?”

      Ana seemed surprised by the question. “Keep it, of course. Keep it with you at all times. You’ll need to use it, just not now.”

      “Okaaaay, when then?”

      She stared hard at Ben, one eye like a laser, the other ambling away. “You’ll need it for when it’s time to raise him. My guess is in two days. On Saturday.”

      “But I thought you said that’s exactly what I shouldn’t do. You just told me not to read it out loud.”

      “Oh no, he will need to be raised. That’s the only way to free Abigael and the rest of the souls trapped here.”

      As if on cue, a door somewhere down the corridor creaked open and then shut, not forcefully, but with enough impact to remind Ben they were not alone and enough to make him grateful for the protective circle Ana had formed with her crystals.

      “Look,” he said. “As much as I hate to think of Toby being tormented in this sick place, I have a life back home. I have the real world to contend with. Why not just give Freddy the locket and let him do it? He can raise his pet demon and set the others free. I don’t give a crap if he lives to be four hundred years old. I just don’t want any part of it.”

      Ana drummed her fingers against her crossed arms, as if trying to find the patience to speak to a naive child. “One: I don’t believe he has the power to do so. I imagine he’s already tried, running through every demon name he can think of. Only you have the name. Only you have the ability. You may very well be an earth angel too, like your mother. You’re just too contrary and bullheaded to allow your spiritual side in.”

      At that, Laurette gave a short laugh, and again, Ben supposed he deserved it.

      “And two,” Ana said, “do you really think a demon taking human form, walking this earth, is a good thing? Do you realize the evil and destruction that could unleash? Do you think that’s what your mother would want? After she pleaded with you to finish this?”

      Ben opened his mouth. Closed it.

      Laurette piped in. “You can’t leave Toby alone here. You can’t abandon all the others, the ones whose names we don’t know but whose presence we feel. We know about the bad men whose souls are trapped here, but that doesn’t mean they deserve to carry on in perpetual agony. And how do we know there aren’t good souls here too, good souls beyond Toby and his mother and father?”

      “Yeah, but Bovo, I have to think about us. You, me, my living family.”

      “Your family whose world Freddy has penetrated? Had dinner with your father. Met your son. Do you think walking away from the unseen world won’t shift harm to the seen one?”

      She was right. He’d told himself the same thing, only as always, her words were bone-chillingly clearer.

      He turned to Ana. “So, if I need to raise the…the demon to free the others, how do I send him back to Hell, or wherever it is he’s stuck, and break the cycle once and for all?”

      Ana chewed her bottom lip and then snatched her bag off the bed. “I’m sorry,” she said, and for the first time Ben noticed a tremor in her hands. “I don’t think I can help you with that.”

      “Then who can?” Ben asked, a little desperately.

      She frowned but not unsympathetically. “A Catholic priest maybe? A true Christ believer? I believe in good and evil, but I’m a pagan, not a Christian. Are you?”

      Ben barked a laugh. This couldn’t be happening. Of all the demon joints in the world, he had to pick mine, he thought stupidly.

      “Is this funny to you, Dr. Oris?” Ana asked, making it clear that despite Ben’s earlier apology, the two of them would never be besties.

      He stared fixedly at her, his mind reeling from the absolute insaneness of his situation, his expression no doubt that of a wild animal. “Yeah, kind of. In a life-is-cruel-as-shit sort of way.”

      “And why’s that?” she asked.

      “Because I’m a goddamn atheist.”
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      Lying in bed that Thursday night, knowing Freddy and El would return the following day in anticipation of their Saturday night special, Ben’s body was a roiling, churning cesspool of dread.

      Old Ben would have packed his bag and laughed his head right out of the inn. He would have insisted the hotel’s slamming doors and ghostly shadows were nothing but a gimmick planted by a real person who wanted real things done in a real world, things Ben wasn’t about to participate in. Old Ben would have fired off an enthusiastic email to Amy Kim telling her to list the place pronto. Then he would have said “so long, sayonara, and good riddance” to it all.

      New Ben, however, was no longer in the real world. He was trapped in a dark and hideous realm for which he had no mental tools, no scientific hypotheses, no rational how-to books. Simply a town witch the locals called Ana Bananas and a boy ghost who, according to Laurette, had probably expended too much spiritual energy to protect himself and the others from Edward and his ilk much longer. At least Edward had not tormented Ben or Laurette—not much, anyway. Was that because Toby had kept him at bay? Or was it because Freddy, oh he with the charm of a motivational speaker and the vitality of a twenty-ounce energy drink, had insisted Ben was off limits?

      Hopefully, Willy remained oblivious to Freddy’s sinister underbelly. The last thing Ben wanted was his dad knowing his traveling dinner companion was twice his age and had a side gig of feeding a human elixir to a demon.

      Now there’s something for the dating app.

      “Are you sleeping yet?” Laurette asked, breaking his restless musings, her voice barely audible over the white noise blasting from their phones. Although the steady hum did a decent job of drowning out the tinkles and whispers from the old radiator, it did nothing for the doors that flapped open and closed down the hallway.

      “No.”

      “Something on your mind?”

      He knew she was teasing. No doubt his tortured thoughts matched her own. Her attempt at humor when he needed it most was one of the many reasons he loved her.

      “Meh, not much,” he said. “Just wondering if I should try milk in my coffee or keep things wild.”

      She rolled on her side and placed a hand on his chest. He devoured her body warmth and scooped her even closer. Whether from his own anxiety or the inn’s eagerness for Saturday night, the rooms had grown colder of late, no matter how high Ben cranked the heat. His T-shirt, sweatpants, and two heavy blankets were no match.

      “Your father will be okay,” Laurette said. “He sounded fine when you spoke to him tonight, yes?”

      “He did. Said his stomach was acting up again but nothing he couldn’t handle. I wanted to tell him not to see ‘John’ again, but that would’ve confused him. I did tell Sophia though, so she’ll keep an eye on him.” The thought of Freddy messing with Willy made Ben’s blood boil. “Sophia was glad we sought Ana’s help. She said she was going to Google her, but I doubt Ana goes around advertising her scrying prowess or her skill with levitating virgin boys.”

      “Freddy will be back here tomorrow, and he won’t hurt Willy as long as you help him. I think in his own strange way he loves you and wants very much for you to be a part of his…”

      “Insanity?”

      “He doesn’t see it as insanity. He likely sees it as a way to extend his life, provide for his family, strengthen his legacy. It’s his purpose, and now he wants you to be a part of it too. People as prosperous as Freddy and El often justify their improper actions.” Laurette pulled the quilt up to her chin. “Maybe he’s even convinced himself he’s helping the greater good. Donating to charities, supporting the town’s needs, that kind of thing.”

      “I wish Mandy would’ve returned my calls,” Ben said. “I left her four voice messages trying to explain what we were doing, that there was no way I’d purposely put Jake at risk. At least the police didn’t come and arrest my ass, so she must not have called them. That’s something, anyway.”

      Ben stared at the shadowy outlines of furniture in the dark room, only a small glint of light from the outside stoop slipping in between the blinds. He no longer left the foyer’s chandelier on. Not even the hallway sconces, because four nights earlier, after waking up at three a.m., he’d seen a dark fog float past his open door, a door he had closed before he and Laurette went to bed.

      Darkness was better.

      “Do you think Mandy’s okay?” he asked Laurette. “Do you think Nick is bothering them?”

      “I hope not. He was so angry when he stopped by the other day. It’s strange though.”

      “What is?” Ben said with a yawn.

      “That Mandy hasn’t noticed anything weird about this place.”

      “Freddy and El treat her well. It’s a great job for her. Maybe she doesn’t want to say or do anything that might risk it.”

      Laurette kissed his cheek, and slowly he felt himself drift off, the puzzle of his mother’s locket, or more accurately, Abigael’s amulet, filling his sleepy thoughts, its embroidery drifting into his dreams, the white fabric brownish and stained, the red thread frayed.

      A star inside a circle.

      A bunch of jumbled letters.

      Flashes of The Abigael Inn. Its narrow corridors, its hidden stairwells, its basement.

      Its hole.

      Swirling and twirling dreaming thoughts.

      Frayed letters dancing in his head.

      Z - T - U - H

      H - U - Z - T

      Z - U - T - H

      Whispers in his dreams.

      Don’t think it.

      Not enough to think it.

      Say it.

      Say. It.

      Say.

      My.

      Name.
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      Shivering, hands clenched, eyes tightly closed, Ben started to wake.

      So groggy.

      So cold.

      No sound.

      No white noise.

      Wait. Where’s the white noise?

      He struggled to clear his brain.

      Did our phones die? Both of them?

      He strained to lift his heavy eyelids, glimpsing dim light from the hallway sconces outside the door. It made no sense.

      Who turned them on?

      With great effort, he finally pried open his eyes.

      He blinked.

      A red, pockmarked face stared back at him.

      Something was squatting on his chest.
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      Ben opened his mouth to scream. Nothing came out. His throat clamped shut, and his blood vessels pulsed one beat away from a stroke. Too frightened to even move, he stared at the thing hunched on top of him.

      Narrowed head. Scarred, copper face stretched tight in a sneer. Glowing eyes. Skinny ribbed torso. Pointy knees.

      The creature parted its wire-thin lips. “Say my name,” it hissed in a throaty tone. “Use your mark to finish it. The mark in your fleshhhhhh.” The word flesh rasped out in a continuous wheeze, and the hideous being on Ben’s chest faded in and out. “Say iiiiiit.”

      At last Ben’s paralysis broke. He shrieked a wail he hadn’t known himself capable of and burst out of bed. Racing to the wall, he turned on the shitty overhead light. Wildly, he spun around the room, searching for the red demon who had only seconds ago scared the living soul out of him. Nothing. Nothing but the antique contents of guest room five and a frightened Laurette sitting up in bed, her hand pressed over her heart.

      “He was here,” Ben howled madly before she could utter a word. “I saw him. In our room. Sitting on my chest!”

      Laurette dashed out of bed and folded him into her arms. “Shh, shh, there’s no one here but us.” She held him close, both of them shivering in their nightclothes. A frost seemed to hang in the air. Loosening her grasp, she said, “Here. Get back under the covers. It was just a dream.”

      Ben remained anchored on the area rug, blinking, sputtering. “But it seemed so real. As if he were in the room with us. Oh God, he was awful. Like that drawing I found in the library. I’ve never had such a vivid dream in my life.”

      “Come. Get warm and then tell me about—”

      “No.” Ben resisted her tug. Instead he whipped off his T-shirt and sweatpants and stood in his boxers. “Find it,” he yelled, his voice still that of a man fleeing from fire.

      “Find what? I don’t understand.”

      Ben could hear Laurette’s terror and realized how much he must be scaring her, but he couldn’t calm his own panic. “He said I have a mark on my flesh. A mark that will help me find his name.” Ben began scratching at his chest and searching the parts of his body he could see, his moves rough and desperate. “Find it and cut it off. Get it off me!”

      “Ben,” Laurette said sharply, grabbing his shoulders and shaking him. “Stop.”

      Her firm tone and touch had a quieting effect, and he halted his frantic skin search. Still, he beseeched her. “Just find it,” he begged. “Please.”

      She guided him closer to the antique dresser and switched on its lamp. “It’s still too dim.” She grabbed her phone off the bedside table and turned on its flashlight. If she noticed that both of their white noise apps had been turned off and the hallway sconces turned on, she made no indication.

      With both of them still shivering, she ran her eyes, fingers, and phone light over his body, starting with his feet and hairy legs, and moving up toward his backside where she opened the waistband of his boxers and examined the flesh on his butt. Ben felt her make her way up his back with her fingers, and when she shifted to the front to examine his abdomen and chest, she told him to raise his arms so she could look in his armpits. She scanned his arms and shook her head.

      “I see nothing here, Ben, not even in your hairy parts. It was just a dream.”

      “But it still must mean something. It was so real.” His breath was finally starting to normalize, his heart finally returning to its normal position behind his ribs. He raised his chin. “Check my neck, the back of it too. In my hair. Jesus, in my pubes if you have to.”

      They both laughed a little at that, the kind of nervous laugh that says: The immediate threat is over, but hey, don’t start partying yet.

      She told him to squat down and then moved behind him with her phone’s flashlight. He felt her fingers run down his cervical vertebrae. “There’s nothing here,” she said. She lifted his hair off the back of his neck. “All I see is your wound. It’s just a scab now, that’s all. Nothing to help name a—”

      Her voice cut off with a sharp inhalation, and although Ben couldn’t see her behind him, he sensed her body stiffen. “What?” he asked frantically. “What is it?”

      She said nothing, just held the back of his hair up. Her breath warmed his neck, the only warm part of his trembling body.

      “Bovo, you’re freaking me out. What? Is? It?”

      She released her hold on his hair and returned to the bed. Sinking down, she dropped her phone on the quilt, the flashlight illuminating the ceiling. “I think…maybe…your cut. How did you get it again?”

      Shivering, he joined her on the bed. “I was coming out of the hidden library. I must’ve hit the back of my head on something.”

      “Must have? Or did?” she asked slowly.

      Ben replayed the incident from eight days earlier. He remembered seeing nothing sharp on the door frame. It was as if the air alone had cut him. A gift from Edward maybe? Acting on behalf of a demon? “I…” His tongue felt like a swollen slug. “Just tell me, what did you see back there?”

      She lifted his hair again, and he heard the snap of her phone as she took a picture. Widening the screen with her thumb and index finger, she showed it to him. “It looks like—”

      “A letter,” he finished for her, his voice low and tremulous.

      “Yes. An E.”

      The missing letter to a demon’s name.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          29

        

      

    

    
      Seconds after Laurette found the letter E on his flesh, Ben yanked his suitcase out of the closet, its wheels banging against the sliding door. He hefted the bag up on the bed, and with sharp, jerking movements, tugged the zipper all the way around and flung the suitcase open. The tinkling of the radiator had returned, and the demon’s frost had vanished, but Ben remained every bit as cold.

      “What are you doing?” Laurette asked, her face pinched in concern.

      “We’re not staying here a moment longer. Not one more second. Pack your bag.”

      Despite the fact it was barely dawn, Ben snatched his phone off the bedside table, opened his contacts, and pressed Freddy’s number. When he reached his great grandfather’s voicemail, he said, “I’m leaving. You and El can keep the place. I don’t want anything to do with it. And don’t even think of contacting me again, or I’ll show the police the piece of bone I found in your death incinerator.”

      He was about to add that he’d show the police the manuscript too, which he indeed planned to do, but he didn’t want to put Simon in Freddy and El’s crosshairs, so he hung up. Then he pulled clothing from the dresser and plopped jeans and sweatpants into the suitcase. Laurette placed a hand on his forearm, but he shook her off and returned to the dresser for his T-shirts and hoodies.

      Grabbing his hand this time, she said, “We can’t just abandon—”

      “Ghosts? We can’t abandon ghosts? What about demons, huh? Demons that sit on your chest in the middle of the night and supply missing letters to their name.” Ben threw in socks and underwear, trying with all his cognitive might not to solve the name puzzle in his head, not to fill in the missing E and even think the demon’s name. “I’m sorry, but The Abigael Inn is going to have to solve its own problems. I’ve got my family to think about. And you.”

      His eyes grew moist. He couldn’t believe he was so close to tears, but the squeeze in his throat and chest had tightened so painfully he worried if he and Laurette didn’t extricate themselves from the living nightmare that very moment, escape would never be possible.

      I’m sorry, Mom. I can’t finish it.

      “This is your family,” Laurette reminded him, her tone firmer than it had been moments before. “Toby was your uncle. If you don’t deal with this now, you’ll never be free. Neither will your father, your son, me, your mother, maybe even Sophia. We will forever be wondering what form the revenge will take. More tainted food or drink? Spells of back luck? Hauntings? Do you think a spirit can’t reach you in Philadelphia? You think a demon can’t sit on your chest in your dreams there? On Maxwell’s?”

      That last bit stopped Ben cold, just as Laurette must have known it would. The thought of his four-year-old son having that awful, scarred, red creature invade his dreams at night brought an unbearable pain to Ben.

      Before he could choke it down, a sob escaped his throat. He dropped to the unmade bed and buried his head in his hands. Outside the blinds, the brightening dawn blessed the room with the safety of daylight, but Ben’s insides remained a black hole of despair.

      From somewhere down the corridor, probably room nine, a door creaked open slowly and then slammed shut with a bang. A rush of whispery tapping followed.

      Despite the flutter of his heartbeat, Ben didn’t jump. Instead, he wanted to grab a hammer from that hellhole of a basement workroom and wield it like an assassin through the endless upstairs corridor, smashing every wall and door on the way. Shred the carpet runner and hardwood floor with an axe. Shatter every window in every guest room with his own two fists until his knuckles were bloody pulps. Then he’d take his bloody hands and rip that ancient intercom panel off the wall, the one that had broadcasted the spine-shredding cries of a tormented boy ghost who was the only otherworldly ally Ben had, save for an earth angel trapped in hell with a demon.

      But he merely sat there, listening to the coughs and wheezes of the hotel, some based in this world, including a chime he recognized but was too discombobulated to discern, others based in a much darker place. Absorbing the energy of the inn, he wondered how he would stay sane until the nightmare was over.

      All the while five letters circled in his brain.

      Z - T - U - H - E

      E - H - U - T – Z

      He tried to stop them. Couldn’t.

      T - E - Z - H - U

      Z - E - U - T - H

      E - Z - U - T - H

      “Oh shit,” he said quietly, his throat raw like sandpaper.

      Laurette must’ve seen the resigned dawning on his face, either that or it was her sixth sense as usual, because she said, “You know his name, don’t you.”

      He nodded, unable to speak, staring blankly at the open door. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but he knew.

      He also wasn’t sure how long his mute inactivity had lasted, but at some point Laurette had lowered his partially packed suitcase to the floor and guided him back under the covers. They rested in each other’s arms until full daylight burst its way through the blinds.

      Then something hit him.

      He bolted upright. He heard Laurette ask if he wanted some coffee, but she might as well have been in another town.

      “That chime,” he said, twisting toward her, his tone evidently startling her enough that she too was now sitting. “I heard a chime earlier.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I’ve heard a lot more than that in this old house.”

      “No, no,” he said, getting up and putting his sweatpants back on, which were still puddled on the floor in the spot where he’d begged Laurette to practically strip search him for the mark. “It was the security-alarm chime I heard.” Almost tripping, he pulled on his socks.

      He floundered around the suitcase on the floor for yesterday’s jeans and transferred Abigael’s amulet into his sweatpants pocket. Then he grabbed his phone.

      Laurette was now hastily dressing too, and he almost laughed at the idea that a human intruder could frighten her as much as dream-crashing demons and door-slamming ghosts.

      But he didn’t laugh.

      Instead, he wondered who else was inside the hotel.
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      Ben stared at the security panel at the foyer’s entrance.

      Still armed.

      He glanced out the window near the main door and squinted against the winter brightness. Fat snowflakes fell lazily from the sky, and the parking lot and stone pathway surrounding the pond were now a soft blanket of white. The only cars near the front door were their own.

      “Huh,” he said to Laurette. “Could’ve sworn that was the alarm’s chime I heard earlier. I just didn’t process it at the time.”

      Although the freshness of the dream demon’s pocked face so close to his own still made Ben more jittery than a jumping bean, his breathing was back to normal and his head clearer. He deactivated the alarm and slipped on his shoes. Stepping outside, he scanned more of the parking lot. Again, no cars except their own.

      When he reentered the inn, he said, “Maybe I imagined it.”

      “If someone opened one of the emergency exits in the dining room or kitchen, the alarm would trigger, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “So if someone disarmed the system and left before we realized it, they would have had to use this door. But look.” Laurette squatted and patted the floor mat away from his shoes. “No wetness.”

      “Unless they left before the weather turned.” Ben glanced again out the window. A half inch of snow, maybe an hour’s worth, topped his Mustang. “No tire tracks in the lot either.” He wiped his wet shoes and started back up the stairs but then stopped. “Oh crap. There are two other doors someone can enter without triggering the alarm: the basement exit near the garage and the suite.”

      Starting with the easiest choice, one that wouldn’t involve traipsing through the awful basement room with the sludge pit, Ben sprinted up the rest of the stairs and heard Laurette follow suit. Inside their room, he grabbed the master key ring before resuming his jog down the long corridor. The deeper they went, the gloomier it became. A few guest room doors were wide open despite Ben having locked them before bed, but he had no desire to peer inside their creepy confines.

      At the end of the hallway near the two-room suite, he said, “This one has direct access outside, remember? There’s a security panel at the base of its stairs.”

      He unlocked the door and took a tentative step inside. “Hello? Is someone in here? Mandy?”

      Ben and Laurette paused in the kitchenette but heard nothing. He checked the two bedrooms. Both remained undisturbed, beds and bunkbeds ready for guests come spring. Inside the bathrooms, the scent of disinfectant from the suite’s most recent cleaning lingered in the air. He returned to the sitting area and trotted down the wooden staircase to the main-floor exit. When he spotted the wet footprints on the floor mat and surrounding tiles, his shoulders tensed.

      “Someone’s been in here,” he said.

      Laurette gripped his arm. “But the system is armed again. That means they left, right?” He could hear the anxiety in her voice.

      “Not necessarily. Whoever it was could have reset the alarm and remained inside to throw us off.”

      They stared at each other. Then Ben stomped back up the suite’s wooden stairs. “Freddy, I bet. Hiding away somewhere. Ready to hit me with more threats about why I have to stay. Or bribes. Both seem to be his M.O. I never called him back after I left that voicemail a couple hours ago. Maybe El dropped him off from the road so we wouldn’t see a car or tire tracks.”

      “But to hide away from us? That seems unlike him.”

      “Yeah, ’cause we’ve known him all of a week.” Ben waited until Laurette had cleared the suite’s door and then locked it behind her before starting back down the hallway. “I’m going to find him even if I have to tear every room apart. I’ll tell him I’ll do what he wants so this thing can be over, but between you and me,” Ben’s voice dropped to a whisper, “there’s no way I’m going to raise that…that thing that sat all lovey-dovey on my chest.”

      “But how will you stop it?”

      Ben fisted his hands, his tone quiet but harsh. “I’ll purposely eff up his ceremony if I have to, but believe me, in no world should that thing live, human form or otherwise. Ana was right about that.” He stopped outside room ten and put his lips to Laurette’s ear. “We need to figure out how to participate in his disgusting ceremony without actually—”

      A cry cut him off.

      A boy’s cry, coming from the old intercom system on the wall a few feet away.

      Ben stared at Laurette, ice in his veins.

      “Ben, help me!” the little boy cried.

      “Oh no,” Laurette said, her eyes wide with fear. “Is that Toby?”

      With yarn for legs, Ben crept toward the intercom. He put his mouth to the metal cup. “Toby?” he said hesitantly, feeling stupid and utterly spooked at the same time.

      “Ben, please,” the voice sobbed. “Please, please, pleeeeeeese.” Each please grew more piercing than the last, and each walloped Ben like a sledgehammer.

      Aside from the scrying, where Toby had spoken through Jake’s body, the boy ghost had never articulated words. Only shrieked in agony through the intercom at Edward’s evil hand.

      “Please, please.” The sobbing grew louder.

      “Oh God,” Ben said, suddenly realizing whose voice it was. “That’s not Toby. Oh Jesus, please no.”

      He collapsed against the wall but caught himself before he fell. How he stayed upright he didn’t know.
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      Still leaning against the wall near the intercom panel, Ben breathed heavily and his voice cracked with emotion. “It’s Jake, Laurette. That bastard took Jake to make sure I don’t leave.”

      Finding his strength again, Ben first stumbled, then ran down the hotel corridor, key ring jangling in his hand, shoulder bumping one of the sconces and rattling its frosted glass.

      “Jake!” he yelled. “Where are you?”

      Laurette was on his heels, calling out for the boy too, but beyond Jake’s steady sobbing, they received no further words from the child. With each tormented cry, Ben’s heart ripped from his chest.

      What are they doing to him?

      Sprinting faster, he flew down the stairs and crossed the foyer toward the basement. If Freddy had locked Jake somewhere in the inn, Ben figured it would be in that awful room, a room that radiated nothing short of pure evil.

      “Jake!” he called out again, knowing it was likely futile.

      As he tore down the basement steps, the wailing faded, but as soon as he and Laurette neared the twin intercom plate next to the wall of staged photographs, the cries intensified. Like on the second floor, the child’s wailing seemed to transmit directly from the broken communication device.

      “We’re coming, Jake!”

      Behind Ben, Laurette told him to stop and think for a second, but he kept running. As a surgeon he was a man of action, and his mind said he needed to act. He ran past the hissing storage room, down the long hallway toward the glassed-in conference room, around its side to the small hallway hidden there. Once he reached the concealed corridor, he finally slowed and turned on his phone’s flashlight.

      “Ben—”

      “Remember to watch these few steps. Don’t trip.” He knew the last place Laurette wanted to go was into that concrete workroom, with its paint-splashed walls, archaic tools, and sludgy sump pit from hell, not to mention an incinerator that might have been used for burning away evidence of human sacrifices, but skipping the room was not an option, not when someone was hurting Jake.

      Or something…

      Reaching the narrow door that accessed the room, Ben fumbled with the key ring with one hand and directed his phone’s flashlight on it with the other. To Laurette, he said, “You don’t have to come in. You can wait here or go back upstairs.”

      She stayed by his side, and when Ben found the square-headed key, he unlocked the door and hurried in, going straight to the switch plate on the right that powered the first two ceiling bulbs.

      They didn’t turn on.

      He swore and shuffled his feet forward, using the phone’s beam to guide him. Although he was aware Jake’s cries were muted inside the workroom, he felt compelled to search it. The concrete cave had torture chamber written all over it.

      The room’s frigid air smelled like soot and paint chemicals, and above them the exposed pipes clunked. Up ahead, the sump pit gurgled.

      When Laurette grabbed Ben’s hand, he jumped from the unexpected contact. He squeezed hers back and told her to stay close. Making his way toward the second switch plate, he shined his light at the ground to avoid falling into the bubbling hole should its cover have once again been removed. When his beam found it, he saw the lid remained in place.

      He sidestepped the sump pit with Laurette and felt along the wall for the second light switch. When he flicked it up, nothing happened. Save for his phone’s flashlight, there was only darkness.

      “We should leave,” Laurette whispered. “I don’t think he’s in here.”

      Ben’s throat felt tighter than a violin string. Slowly, he shined his phone light around the workroom. “Jake?” he said, his voice weak in the cave-like room.

      His beam hit the wall streaked with red paint. The opposite wall held the incinerator, nothing but a shadowy brick and metal hole in the wall. He redirected the light to the wall closest to them, scanning the tools, workbenches, and shelves farther on. No obvious places to hide a child. His gaze shifted to the covered sump pit.

      Jake couldn’t be in there, could he? He would have drowned by now, or maybe suffocated given the thickness of the sludge.

      Then Ben realized the crying had stopped. He’d heard nothing for the past few seconds.

      Oh Jesus. Maybe he is in there!

      Ben let go of Laurette’s hand and hurried over to the sump pit. Putting his phone on the floor, flashlight up, he dropped to his knees and dragged the metal lid off the hole. Sludgy, rust-colored goop burbled beneath it.

      “He’s not in there, Ben.” Laurette’s voice was full of urgency. “We need to leave this room, I feel it.”

      “I have to at least check first,” he said frantically. “What if he’s in here and we didn’t do anything?” He aimed his phone light toward the wall of tools. “Hand me that broom. There, by the workbench. Please. Don’t you think we should at least look?”

      She nodded and did as he asked, and when it was in his hands, he turned the stick part down and lowered it into the sludge. He gave her his phone, and she directed the light toward the hole. He poked around, the stick sinking deeper and deeper until it reached the brush. “What the?…This is no sump pit. Too deep.”

      Without warning, the pit sucked in the broom.

      Ben’s arm went with it.

      Thick, suctioning gunk grabbed hold of his limb and pulled it in like a vacuum. He yelped and released the broom, and yet deeper the sludge pulled, forcing Ben onto his stomach. Wrist, forearm, elbow, his flesh burning underneath his hoodie, his nostrils assaulted by a noxious, putrid scent.

      “Laurette!” he cried, but she was already pulling on his legs, trying to drag him back out. When that didn’t work, she yanked on his shoulder, trying to free his arm.

      The sludge was against Ben’s cheek now, tugging at his scalp, matting his hair. Like hot lava, it sucked and tongued at his flesh. Next to him Laurette grunted and pulled, her hands in the sludge. Pulled and pulled and pulled, such that he felt her nails digging into his shoulder through his T-shirt where the hoodie had gaped. Finally, she was able to free the upper part of his arm, the pit gurgling like an angry monster. Then his elbow. Then his hand.

      When he was completely clear of the hole that had tried to devour him, he scooted back like a cockroach, his heart hammering his ribs, his flesh on fire. He hugged Laurette and she hugged him, both of them hyperventilating and stinking of rot.

      “Oh my God, Bovo, thank you,” he said, with shock and relief.

      But it was short-lived.

      The room erupted into a shrieking anarchy: clattering and clanging so loud Ben was forced to press his hands against his ears, one of them thick with sludge, the other pierced by the ear-splitting noise. His phone had been cast aside during Laurette’s rescue of him, and in its upward beam tools flew from the wall, paint cans soared from the shelves, and bits of plywood whipped around each other in a funnel cloud of lashing wood. Everything banged and smashed together in a thunderous chaos.

      A can nearly smacked Laurette in the head, but Ben managed to hit it away. It thudded to the floor and burst open, spraying more of the gray paint that already colored the concrete. A wrench clipped the edge of Ben’s ear, and a hammer smacked Laurette’s ankle through her pants, making her cry out in pain.

      He grabbed his phone off the floor and yanked her up. “We have to get out,” he yelled.

      When he tried to move forward, ducking flying tools that were now nothing short of weapons, Laurette cried out again. “My ankle. I can’t walk.”

      Wasting no time, he scooped her up to carry her, but he barely made it a foot before the chaos stopped so abruptly it was like a crash in and of itself. Everything—tools, cans, boards—hovered in the air for a moment and then swiftly returned to their places of origin. The impossibility of it made Ben wonder if he’d gone mad.

      Silence now enveloped the room. Even the gurgling sump pit had fallen silent.

      “I think we just got the Edward Special.” Ben’s voice was two croaks away from its normal timbre.

      Before he could say anything else, Jake’s cry returned and ended the newfound quiet. “Ben, help me!”

      The boy’s plea was as clear as if he were standing right next to them. Ben spun around, his flashlight a whir of light, but he saw no child.

      From somewhere—no, from everywhere—Jake screamed Ben’s name again. “If you don’t help them, they’ll kill me,” he shrieked. “Please, help them. Do what they need.”

      Jake’s words dissolved into a sob as he cried for his mother, and Ben worried he’d go insane from the emotional pain it caused him. He felt utterly helpless in his search for the boy. In his arms, Laurette trembled as much as him.

      “Tell me where you are, Jake,” he said, nearly sobbing himself. “Help me find you.”

      No answer came. Even Jake’s crying stopped.

      A return of empty silence.

      They waited a few seconds, partly to see if anything more would come, partly because they were too traumatized to move, but then Laurette urged Ben on.

      With his arm, face, and half his head thick with drying sludge, he lowered her to her feet and asked if she could stand for a moment. When she nodded, he squatted down to replace the lid on the gunky hole, trying to ignore how its hungry sucking had tugged on his flesh, as if it were feeding on him. Once the pit was firmly covered, he picked Laurette back up and hurried them out of the workroom, his phone’s light jingling in her hand as they fled.

      He didn’t stop moving until he had Laurette seated at a table in the dining room near a bank of windows. Outside the snow continued to fall. Ben slumped down onto another chair, blinking rapidly and wheezing for air like a coal miner. He knew he needed to get them something to drink, something to fend off physiologic shock, but he needed a moment to collect himself. The stink of the putrid hole clung to his flesh, and the sludge started to harden and crack.

      Laurette seemed to recover first, her ankle propped up on a chair, her hands and the sleeves of her sweater covered in drying, reddish-brown sludge. “I fear we won’t find him,” she said, her voice shaky.

      “What do you mean?” Ben’s own tongue was thick, his words poorly enunciated.

      “I don’t think he’s in a physical space. A closet, a trunk, a secret room. Not anything like that. That’s what I was trying to tell you.”

      “Then where is he?” Ben’s panic threatened to return.

      “The intercom is not supposed to work, and yet, except for what we just experienced, his voice has been loudest from there. I…I fear he’s trapped in the same realm as Toby.”

      Ben closed his eyes. Nodded slowly. He felt like he might spontaneously combust. “Ana was right. I couldn’t leave here if I wanted to. This fucking place won’t let me. Freddy won’t let me.”

      The sudden sound of a hand clap startled them both. They whipped their heads toward the dining room’s entrance.

      Near the hostess stand, dapper as always in a cashmere overcoat, stood Freddy.

      “Talking about me, are you?” he said jovially. “I knew my ears were ringing.”
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      Ben sprang off the dining room chair and charged toward Freddy. He barreled into him and pinned him against the wall behind the hostess stand, the stinking sludge on his hands soiling the beige cashmere of the deceitful man’s coat.

      “Let Jake go, you bastard, let him go,” he shouted in his great grandfather’s face.

      Freddy’s lips parted, and his eyebrows knitted together, as if truly affronted. “Benjamin, my dear son, please. Do you really think I want to hurt Jake? I’m not a violent man.”

      “Yeah, right. Tell that to the men who disappeared under the Claxwell watch.” The words seethed out of Ben’s mouth. “And let’s not forget about our swell ghost relative, Edward. Sounds like hurting Jake is exactly what he’d like to do.”

      From across the room Laurette called out, “Avec calme.”

      Ben tried to rein in his temper. He loosened his grip on Freddy and tried pleading instead. “Jake has diabetes. You have to release him. Mandy has probably already called the police.”

      As soon as he spoke the words, Ben realized he hadn’t yet talked to Mandy. He pulled his phone from his pocket, having no idea what he’d say to the young mother but knowing he owed her something. When he tried to call her, his mobile flashed no signal.

      “Mandy won’t be a problem,” Freddy said.

      Ben flicked his attention back to his great grandfather. “Where is she? Did you hurt her? What have you done to her? I’ll—”

      Freddy chuckled his charming laugh. “I’ve done nothing to Mandy, and I assure you, Jake won’t be harmed either. As long as…”

      “As long as I do your bidding.”

      Freddy removed his sludge-stained coat and laid it over the hostess stand. Smoothing his sweater he said, “It’s both of our biddings, I wish you believed me. I’ll explain everything in due time.” His expression seemed almost yearning. “I have so much I wish to share with you. So many wonderful things, things you can’t even imagine. I want nothing but the best for you, truly.”

      “Then tell me what in the hell is going on.” Ben stared into the man’s eyes, the same amber brown as his own.

      “Why don’t you and Laurette go clean up,” Freddy said, indicating with a tilt of his well-coifed head the dried muck covering Ben. “El and I will put together a nice lunch for you both. You must be hungry. And then we’ll have a little chat.”

      “We’ll get our own food,” Ben said bitingly. “Laurette’s had enough of El’s tea.”

      Freddy didn’t take the bait. “Whatever you like. Your wish is my command.” The arresting man smiled, displaying those brilliant teeth, and once again Ben found it hard to believe he was one hundred and twelve years old.

      Glancing back at Laurette, he remembered her injured ankle. She should be icing it. The two of them would be no good for anything, let alone helping Jake, if they didn’t tend to themselves first.

      After getting another reassurance from his great grandfather that Jake wouldn’t be harmed (for whatever that was worth), Ben guided Laurette back to their room, grateful she could now bear some weight with support. Once she was comfortable in the wingback chair, he returned to the kitchen for a bag of ice as well as a couple waters, a loaf of bread, peanut butter, and bananas.

      Then he locked guest room five and pushed a chair against the door.
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      While Laurette was showering, Ben tried to call Mandy and then Willy to make sure everyone was okay, but he still couldn’t get a signal on his phone. He stepped out on the balcony and tried there, blowing snow wetting his cheeks. Still nothing.

      He checked the room’s landline, a relic of a phone that in the age of mobiles probably never saw use, but heard nothing but a faint static. No dial tone.

      Freddy. Of course.

      Devoted great grandfather must have shut off the landline and set up a cellular signal jammer to make sure his prized heir didn’t call around for reinforcements. Summoning demons was probably best done without a crowd.

      Ben cursed and returned to the room, stomping the snow from his shoes onto the mat near the balcony door. At least Jake’s cries were no more, and although Freddy’s word might be as flimsy as a paper knife, Ben had to hope the man possessed enough decency not to harm an innocent boy.

      Yeah, ’cause murdering your own son and grandson is so decent.

      When Laurette finished showering, both of them now free of the putrid sludge that had coated them, he helped her settle back into the wingback chair and examined her ankle. Although the joint was swollen and bruised where the hammer had struck her, she was able to bear weight on it and had no bony tenderness. That indicated soft tissue injury and not a fracture.

      “Thank God you had jeans and thick socks on,” he said, rubbing the tender area on his ear where the wrench had grazed him. “I’d tell Freddy and El your ankle’s broken and that you need to go to the emergency room, but they’d never let you leave.”

      “Au contraire. I imagine I can leave any time I like. They probably don’t want me here at all. It’s you they want and need.”

      “You really think they’d let you go? What if you went to the cops? Freddy shut off the phones so he must be worried about that.”

      “And told the police what? That a live boy is trapped in another realm? That a kind and generous couple want to summon a demon? We will look fou, and your great grandparents know it. The shutting off of the phones is probably to keep us isolated. Keep us from calling people like Ana.”

      “I have a bone fragment.”

      “Freddy and El will claim it’s from a beloved pet long ago—and maybe it is. But if it is from a human, in the time it takes to analyze it, the ceremony would be over, and Freddy will have all he desires.” She shook her head and grabbed the fresh bag of ice he’d fetched for her during her shower. Tugging up the hem of her pants, she pressed the ice against her ankle and said, “So no, the police will leave, and we will be back where we started or worse: Jake will be permanently lost to us as revenge for our betrayal.”

      At the thought, the walls closed in on Ben. “I’m going to look for him some more. Search every place in the hotel.”

      “You won’t find him. We’ve discussed this already, yes? That poor child’s voice was loud and clear in that awful room, and yet he wasn’t physically there. You can’t reach him. Freddy has made sure of that.” Her eyes moistened, and Ben pressed his forehead against hers as together they absorbed the truth of her words.

      Feeling helpless, he shot up from his kneeling position and paced the room. “Why hasn’t Mandy come? She must know her son is missing.” His face heated. “I swear to God if Freddy has hurt them, I’ll kill him myself. Shove him down that sucking hellhole where he belongs.”

      A knock on the door startled them both.

      “Benjamin,” came Freddy’s amiable voice. “Shall we have our chat now? You demanded answers, and I will provide them.”

      Ben glanced at Laurette and then her ankle. Resting it was what she needed, not traipsing around the hotel.

      “Go,” she told him. “You can fill me in later.”

      “I don’t want to leave you alone.”

      “They won’t hurt me. You would turn on them completely, and they know that. Jake is enough insurance for them.”

      Ben exhaled a hot ball of frustration. Then he opened the door and followed his great grandfather down the corridor.

      Once they were settled in the parlor, Ben on the love seat so he could face the door and Freddy in a velvet armchair, Ben cut off Freddy’s offer of refreshments and said, “Where’s El?”

      “She went to get some crutches for your friend.” When Freddy saw Ben’s raised eyebrows, he said, “See? We’re not bad people. When she returns, she’ll tend to some correspondences in the office so she can give us ‘boys’ time to talk.” Freddy’s smile reached his eyes, not even a hint of a jowl sagging his angled jaw.

      “Does she know everything you’re about to tell me?”

      Freddy seemed surprised by the question. “Of course. As I’ve told you, my El and I are lifelong partners. My love is as great for her now as it was the day I met her. We’ve been married a long time.”

      “Yeah, probably eighty years.”

      Freddy hesitated, as if unsure he wanted to confirm Ben’s comment. “Eighty-seven years to be exact. How did you know?”

      “Oh, you’d be surprised what I’ve learned while you were out courting my father.”

      “For example?” Freddy asked slowly, steepling his hands and pressing his fingers against his chin.

      “For example: That you are one hundred and twelve years old. That you are, as impossible as it sounds, my great grandfather and not my grandfather. That my mother had a brother named Toby who you killed, and then, when his father—your son—refused to follow your demonic footsteps, you killed him too. How am I doing so far, huh?”

      “Quite well, actually. I see your Uncle Toby is still quite the communicator. That and perhaps you and your lady friend are especially receptive.”

      Ben was relieved by Freddy’s assumption it was Toby who’d supplied the missing pieces. It was best that Simon, Ana, and the manuscript remained a secret.

      A sad smile befell Freddy. “For a small boy, Toby was remarkably powerful. It’s not surprising he’s found a way to use those gifts in the afterlife. Ah well, I expected as much. Edward has few tactics in his toolbox to keep Toby inactive beyond fear and intimidation.”

      “That’s a nice way to put what amounts to otherworldly torture. Kind of what you’re doing to Jake right now. Is Edward babysitting him too?” Ben’s sense of powerlessness returned. He had failed Jake, and now he hoped he hadn’t put him or Toby in greater harm by admitting how much he knew.

      “Your harsh tone pains me, Benjamin. I have such high hopes for you and me. For all of us—El, Laurette, your family. I am not a violent man.”

      “As I said before, I’m sure the men who disappeared from this place would argue differently.”

      “Those were vile, despicable men! Men who murdered, stole, beat their wives and children.” Freddy’s anger was abrupt but quickly dissipated. “Besides, after tomorrow night, that unpleasant part will be over. But every good thing requires a bit of sacrifice. Surely you know that. A man who puts himself through medical school and trains to be a surgeon knows all about sacrifice. We are so proud of you, son.”

      Ben resisted looking too long into Freddy’s eyes for fear he’d get sucked into them. Seducing Ben’s emotions was evidently part of his power, but whatever allegiance to the man the inn’s forces might have fostered in Ben had vanished. “Well, unlike you, I haven’t murdered anyone to get where I am. What’s to stop me from going to the police right now?”

      Freddy winced. “That would accomplish nothing, and I think you know it, but since you insist on this debasement of our family, let me remind you: there is no proof of anything tangible, and technically El and I are dead on paper. Townspeople believe Frederick Sr. and Christina perished on an overseas trip years ago. We’ll simply slip away, our hearts broken because we failed to convince you of our love, and you’ll be left with egg on your face.” He brushed invisible lint off his sharply creased trousers. “And then, of course, there would be the matter of Jake. With El and me gone, he could not be saved, and, well, rumor has it you used him for occult practices.” His tone carried the whiff of a threat. “Sadly, the police might blame you for his disappearance.”

      “So Mandy told you,” Ben said, knowing Freddy’s words were true. “I’m not proud of my actions, that’s for sure, but Jake was fine until you showed up.” When Freddy didn’t respond, Ben shifted gears. “How did you and El take over your son’s and daughter-in-law’s identities? Someone must have noticed. You’ve lived in this town forever.”

      “People don’t pay as much attention as you might think. After that sad night, we went away for many years. Clara could handle everything here. We only returned for our yearly observance, which you will experience tomorrow night.”

      “Observance. That’s a pretty sweet euphemism for murder.”

      Freddy carried on as if Ben hadn’t spoken. “During those years I slipped back into The Abigael Inn unobtrusively. My name was already Frederick, and my wife easily went from Christina to Elizabeth, although we preferred the name El for her. Dyed her hair red when we returned, but soon even that wasn’t necessary. Plus, El is quite talented in the way of little spells. She gets people to…see things in a new way.” Freddy chuckled, as if proud of his wife’s prowess, but his demeanor quickly sobered again. “What you see as murder, we see as doing everything in our power to help our family. At the same time, El and I are freeing other families from the evil scorpions in their lives. I will admit, Edward’s reign was a dark stain on the Claxwell legacy. He didn’t father me until ninety-nine years of age and went too many years unchecked. I became our family’s keeper at the age of twelve, even younger than Jeremiah at thirteen.”

      Freddy’s confession carried so much baggage Ben didn’t know what to unpack first. “Who’s lived the longest in my messed-up family tree?”

      “That would be Clara, the very woman who willed you this hotel. She was Edward’s daughter and my big sister. She lived to be one hundred and thirty-nine years old.”

      “And what, she just happened to die shortly before my skills were needed?”

      Freddy stared past Ben, out the bay window. “Clara, too, understood that personal sacrifice is often necessary to achieve our goals.” Then, as if he hadn’t just inferred Clara’s death had been intentional, he donned a peaceful expression and said, “The Berkshires are so lovely after a snowfall, aren’t they?”

      Ben wasn’t thinking of the lovely hills or the snow that had since stopped or the sun now poking through the parting clouds. He was thinking about how Clara might have died. El’s special tea maybe? The incinerator?

      Jesus.

      Before he could ask Freddy to expound on Clara’s death, his great grandfather said, “It’s clear to me you’ve deduced far more than I thought possible, which I suppose makes my job here easier. Now, how about I tell you what you’ll receive for helping me?”

      “Can I ask you something?” Ben said.

      “By all means.”

      “Why go through with this whole charade? Clara sacrificing herself, my inheritance of the hotel, me staying here. Why not just abduct me and force my help?”

      Freddy put a manicured hand over his heart, as if physically pained. “Oh my son, you may judge me on many things, but don’t judge my love for you. I’d never wish harm upon you. To me, family is everything.”

      “Unless those family members don’t do what you want.”

      “Do you think not a day goes by I don’t mourn my son and grandson? My daughter-in-law?” Fire lit up Freddy’s cheeks, and his voice rose. “It stabs my heart—no, it shreds my heart every time I think of it, but Toby was about to end it all.”

      “And so what if he did?” The sharp edge in Ben’s voice was dulled by genuine curiosity. “Why murder your son and grandson just so you could live another decade or three by worshipping a demon?”

      “Demon? Who said anything about a demon? And not worshipping. Simply sustaining and strengthening an immortal entity until the day of its rebirth. It’s not merely extended life. It’s also a life full of riches, one where everything you touch turns to gold, gold that helps not only you but also your community, including those who are the most disadvantaged. You think we keep it all to ourselves? Over three centuries, the Claxwells have accumulated more wealth than El and I could ever use. We are not selfish people. We have given a fortune away. The town of Shelby was practically built by the Claxwell hand. Our influence is everywhere.”

      “Good to have the town and the police on your side when you’re sacrificing people, I suppose.”

      “You think what you want, but my El and I love this town. We would do anything for it. But it’s not just wealth we’ve accumulated, for I am not a material man.”

      Ben thought of Freddy’s expensive clothes and love of travel and doubted that was true.

      “Far more important than wealth is good health. By serving Abigael we—”

      “I think we both know it isn’t Abigael you’re serving. You just like to tell yourself that, because serving an angel is a lot more palatable than serving a demon.”

      “By serving,” Freddy repeated, ignoring Ben’s comment, “we have been granted the absolute treasure of good health. No physical illness, no disease, no anomalies in our children—among those of us who serve, of course, unlike your mother. Wouldn’t that be a relief to you? Knowing that your dear Maxwell would never fall victim to cancer or trauma or anything else that might steal his sweet life?”

      Ben said nothing. It was true he would do most anything for Maxwell, but there were limits, weren’t there?

      “And after tomorrow night, with your help?” Freddy closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, a serenity falling over his face. “It won’t just be extended longevity.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Freddy smiled and seemed to tremble in excitement. “After tomorrow night, when this servitude gets rewarded, when you’ve played your part in the rebirth, you, me, El, our ancestors who’ve already passed on, your family, anyone you wish to bring into your circle, will have everlasting life.”

      Ben gawped at the ageless man. “Are you…are you…” He couldn’t spit out the words.

      Freddy bound up from his chair and joined Ben on the small sofa. His eyes were sparkling pools of electricity. “Yes, Benjamin, yes. I’m talking about immortality. That’s our reward for being disciples. And not just us. Our forefathers and mothers will rise again too. Clara as well.”

      His use of the word disciple echoed Ana’s own description the day before, but Ben was too stunned by Freddy’s confession to marvel over Ana’s divination powers. Immortality? Resurrected corpses? How was he supposed to wrap his head around something like that? It was incomprehensible. Inconceivable.

      He tried to imagine the possibility. The prospect of never dying. Of living forever, seeing the world change for centuries—millennia—to come. On a primitive level, the allure was there. Who wouldn’t want to experience eternity? But on a cerebral level? A gut level? It had the taste, touch, and smell of something rotten.

      “And we were terrified it might have been for naught,” Freddy was saying, his gaze back on the Berkshires in the distance. “Terrified the death of Toby had ended it when we had no male heir to carry on. We thought Toby was to be the one. Thankfully, we were wrong. Abigael chose Patricia, your mother, to be the vessel of the most powerful disciple. So you see?” Freddy winked. “We men may do the bidding, but it is the women who are most vital.”

      Was Ben supposed to be impressed by Freddy’s stupid plug for women’s rights? “But if it was so important to produce an heir,” he asked, “why didn’t every Claxwell couple have several children? What if the only son died young?”

      Freddy squeezed Ben’s shoulder. “I’ve already told you, no harm comes to our children.”

      “Unless it’s at your hands,” Ben said, thinking of Toby and the real Frederick Junior. Then another awful realization hit him. “Wait, is my mom’s coma because of you?” He felt sick to his core. “Maybe you didn’t cause it, but did you keep her in it so she couldn’t tell me about your—”

      Freddy cut him off by prattling on about the Claxwell genealogy, and Ben worried that non-answer was a yes. That might explain his mother’s unusual state. But if Freddy thought Harmony could no longer communicate, albeit cryptically, he was wrong.

      “One son who would reproduce,” Freddy was saying, “one daughter who would choose not to in order to help keep the family running. That’s our destiny. Look at Clara—childless and a life of service to others. With Toby gone, Patricia was our only answer. I am not powerful enough to bring about the rebirth myself.”

      Ben thought of his mother’s journal, her suspicion someone had tried to force his way with her, and shivered.

      Freddy, on the other hand, chuckled. “But I should have known. Abigael had everything planned. You were born, and your estrangement from us was probably meant to be as well. And now here you are, the answer to it all, the world at your feet.”

      “But I…you can’t possibly expect me to go along with this.” Ben’s voice was strained with shock and emotion.

      “It’s a lot to absorb, I understand.” Freddy squeezed Ben’s shoulder again. “We have tonight to help you take it all in before the big day tomorrow. Until then, I have a little something that might serve as an incentive.”

      Freddy stood and moved to the parlor door. “Ah, there you are, El. It’s time.”

      Ben stiffened, and a sudden fear gripped him. Time for what? What “incentive” did Freddy have? Willy? Maxwell?

      Wheels squeaked along the hardwood floor outside the parlor, and Ben’s terror mounted. Soon El appeared, pushing a wheelchair.

      When Ben saw who was in it, he couldn’t have been more surprised if it had been the nightmare demon itself.
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      In a reclining wheelchair outside the arched parlor door lay Harmony, Ben’s comatose mother. Eyes closed, auburn hair brushed smoothly to one side, body bony and gaunt, her feeding tube hidden beneath a loose-fitting dress. Ben blinked in absolute shock at the sight.

      With childish excitement, Freddy knelt down beside him. “This is my gift to you, son. A thanks to you, because with your help, with what you’ll make happen tomorrow night, your mother’s health can be fully restored. Would you, a devoted son, not do anything in your power to make that happen?”

      With his mouth hanging open, Ben gawked at Freddy.

      Freddy grinned at his wife. “I think we’ve made him speechless, dear.”

      El returned her husband’s delight with a beaming smile of her own and pushed Harmony over the threshold toward Ben, easing the chair past the antique coffee table with its curved legs and rose-pattern inlay. “Say hello to your wonderful son,” she said to the comatose woman. “We’re so proud of him, as I know you are too.” She bent over and kissed Harmony’s cheek, the granddaughter she had raised as her own from the age of three, after Freddy had murdered the girl’s parents.

      How did he kill them? Ben wondered, his gaze going back and forth between his mother’s sleeping—but not at all peaceful—expression and his great grandparents.

      “You…you kidnapped her from the center?” he sputtered.

      “Kidnapped? Oh, how funny,” Freddy said, chuckling. “She’s our daughter. We—”

      “Granddaughter,” Ben growled, correcting the man.

      “We pay for her care,” Freddy continued with a wave of his hand, as if those empty words explained the startling abduction.

      How in the world had they pulled it off? Ben wondered. Before he could ask, Freddy rose from his kneeling position and returned to the love seat next to Ben.

      “And in case you’re wondering, there’ll be no need for a new center,” his great grandfather said. “Not after tomorrow night. Because of your selfless act, you’ll restore your mother to perfect health. Even her mental illness will be gone.”

      Yeah, mental illness you caused.

      Had this been part of their plan? Keep his mother in a coma and then offer renewed health for her as an incentive to get Ben to play along when the big day finally arrived? Surely it couldn’t be what his mother had meant by “finish it.” Coma or not, her expression looked more tormented than satisfied.

      “It’s true, Ben.”

      Laurette’s voice broke his stupor. He hadn’t even noticed her enter the parlor, so stunned was he to see his mother. His girlfriend stood just inside the door on aluminum crutches, an ACE bandage wrapped around her swollen ankle. Either she’d pulled it from Ben’s Marcus Welby bag or El had purchased it at the drug store when she’d picked up the crutches. El approached Laurette now and wrapped an affectionate arm around her.

      “You can heal your mother, isn’t that wonderful?” Laurette asked Ben. “And just think,” she said, hobbling closer to him on the crutches. “We can live a long time. Maybe even…” She glanced back at El, as if seeking confirmation. When El beamed and nodded, Laurette turned back to Ben and whispered, “Maybe even forever.”

      Panic rose in Ben’s throat. What the hell is happening? “Bovo, what are you saying?”

      She laughed. “It’s truly a miracle, yes?”

      Ben rose and cupped Laurette’s face. He looked into her eyes, trying to discern if she’d been drugged. Or maybe she was under one of El’s “little spells,” or whatever it was Freddy had alluded to earlier. Or maybe a side effect of that toxic sludge she’d rescued him from. His own skin still burned with a stinging rawness.

      “Laurette, you can’t be serious,” he said. “Yeah, sure, living forever is a fantasy everyone’s had at some point, but to really achieve it? You couldn’t possibly want that. Especially at the price we’d have to pay to get it, the evil we’d unleash.”

      “Yes, but also think of the good we might do. You and me, together. El has made me see things in a new light.”

      El sat down on the edge of the armchair Freddy had occupied earlier and grabbed Harmony’s hand. Ben remained near Laurette on the other side of his mother.

      “When I got back from the drugstore,” El said, “Laurette and I had a lovely talk while you boys were busy. Why, with her skills as a nurse and disease detective, along with the Claxwell fortune, she could help so many people for years—centuries—to come. Here. In Haiti. Elsewhere.”

      “It’s true, Ben,” Laurette said in hushed excitement. “The possibilities are too great to imagine. You know that’s what I’ve wanted most in this world. To make life better for those who struggle.”

      Ben felt like he’d just dived into a lake but surfaced in a desert. A Mars desert. He eased Laurette down on the larger sofa opposite the coffee table and put her crutches to the side.

      “Bovo, baby, I don’t think you’re thinking clearly. Did El give you more of her tea?” Ben glared at El on the armchair. “They have Jake for God’s sake. That poor kid is trapped somewhere inside here.” Ben waved his arms like a wild man. “Who knows what he’s going through? Doesn’t that make you want to explode, because I sure as hell feel like I’m about to.”

      “I’m thinking very clearly,” Laurette said. “Maybe more clearly than ever. I believe we’ve found our purpose in life. A goat only knows, yes?”

      Something was wrong. This wasn’t her. Ben was about to haul her out of the inn and take her home, but then, as he was about to suggest as much, the words she had just spoken hit him: A goat only knows.

      Her expression for when she was pulling his leg.

      Oh, thank Christ, she’s just pretending. Pretending to get on board to gain Freddy and El’s trust.

      Laurette likely had no more intention than he did of releasing a demon into the world, and no doubt she, too, was crawling out of her skin with worry for Jake, but by having Freddy and El think she was on board, maybe she figured she and Ben could come up with a way to stop it. How, though, remained the billion-dollar question. They desperately needed time alone to plan, something they hadn’t had much of since their terrifying swim party with the sludge pit a couple hours earlier. Her faked enthusiasm was convincing though. A real topnotch performance.

      Slowly, he nodded, not wanting his great grandparents to smell something off if he acquiesced too quickly. “I know you might think that, but you can’t make a rash decision here. This isn’t like choosing between dying young or dying old. This is forever.”

      “Yes, and that is the point,” she said.

      If she had intended to elaborate, she didn’t get the chance. A pounding on the door surprised them all.

      Freddy and El frowned. Ben wondered if he detected fear in their expressions as well.

      “You didn’t do anything foolish and call someone, did you, son?” Freddy asked, his tone stern.

      “How could I?” Ben snapped. “You cut off my phone signal. I haven’t even been able to call my family. I have no idea who it is. Mandy, maybe?”

      “Mandy has a key.”

      “Nick then?” Ben said.

      Freddy shook his head in annoyance. “It’s not Nick.”

      “Don’t be so sure,” Ben said. “He’s stopped here before.”

      The pounding repeated.

      Ben and Freddy moved for the door at the same time and hurried into the foyer. When Ben glanced through the entryway window and saw who the visitor was, he wondered if he was hallucinating.
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      In Ben’s ongoing bewilderment, Freddy unlocked the inn’s door and greeted the visitor.

      “I’m sorry, miss,” he said, his voice cordial but with a hint of impatience. “We’re closed for the winter and not currently taking reservations.”

      Sophia stomped her damp shoes against the bottom of the door and ducked underneath Freddy’s arm to step inside.

      “What are you doing here?” Ben asked incredulously. “Did you drive from Philly by yourself?” He looked out at her Prius in the parking lot just before Freddy closed the inn’s door. Since receiving her left-sided prosthetic limb the previous summer, she had only recently started driving again, and Ben worried a five-and-a-half-hour drive was too much to undertake on her own. “Where’s Maxwell?”

      “And who, young lady, might you be?” Freddy asked.

      “This is Sophia Diaz,” Ben said. “My friend and my son’s mother.” Ben could see El peering out from the hallway near the parlor a good distance back. Next to her stood Laurette on her crutches, continuing her role-play as the couple’s newest recruit. “What are you doing here?” Ben repeated to Sophia.

      “I came to make sure you’re okay,” she said. With a Spanish accent.

      Ben stared hard at her. Sophia had never spoken with a Spanish accent a day in her life. Like Ben, she was Philadelphian through and through, and except for her father immigrating from Venezuela at the age of twenty, so was the rest of her family.

      “After everything you have told me by phone,” she said, “of course I must check on you. Don’t worry, Maxwell is fine. He’s with Rita, and yes, your father is fine too.” Here she looked pointedly at Freddy.

      Ben wanted to ask why she was speaking with an accent but held back. Clearly, she had a reason for it, but for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what it was.

      Freddy smiled, but unlike its usual buoyancy, it didn’t reach his eyes. “I guess we missed the pleasure of meeting you in Philadelphia. As you can see, Ms. Diaz, Benjamin is fine too, so there’s really no need for you to stay.”

      “No need?” she said in her mysterious new tongue. “How about having the amulet in my possession? An amulet Ben needs to help you do your dirty deeds with el diablo tomorrow night.”

      It was as if the entire inn fell silent at once. Human occupants, ghostly dwellers, settling floorboards, humming appliances, hissing bar tanks—everything perfectly still.

      Freddy was the first to break the hush. “I’m afraid you’re confused, young lady.” His tone was the least controlled Ben had ever heard it, and although Sophia, having just met the distinguished gentleman, might not detect the tremor in it, Ben did.

      What he didn’t detect was the meaning behind Sophia’s words about her having the amulet. He had it. There in his goddamn pocket. It practically burned his flesh through his jeans. In his confusion, he wasn’t sure how best to play along, so he simply said nothing.

      “I’m not sure what game you’re playing,” Freddy said, “but I assure you, Benjamin has the treasure I need. I’ve seen it.”

      Ben pivoted toward him. “Wait, what? You’ve been going through my pockets?”

      When? His mind scoured the possibilities. During his showers before Laurette had arrived? While he slept?

      “Of course not,” Freddy said. “But…I’ve been informed you have it.”

      Ben pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger, struggling to take it all in. A ghost snitch? Edward, no doubt. Edward who probably would have loved to torment Ben into a babbling, infantile state were Ben not needed to bring Edward back to life for all eternity.

      Jesus.

      “Well, you’ve been informed wrong,” Sophia said, removing her down jacket. “Although Ben does have a locket, the one I gave him, it is not the locket. Or amulet, or whatever you want to call it.”

      Freddy appeared as skeptical as Ben. “And where, pray tell, might the amulet be?”

      “I have it,” Sophia said. “Could I sit down?” She tapped her prosthetic leg. “I’m getting pretty used to this thing, but I’m not exactly Super Woman yet.”

      “Show me,” Freddy said, doubtless meaning the amulet and not the prosthetic. Or at least Ben hoped so.

      “Please,” Sophia said dismissively, waving him off. “Do you think I would risk having it with me right now? So that you could take it and do away with us all? It’s someplace safe, that’s all you need to know.”

      She strolled past them, her gait forever altered, and took in the two-story foyer with its overhead chandelier. She admired the ornate balustrade of the stairwell and the grandfather clock a short distance down. “Beautiful hotel,” she said.

      “Miss, please,” Freddy said, and for the first time he seemed rattled.

      Ben hoped this Sophia 2.0 in front of him knew what she was doing, because he hardly recognized her. New accent, new manner, new temperament. What was she up to? Had she really given him a fake locket and kept Harmony’s for herself? She had to be bluffing. The amulet in his pocket looked far too old to be faked.

      “I can assure you,” Freddy said, trailing after her as she self-toured her way into the dining room, her chestnut hair fanning her shoulders, “I don’t intend to do away with anyone, as you so crassly put it. Ben is more important to me than my next breath itself.”

      Sure I am, Ben thought. Only because you need me to raise your demon.

      He followed them into the dining room, and a few moments later Laurette and El entered as well, Harmony apparently left alone in the parlor. Despite the fact his mother could breathe on her own and only needed G-tube feeds to survive, her abandonment seemed heartless, as if she were merely an afterthought. Ben would return to her as soon as he deduced what Sophia had up the sleeve of her cable-knit sweater.

      “Whether I possess the amulet or not is of no consequence,” Freddy continued. “Only Ben can deliver what we need. Only from his mouth can the name come. Otherwise we’ll experience nothing more than a cozy gathering by candlelight.” Since Freddy held nothing back, it was clear he believed Sophia was aware of everything, and after Ben’s conversations with her the past week, she pretty much was.

      She sat sideways at the bar, her prosthetic leg extended. Ben strolled behind the counter and grabbed her a Perrier from the fridge. She smiled and said, “Gracias,” which made him nearly laugh out loud. Who was this woman?

      After a long drink, she recapped the bottle and said, “Only I know the real name. Only I can give Ben what he needs to complete your doings, and I will, but only if I’m allowed to be a part of it.”

      Freddy’s jaw worked back and forth. El shook her head at Laurette, and Laurette gave her a what else can we do expression, as if she too were annoyed by Sophia’s presence.

      “And why would you want to”—Freddy made air quotes—“be a part of it?”

      Sophia stared directly at Freddy, and Ben marveled at her ability to remain cool. She was the real Oscar winner. “Look, I don’t care what you do on your own time. I don’t even believe most of it. In fact, I think you’re loco. I only care that my son’s father comes home to us in one piece. We’ve grown rather fond of him.” She tapped Ben’s hand across the bar. “So my having access to the amulet and its contents is an insurance policy, that’s all. I need to make sure my son’s grandmother gets back safely too.” She shook her head. “Abducting a comatose woman? Really? Dios mío, what were you thinking?”

      Ben wondered if the center had called Sophia after Harmony was taken, especially if they’d tried to reach him but couldn’t with the inn’s signal being cut. Did that mean his father knew too? Sophia had said Willy was fine, so hopefully he remained in the dark.

      An eerier thought popped into Ben’s mind. What if Harmony had somehow communicated her abduction to Sophia? They had been especially close of late. Ben had attributed it to Sophia simply wanting a place to vent her feelings. For someone who’d survived cancer and then a leg amputation, she was never a complainer, but maybe sitting at Harmony’s bedside in the facility, “chatting” about their plights, might have been cathartic for her. One rehabbing woman to a long-term-care one.

      Now, however, the words Ben had heard his mother speak inside his own head ten months earlier came back to him. It was shortly after Sophia had woken up in another hospital miles away. It’s not Sophia’s time, his mother had said, her lips and tongue not moving but her voice as clear as glass in his mind. I’m going to need her.

      Maybe this moment, with Sophia speaking in a Spanish accent and taking charge like a five-star general, was exactly what his mother had meant.
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      Ben spent the rest of Friday in a frustrating and surreal fugue. Every time he tried to get Sophia alone, Freddy or El would interrupt, as if sensing that allowing Ben and his friends time to congregate before the ceremony the following day risked a deviation to the plan that could not be tolerated. Meanwhile, his comatose mother had been tucked into guest room six, where she would sleep next to Sophia, and Jake still existed somewhere beyond where Ben could reach him.

      During a dinner of takeout pasta and pizza from an Italian restaurant on the outskirts of Shelby, fetched by the energetic one-hundred-and-seven-year-old El whose skin was smoother than her granddaughter’s, Freddy mused in an uncharacteristically impolite way that their party of three (meaning Freddy, Ben, and El) had grown to an uncomfortable five.

      El rubbed his back in a soothing manner and reminded him that two extra ceremonial participants would only strengthen their efforts. “Life force is essential for the conjuring,” she said. Smiling affectionately at her new bestie, Laurette, she added, “And this one is particularly spiritual, I feel it.”

      Laurette nodded. “I am at your service. Happily so.” Her steadfast faux-loyalty to Freddy and El’s cause freaked Ben out, and no doubt had the same effect on Sophia.

      About Sophia, El adopted a degree of disinterest and said, “This one doesn’t believe at all, so her presence will be nothing more than a cracked egg that completes the dozen.”

      The whole time Ben was noshing on pizza and spaghetti, he struggled to keep the demon’s name from his brain, where it lurked and resurfaced like a herpes sore. He also struggled to keep his hands from scratching the side of his face and neck where his flesh had been assaulted by the sludge in the basement pit. His skin itched terribly, the steroid cream from Marcus Welby failing to do its job.

      He imagined Freddy felt as trapped as him. If the man harmed Sophia to get her out of the way, or if he didn’t let Laurette and Sophia participate, Ben would bolt. Not only would the Claxwell ancestors’ three-hundred-year quest fizzle out, Freddy and El might too. Tough to continue their age-defying feats without a demonic source to empower them. They weren’t immortal yet.

      As for Ben, Jake’s abduction had him trapped. If he fled, if he tried to invoke outside help, if he attempted in any way to mess with the plan, Freddy and El would disappear, and Mandy would never see her son again, assuming she herself wasn’t already dead, and Ben would be the main suspect.

      The idea of Jake trapped in some dark and lonely place squeezed Ben’s muscles in a constant state of tension. Every time he inquired about the boy, Freddy assured him he was fine. The child was simply in a suspended sleep in another world, and as long as Ben played his role, Jake would wake up the next night with no memory of anything. At one point Freddy’s eyes had twinkled, and he’d added, “Thanks to you, he’ll be cured of his diabetes as well.”

      Ben couldn’t lie, the thought of Jake free of disease or Harmony walking and talking almost made Freddy’s plan seem okay. Almost.

      After dinner, as Freddy sat Ben down in the back of the dining room, a glass of Scotch for them both on the table and a bottle in between (a bottle Ben himself had opened, just to be safe), Freddy finally outlined what they would be doing. As Ben drank the exotic-tasting Scotch and listened, a strange calm befell him, and he started to wonder if the inherent risk of bringing a long-suppressed spirit back into human form wasn’t balanced at least somewhat by the promise of healing and health it delivered. Could Ben’s assistance help restore Sophia’s leg? It seemed ludicrous to think but so too was everything else he had recently experienced, and he no longer doubted any possibilities.

      While El, Laurette, and Sophia chatted at another table, El describing their roles to them, Ben listened as Freddy spoke excitedly of the next day’s ceremonial preparations, including the requirement of purity and cleanliness of both mind and body. Ben laughed when Freddy said that meant refraining from sex, but Freddy’s expression suggested he wasn’t kidding.

      As they drank Scotch and Freddy talked of winter solstice and rebirth, robes and candles, grimoires and recitations, conjurings and human vessels, Ben felt even more of a dissociated peace enveloping him. Instead of lost diabetic boys, missing mothers, and conjurings, his thoughts shifted to health and recovery instead. A part of him recognized his alignment was off (the Scotch? But he’d opened the bottle himself. A little tinkering of the marinara sauce by El?), but the other part of him didn’t care, not even when Freddy mentioned he’d need the trunk he had gifted Ben, or more specifically, the sacred knife inside it, for the ceremony.

      “That knife was designed for our yearly ritual, hand crafted by Jeremiah himself. You see, the powerful being was Jeremiah’s father, made through a pact with Abigael, and, by serving him, Jeremiah was promised the return of his beloved mother one day, along with prosperity, wealth, and everlasting life. Just like the rest of us.”

      Ben listened to Freddy speak, the man’s fuzzy and peculiar words a soothing blanket that warmed his blood. Everything would be all right. He was wanted. He was needed.

      Freddy’s velvety oration continued. “How honored I am to now count you among us, Benjamin. To have you draw upon Jeremiah’s knife for the final time.”

      Despite Ben’s undulating peacefulness, Freddy’s words twinged something deep inside his murky brain, like the tiniest sting of a gnat. With his tongue thick and awkward, he said, “But I won’t have to use it, right? Won’t…hurt…”

      “No, no, of course not, it’s ceremonial,” his great grandfather assured him. “But your power is even greater than Jeremiah’s, I feel it. Greater than Toby’s too. You—”

      “’Cause I won’ let anyone git hurt,” Ben slurred.

      “Of course not, nothing without purpose, but as I was saying, you don’t yet know how powerful you are. How very proud our ancestors would be to see you complete this final act.”

      Like being swallowed by the wind, Freddy’s voice grew distant and distorted. At the same time, Ben’s sense of tranquility swelled to euphoric.

      “And after tomorrow night,” Freddy was saying, “they’ll be able to tell you themselves. You will release them from their graves, and all of us—you, me, Edward, Samuel, Jeremiah, Clara, and the other daughters who have so faithfully dispensed their duties as partners to their brothers—will enjoy a more fruitful eternal existence than anyone could ever imagine. So too will everyone we choose to bring along with us.”

      And so it was that Ben and his friends finally retreated to their rooms for the night, Freddy and El waving and smiling at them from the bar. “Sleep well, my friends,” Freddy called out. “For as long as you need. We’ll wake you by tomorrow night.”

      Tomorrow night?

      “That’s a lot of sleep,” Ben slurred to himself.

      To everyone.

      To no one.

      He giggled. He felt wonderful. More relaxed than he’d ever been and certainly since he’d arrived at The Abigael Inn. His mind floated. His muscles glided. His body was a spring meadow.

      Laurette, too, was an airy being, and just outside guest room number five, he wrapped his arms around her and her crutches, and they laughed as they kissed, whispering how they mustn’t ruin themselves with impure acts before the big day.

      But what was that? What was poking at him as he tried to unlock the door?

      Stop it, he said. And then out loud. “Stop it.”

      “Shhh.” It was Sophia hissing at him. Why did she have to try and kill his wonderful buzz? His marvelous calm? Leave me alone, he said. Or thought he did.

      “Here. Quick. Put this under your tongue. Both of you.”

      In his disjointed state, Ben saw Sophia’s head darting back and forth, looking both ways down the hall, and he imagined it separating from her neck and bouncing down the carpet runner. He laughed.

      “Now!” Sophia ordered in a hushed command.

      She pressed something flat in his palm, but he wouldn’t take it. He heard her curse, and he giggled to Laurette, “Sophe said a bad word.” Next to him, Laurette covered her mouth and giggled as well. One of her crutches fell, and she said, “Whoopsie.”

      Ben’s vision was a swirling dance of hallway sconces and Sophia’s rolling head as she bent over to retrieve Laurette’s fallen crutch. His own body slumped comfortably against the door. A red, pock-marked face floated up to him. He tried to remember its name. Something funny with a Z.

      Not yet, it sang like a maniacal fiend, shimmying in front of him, but soon.

      Someone was prying open his mouth. Sophia. Putting something under his tongue. And then Laurette’s, whose lovely, lovely form seemed fused to Ben’s own.

      “Whaass thisss?” he asked, but the round thing was already dissolving in his mouth, like those Jesus wafers they handed out in fire and brimstone churches.

      Though shalt not sin. Though shalt not commit adultery. Though shalt not steal. Unless it’s me, your leader. I can do anything.

      Ben giggled again. Hypocrites. Church was stupid.

      As quickly as the wafer disappeared from his mouth, it disappeared from his mind.

      Someone had unlocked his door, that woman with the Spanish accent, but her head was back on her body.

      Wait, she doesn’t have an accent.

      Ben collapsed onto his bed. Laurette did too. He giggled.

      Together they slept.
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      Someone was shaking him, shaking his shoulder.

      Stopppp. So tired. Mus’ sleeeep.

      Wetness on his face.

      “Get up, Ben, get up.”

      More wetness. Cold. Water.

      “Maybe they gave him extra. Couldn’t risk him—”

      “Bovvvvvo,” his thick tongue tried to say. “Iss that ’ou?”

      “Yes, mon chéri, it’s me. You need to wake up.”

      It took a few minutes more, but finally Ben was upright in bed, his eyes matted, his mouth full of cotton. Laurette handed him a glass of water, and he sucked it down.

      “What time is it?” he said, finally finding his voice. He glanced over his shoulder at the window. No light squeezed through the blinds.

      “Three a.m.,” Sophia said, her speech once again accent-free. “We don’t have much time. We need to talk.”

      “How come you’re not—”

      “I had a protection spell from Ana, and she gave me these wafers for you, but I couldn’t slip them to you earlier without being noticed. I just played along during dinner. But Freddy and El will be expecting us to sleep until the last minute—they already checked in on us at midnight—so we need to return before sunrise. Plus, I don’t know if those wafers were strong enough for a full reversal. Your sleep-state might come back.”

      Ana? Wafers? Return? Sophia’s words packed such a heavy load, Ben couldn’t comprehend a single detail.

      “Quick,” Laurette said. “Go to the bathroom, do what you need to do to wake up, then we must leave.”

      “Where? I don’t understand.”

      “No time to explain,” Sophia whispered, pulling him up to a stand. “But we can’t talk in the hotel. Too many souls listening.”

      But maybe only one we need to worry about. Edward.

      That thought got Ben moving. Having slept in his clothes, the amulet still in his jeans, he quickly relieved himself and gargled the funk from his mouth. When he finished, the three of them slunk downstairs like tiptoeing cartoon characters. Laurette had ditched the noisy crutches, opting for Ben’s support instead.

      He disarmed the alarm system, worried Freddy and El would hear the chime from room nine. No doubt they had chosen that room for its heightened spiritual presence. When neither one appeared at the top of the stairwell and the only tap tap tap came from the hissing storage room in the basement, the three of them grabbed their coats and slipped outside. The stoop light was turned off, maybe to avoid attention before the big day, and down below, the highway was similarly dark and quiet, only a rare car passing by at this hour. Sophia motioned them to her Prius, and once they climbed in, she turned on the engine and cranked the heat.

      “Where are we going?” Ben asked from the passenger seat, Laurette in back. He scanned the parking lot. “Wait, where is Freddy’s Mercedes?”

      The missing vehicle seemed to surprise Sophia and Laurette as well.

      “Guess that’s why they didn’t hear the alarm chime,” Laurette said. “They’re not here.”

      “Then where are they?”

      “Probably out getting their human vessel,” Sophia said. Her tone was so nonchalant Ben jerked his head back toward her. Before he could say anything, she continued. “And we’re not going anywhere. I doubt our conversations can be received from inside the car, but I have a protective spell in here too just in case.”

      Ben rubbed his tired eyes. “Spells? Protective wafers? This isn’t you, Sophe.”

      “It is now,” she said, flicking a heat vent toward her. “As soon as I got into Shelby I went to see Ana. You mentioned her a lot on the phone, and it sounded like I could trust her. Between what Harmony has helped me learn—and believe me, Ben, your mother has a whole lifetime of experiences she’s protected you from—and Ana’s advice and spells, I’m going to make sure we all get out of here alive. And only us. No demons. No dead Claxwells coming back to life.”

      “But…how…” Ben glanced back at Laurette. She looked equally confused by Sophia’s new persona, maybe even awed, but unlike Ben she didn’t give her the third degree.

      “Look,” Sophia said to Ben, “you can sit here questioning everything I tell you, or the three of us can use what little time we have.”

      “For what?” he asked.

      “To make a counterplan. You really want this man and woman to keep getting away with sacrificing people and feeding them to a demon? A demon that could wreak who knows what onto this earth?”

      Well, jeez, when you put it that way.

      Ben had planned to intervene, of course he had, but he figured it would have to be in the spur of the moment and only after he had forced Freddy to free Jake.

      Shame washed over him. The night before, had he actually considered seeking longevity and blessed health, no matter the cost? Had he really been nodding like a fool when Freddy told him about the sacred knife? He’d been drugged, sure, or had suffered one of El’s “little spells,” but still…

      There’s only one thing a sacred knife would be for, and it ain’t for cutting cake.

      He stared at Sophia. It suddenly dawned on him why she was there. After the scrying, Ben had asked Ana who could help with the conjuring if not her, and Ana had responded: “A Catholic priest maybe? A true Christ believer?”

      Of course.

      That was why ten months ago Harmony had “said” she needed Sophia and wouldn’t allow her to die. That was why Ben and Laurette needed her now. There was no truer Christ believer than Sophia.

      Maybe church isn’t so stupid, after all.

      For the next ninety minutes they formulated a plan, one that might allow them to free Abigael from her hellish tether and thereby release all the trapped spirits of the inn, and also allow them to make sure the demon not take human form. All the while, Ben watched the sloped driveway for Freddy’s headlights, wondering where he had gone.

      When the trio of friends finally hatched something they thought might work, based on Sophia’s research and Ana’s input, Ben swallowed his dread and said, “This whole thing could nosedive quickly into something we can’t even imagine. If it does, promise me one thing.”

      “What?” Laurette asked, her hands squeezing her thighs.

      He pointed to the small brass container in the back seat next to her which Sophia had said was vital to their plan. “If that vessel doesn’t work, and the thing gets in me instead and you can’t get it out, promise me you’ll kill me.”

      Laurette winced. “Mon Dieu, please don’t say such a thing.”

      “I mean it,” he said. Then, to Sophia, Ben choked out, “And don’t let my son forget his dad.”
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      Back inside the inn, Ben reset the security alarm. After he, Laurette, and Sophia quietly ditched their shoes and coats, they were about to slink back upstairs when headlights flooded the parking lot.

      Freddy’s Mercedes. He was back. And El was in the front seat with him.

      “Quick,” Ben said, shooing Laurette and Sophia away from the etched-glass windows and into a small cloakroom off the foyer. Through a tiny window they watched as Freddy and El exited the car. To Ben’s surprise, someone else climbed out of the backseat.

      Mandy.

      “Oh my God, she’s working with—”

      Ben cut himself off. Mandy and Freddy were dragging somebody out of the Mercedes. It was a man, but with the vehicle’s headlights now off and the guy’s head flopped forward, his features were difficult to make out. Next to Ben, Laurette and Sophia breathed heavily, their heart rates no doubt matching his own.

      “We need to return to our rooms,” Laurette whispered.

      With the man’s arms slung over their shoulders, Freddy and Mandy dragged him toward the access ramp, Mandy stronger than her gangly arms would suggest. Once closer to the stoop, Ben could see who the man was. He’d be lying if he said he was surprised.

      “It’s Nick,” he said, and for Sophia’s benefit added, “Mandy’s abusive ex.”

      “Looks like he’s about to become their human vessel.” Sophia once again surprised Ben with her grasp of their bizarre situation.

      When Freddy and Mandy got Nick halfway up the ramp, El trailing behind them, the three voyeurs bolted from the cloakroom and ran back upstairs.

      “We need to pretend we’re sleeping,” Sophia said, opening her door next to theirs. “All day. If not, El’s special knockout mix will take care of us again.”

      Ben and Laurette nodded and entered their own room, not daring to turn on the light. Ben wished he could ask Sophia more about her sudden transformation from web-designing mom to commanding spiritualist, but time wasn’t on the menu. He and Laurette quickly returned to bed, clothes and all, just as they had been when they’d first collapsed. Ben remembered the narcotic pill he’d found wedged beside the library chair’s cushion. Had the three of them been drugged the old-fashioned way? Or was their stupor compliments of El and her “little spells”? Maybe both, given a narcotic dose big enough to induce twenty-some hours of sleep would risk killing them. Ironic, considering naloxone, a reversal agent, lay a few feet away inside Marcus Welby.

      The downstairs alarm chimed and was reset. Soft voices murmured from the foyer.

      “I can’t believe Mandy is part of this,” Ben whispered to Laurette, feeling betrayed. “Handing over Nick like that. Looks like he got El’s knockout cocktail too. I’m still not sure how she gave it to us. Had to be in something we ate or drank.”

      “Did it not occur to you Mandy is being forced? Forced to deliver Nick to Freddy and El or risk never seeing her child again?”

      “Shit. You’re right. My brain isn’t working.” A headache blossomed behind his eyes. “We need to talk to her. She must be terrified.”

      Footsteps coming up the stairs—and not the ghostly kind.

      “Shh,” Laurette said. “We must convince them we’re sleeping.”

      With Sophia and Ana’s plan addling his brain, and now Nick and Mandy in the hotel too, he doubted sleep was an option. No sooner did he have the thought than a dreamy exhaustion crept back in. Yawning, he wondered if their idea would even work. In sixteen hours, would a demon be walking the earth as Nick? Or could the three of them somehow stop it? The only thing he knew for certain was that the nightmare wouldn’t end until they tried.

      Say my name hissed inside his brain.

      It was the last thought he had before drifting off.
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      For the second time on that third Saturday of December, Ben blinked awake in a groggy and confused state. Also for the second time, nothing but darkness greeted him.

      What time is it?

      He willed his heavy eyelids to remain open, but they were two half-moons of cement. His mouth felt furry, and his bladder seemed about to burst.

      He tried to call out to Laurette, see if she too was awake, but managed nothing but a croak. Sophia wasn’t kidding when she’d said Ana’s wafers were no match for El’s gifts. With the way Ben felt, he could use five more of those little pick-me-up disks. Maybe El had slipped back into their rooms upon her return with Mandy and Nick and worked more of her devilry to ensure their ongoing slumber and stupor. No better Ben to utter a demon’s name than a narcoleptic Ben. No better Sophia and Laurette to play along than a zombie Sophia and Laurette.

      One simple name said out loud, that was all Ben needed to do, and yet the otherworldly ramifications of it were too immense to even ponder.

      Say my name hissed again in his brain, and this time the red, pock-marked face joined it. The horrific image was enough to finally free Ben from his paralysis.

      He groped for his phone on the nightstand, pressed the screen, and saw it was seven p.m. He also saw the continued absence of a signal. Big surprise there.

      How had his life come to this? Was it really predestined as Laurette seemed to believe? Was he truly coming into a new spiritual power as Freddy had proclaimed?

      Wait. Seven o’clock? At night?

      Holy shit. They’d been asleep for fourteen hours since their middle-of-the-night rendezvous with Sophia. It was almost time.

      He willed himself upright, his muscles like petrified wood, and reached back to shake Laurette’s shoulder. After a good minute or two, she finally roused. When he told her what time it was, she said, “Mon Dieu, the ceremony begins in two hours.”

      Ben’s pulse grew thready. Below the cold and darkness of guest room five, bustling footsteps of preparation echoed up from the main floor.

      He found it difficult to breathe.
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      After much-needed showers, Ben and Laurette dressed in the white linen robes El had delivered to their room a short time earlier. Although Laurette’s was unadorned, Ben’s was stitched with unfamiliar characters over the chest, red curvilinear markings with circular loops as well as a trio of Roman numeral ones intersecting a line.

      “Guess these markings make me the Grand Poobah,” he said without humor, scratching his chin. Although he preferred a peppering of stubble to hide his handful of acne scars, El had requested he present a fresh face at the ceremony, and his skin was raw from the shave. At least the sting from the putrid sludge was gone.

      El’s excitement had been obvious when she’d dropped off the robes, but she’d denied Ben’s request for strong coffee. “Oh my sweet boy,” she had said, hugging him as if he were fifteen years old instead of thirty-five, “we must keep ourselves as pure as we can for the evening’s events, but in a few hours, when all is finished, we’ll celebrate in grand style. What a party we’ll have!” She clasped her hands together, pressed them against her petite torso, and beamed at her great grandson, the demon raiser.

      Before she had departed, taking with her Ben’s familial trunk with Jeremiah’s knife inside, its dimensions just small enough for her to hold in her arms, she told them to hurry down for some “light eats” before they began the evening’s event. “Only food directly from the earth with no intermediaries,” she had sung before flitting off on her arthritis-free joints.

      Despite still needing support, Laurette’s ankle was better. Although Ben would like to believe it was due to her methodical icing and the ACE wrap, he wondered if El hadn’t played a role in that too. Or Freddy. They claimed to possess the gift of healing and good health from their wonderful benefactor, after all, a benefactor who most certainly wasn’t Abigael, no matter what Freddy insisted on calling it.

      Feeling like an idiot in the white robe, under which he wore a white T-shirt and gray running shorts, the closest to white he had, he held the door open for Laurette. “Ready?” he asked, a softball of clay in his throat.

      She nodded, but her uncertainty was a mirror of his own. “Do you have the locket?” she said.

      He patted the pocket of his running shorts through the robe in way of response. Inside the Prius, Sophia had confirmed he held the real one. She had bluffed about giving him a fake locket, just as Ben had suspected. Whether Freddy had believed her or not was debatable, but the man probably didn’t dare ban Sophia from the ritual only to learn in the key moment she was indeed the one with the demon’s true name.

      With Ben’s help, Laurette could have gotten by without the crutches—maybe even without his help—but he encouraged her to bring them just in case. Who knew how long they might be standing? They stepped out into the hallway, but just before Ben knocked on Sophia’s door to let her know they were heading to the dining room, he returned to room five for one last thing. Marcus Welby.

      Laurette raised her eyebrows. “You think that will be necessary?”

      Ben shrugged. “I hope not, but if Freddy decides to drug you and Sophia to keep you from the ceremony, I want to be prepared with a reversal agent. I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      “He wants you all to himself.”

      “Or maybe he’ll take Jeremiah’s knife to me, wanting to make some sort of blood pact, and I’ll need to wrap the wound before I get demon tetanus.”

      Laurette smiled, but it was short-lived.

      When Ben knocked on Sophia’s door, she answered immediately. Like Laurette, her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and like both of them, she wore a white robe. Beneath it, her normally flat abdomen bulged slightly from the brass vessel strapped to it. Instead of fear, determination hardened her face. Well, maybe a little fear too.

      “Ready?” she said.

      The three of them looked from one to the other, as if gaining strength by shared resolve. Sophia pointed to a marking embroidered on Ben’s gown. “That’s the Hebrew depiction of the number three hundred. Your ancient grandparents aren’t very subtle, are they?”

      Ben glanced at the red embroidery and saw a trio of upside-down piano notes. Was there no end to Sophia’s new knowledge?

      “Let’s go,” she said.

      “Just let me check on my mom first.” Ben crossed the short distance to the bed where Harmony lay asleep—always asleep—and knelt down next to her, the robe pulling taut against his chest. “Is she all right?” he asked Sophia. He placed his medical bag on the floor.

      “She seems to be. El came in while she thought I was sleeping and gave Harmony her latest enteral feeding. She seems to know what she’s doing, and believe it or not, she was quite tender with her.”

      “Their affection for their family is still real,” Laurette said, resting on her crutches.

      “Yeah, right. Except if you cross them. Then you’re out of the clan like that.” Ben drew a finger knife across his throat and swallowed hard at his forthcoming treachery. Assuming their plan worked, anyway.

      “Thank you for staying in my mom’s room with her,” he said to Sophia. “I couldn’t stand to think of her alone at night in a place that once tormented her.”

      “Of course,” Sophia said softly. She approached the bed and stroked Harmony’s auburn hair, its streaks of gray more pronounced over the past year. “Without your mother, much of what I learned wouldn’t have been possible.”

      Ben pressed his mother’s hand to his face, distressed to think that his upcoming actions would forfeit any promise of a return to full life for her. As much as he longed to speak to her again, as much as he craved to hear her travel tales or be on the receiving end of her exuberant hugs, the price was too high. He was convinced she would feel the same.

      Just as he was about to release her hand, she spoke to him inside his mind.

      You must end this, my sweet Benjamin, she said. Only you can. Stay strong. And then, after a quiet pause: I love you.

      He wasn’t sure how long he knelt there, gripping her hand, salty tears stinging his eyes, before Sophia told him gently they needed to go.

      He stood, grabbed Marcus Welby off the floor, and patted his shorts underneath his robe once again for the amulet. Its presence gave him strength. Even a sense of power. He knew he would need both if he wanted a monkey’s ass chance of succeeding.

      Before the three of them left the room, Sophia placed something in their hands.

      “What’s this?” Ben stared at the small, horn-shaped vial on his palm, herbs stuffing its inside.

      “It’s from Ana,” Sophia said. “To help keep evil spirits away should we need a quick exit. Once the ceremony begins, there’ll be no leaving the inn without them.”

      Ben held up the tiny flask. “I think it’s going to take more than this.”

      “It should be worn around the neck,” Sophia said, “but the chains might be noticeable, so I removed them. Just slip the vials into your pockets.”

      Like exhibitionist priests, Ben and Laurette lifted their gowns and buried the vials in their shorts.

      Finally, with hugs in lieu of pep talks, the three of them departed room six. Although Ben’s gratitude for Sophia’s presence was bigger than the inn itself, it filled him with worry too. He felt like a parent flying overseas with his spouse, praying the plane didn’t crash.

      Because if it did, Maxwell would end up an orphan.
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      When they reached the dining room, Ben was surprised to find Mandy there.

      The tall woman sat at a table near the bar, her body pitched forward, her posture rigid. Unlike them, she wore street clothes. As if in deep contemplation, she stared out the dark window at the highway down the hill and chewed her lower lip.

      “She must be terrified for her son,” Laurette said.

      Ben nodded and glanced around to make sure Freddy and El weren’t tucked away in a corner. When he confirmed they had the dining room to themselves, he joined Mandy at her table, holding Laurette’s crutches while she sat as well. To Mandy, he whispered, “I’m so sorry he’s got you involved in this.”

      Her gaze flashed on him. “What do you mean?”

      She does know Jake’s missing, doesn’t she? How could she not?

      Tentatively, Ben said, “Jake. Nick.”

      She scrunched her face up and buried her head in her hands, and for a moment Ben thought she was crying, but when she looked back up, her face was flushed and her jaw tight. “I made a choice. Nick for Jake. What kind of person am I?”

      “Hey, hey,” Ben said while Laurette reached for Mandy’s arm and squeezed it. “You’re a mother. We get it. I’d do the same if it were my son.”

      Laurette concurred. “That’s a choice no one should ever have to make.”

      Mandy stared hard at them, hesitating, and then, as if it took great effort to speak, she said, “He promised to cure my Jake of diabetes.” Her cheeks burned even redder. “Cure him!”

      Leave it to Freddy, Ben thought. Went all out with that bribe.

      “Can he, Ben?” she asked. “Is that really possible?”

      Ben opened his mouth but wasn’t sure how to respond. Before he had to, Mandy turned back to the window, tearing at her cuticles like a woman in torment. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

      “Sorry? Why should you be sorry?” Ben asked.

      She seemed about to say more when El burst into the dining room through the kitchen entrance, dressed in the same white gown as the others, red embroidery decorating her chest like Ben’s. A tray of “earth” foods filled her arms, mostly fresh fruits and vegetables, but also rectangles of dark bread, sharing the same color—and likely taste—as the dirt from which their wheat was grown.

      She laid the tray on the table.

      “Where’s Freddy?” Ben asked.

      “He’ll be here shortly,” she assured him.

      Her attention traveled to Mandy, at which time the young mother stood and hurried out of the room.

      “Wait, isn’t she joining—”

      “I am so joyous to have you all here,” El said, cutting Ben off. With her dark hair pulled into a loose bun and her cheeks flushed pink with excitement, she looked nothing short of exuberant. “We are humbled to have you a part of this, and we are especially grateful to be reunited with our grandson.”

      Great grandson, Ben wanted to correct, but decided it wasn’t the time for semantics.

      “If Benjamin has chosen you two to be in his life, then I fully accept you as well.” She walked behind Laurette and gave her a hug from behind, as well as a briefer one to Sophia. She then initiated a ten-minute speech about the wonders of the world and how so many people refused to see what was right in front of them. She rambled about the importance of having good people in one’s life, people who would always be supportive and put family above all else, people who understood the true meaning of duty, yada yada yada.

      How she could act like they were all one big happy clan when a trapped boy floated through the ether around them mystified Ben. On the other hand, her joy and sincerity offered him some relief. El didn’t seem the type to enjoy tormenting little boys, and so Ben had to assume what Freddy had said was true: Jake was resting peacefully in some never-never land, his blood glucose stable, his dreams blissfully free of the evil going on around him.

      Now, they just had to convince Freddy to release the boy once they blew up his centuries-old plan…

      Speaking of the devil (pun intended, Ben thought), Freddy bound into the room, his enthusiasm matching his wife’s. His linen gown was no more elaborate than Ben or El’s, marked by the same symbols, but, to Ben’s discomfort, it bore the additional symbol of a downward-pointing pentagram. Once, during a horror movie, Laurette had explained to Ben the marking loosely resembled a goat’s face and represented the devil. “Seems unfair to perfectly lovely goats,” she had joked before adding, “if you believe in that kind of thing.”

      Of course, Ben hadn’t at the time.

      But now? Now things are a weeee bit different.

      Despite Freddy and El’s obvious excitement, Ben detected nervousness in them as well. How could they not be anxious? The entire Claxwell fate rested on their shoulders. Or, more specifically, Ben’s shoulders. Although his role was small, having only to utter a few lines Freddy would supply and then a name only Ben could say, the entire outcome rested in Ben’s hands.

      Sitting around the table like five virgins in white, they began their ceremonial dinner. Ben accepted the slice of butter-free bread El offered. At first he refused to eat it. Wondered what kind of spell it might contain. But then he realized knocking him completely out would do no good. The same was true for Sophia. According to her tall tale, without her, Ben wouldn’t know the demon’s name, which she would deliver to him last minute. In a logical sense, Laurette was the most expendable, but with the way she and El were smiling and breaking bread like lifelong friends, her role as spiritual comrade seemed cemented. Therefore, when Ben saw Freddy and El partake of the same food, he played along and chewed the bread’s flavorless heft and then washed it down with the citric sweetness of an orange.

      His mother’s words replayed in his mind: You must end this, my sweet Benjamin. Only you can. Stay strong. He focused on what lie ahead, trying to imagine only the practical logistics of it rather than the horrors.

      Dear God, let this work.

      As soon as he offered his silent prayer, he grimaced at his own hypocrisy. As Sophia often told him: “For someone who doesn’t believe in God, you sure use His name a lot.”

      Freddy stood, breaking Ben’s thoughts. El rose to join him. The distinguished couple clasped their hands together and smiled at their three participants.

      With an unmistakable tremor of excitement in his voice, Freddy said, “It’s time to begin.”
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      Just as Ben had suspected (and dreaded) it would be, the ceremony was to take place in the awful, paint-splashed, incinerator-slash-crematorium workroom in the unfinished part of the basement.

      With Marcus Welby in his hand, he followed Freddy and El down the photograph-lined corridor toward the hidden hallway by the conference room. Earlier during their “earth dinner,” Freddy had chuckled when he saw Ben with the medical bag.

      “You won’t be needing that, son,” he had said. “Not with the many gifts we’ll be receiving.”

      When Ben had replied he was bringing it anyway, his great grandfather gave a little bow. “As you wish,” he’d said.

      Behind Ben, Laurette’s crutches clicked on the basement’s hickory flooring, and Sophia’s prosthetic-altered gait tapped an unbalanced rhythm. Ben had offered to help them both, but both had assured him it wasn’t necessary.

      Five eclectic personalities clothed in white robes. On their way to raise a demon. One of them the petite Wonder Woman of spells and the other Freddy Pierce Fucking Brosnan.

      Ben almost laughed at the sick absurdity of it.

      Nearing the hidden hallway, he heard soft utterances coming from Sophia. It sounded as if she were praying in Spanish. He knew she’d been teaching Maxwell a few words of the language—same with Laurette, only with French—but he hadn’t realized she was so fluent.

      “Typical man,” Sophia would joke.

      Maxwell.

      Ben missed his son like he would miss his own body—it was that visceral. He longed to be home. Would even welcome middle-of-the-night calls from his most demanding orthopedic patients if it meant breaking free of The Abigael Inn. At least Maxwell was far away from the nightmare Ben was about to enter. If only the same were true for Jake. Once again guilt over Mandy and her son’s involvement flooded Ben.

      He gritted his teeth. He would free that poor child even if it meant he had to die to do it.

      When the five of them reached the concealed door at the end of the narrow hallway, Freddy raised his head toward the ceiling and inhaled deeply. Then he turned the key and entered the workroom, El close on his heels.

      The rest of the human train trailed somberly behind.
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      What struck Ben first as they approached the cave-like room, beyond the dozens of flickering candles waiting there and his escalating sense of panic, was the silence of expectation. To be sure, the overhead pipes still clunked. The support beams still shifted. The exposed ceiling still creaked. But there was a different sense of silence in the room. An anticipation of sorts, as if the space were a living, breathing entity. Considering the sucking sump pit at its concrete center, Ben supposed it was.

      Like dutiful but trembling monks of the underworld, he, Laurette, and Sophia followed Freddy and El to the candlelit area, the scent of paint fumes growing stronger with every step. Incense too. Ben recalled his and Laurette’s frightening experience with the flying tools and paint cans the day before, right after the sludge pit had tried to swallow him. He hoped there wouldn’t be an encore.

      The candles, which gave the unfinished room a warmer ambiance than its rankness deserved, provided the sole source of light, but their flames were enough to reveal that the cover of the sludge hole had been removed.

      As if slamming on the brakes in a car, Ben dropped his medical bag and held out a protective arm to Laurette and Sophia on either side of him.

      “Be careful,” he said, indicating with a tilt of his head the gurgling hole in the floor. At least it was marked by a thick candle. That afforded some warning of its presence. Ben wanted to demand that Freddy cover the pit, but he was pretty sure the man planned to use it. Not that Ben and his friends intended to let it get that far.

      In response to Ben’s discomfort, Freddy smiled and said, “Not the prettiest of venues, I know, but the best setting for magical arts is one that’s relatively untouched and close to the earth.”

      Venue. Like it’s some kind of a folk concert.

      With muscles twitching in apprehension, Ben surveyed the area. Same tools, shelving, and workbenches against the left wall as before. Same incinerator on the right.

      Something new was on the gray floor, however. Fresh red paint formed an elaborate circle almost the width of the cave-like room. Ben wondered if the circle was a yearly ritual, one repeatedly painted over. If so, it might explain the red splashes on the walls.

      Yeah, only if Freddy’s a really shitty painter.

      More likely someone had kicked at a can in terror before Freddy…

      Ben didn’t want to think about that. If he lost his focus, they would lose their fight.

      Like Ana’s circle of crystals, Freddy’s painted circle was directional, with east facing the incinerator and west the wall of tools. A concentric maze comprised its outer ring, formed by a long snake wound around itself three times. Its painted head fell just below the East marking, its tongue hissing from its slit of a mouth. Inside its coiled body, someone (Freddy? El?) had painted a yellow string of foreign letters. The alphabet could be Hebrew, could be Arabic, could be Greek for all Ben knew. He only knew it heightened his unease. Completing the circular art project were a handful of pentagrams outside the circle and four six-sided stars inside it, each painted near one of the labeled directions and each containing yellow letters inside its triangular tips. As if that weren’t enough, at the center of the massive circle, below a square outlining the ominous sludge hole, large block letters screamed the word MASTER.

      No foreign alphabet there. That word was loud and clear.

      Finding his voice, which came out weaker than he would have liked, Ben asked Freddy, “Did you make this?”

      “I did indeed,” Freddy said, clearly mistaking Ben’s fear for awe. “Early this morning, while you and your friends were resting.”

      Resting. Right.

      Ben shared a glance with Laurette, whose dread no doubt matched his own. Sophia had already foretold them about the circle, although Ben doubted she’d imagined it in such detail. Evidently, no conversation or conjuring of spirits should be done without one. Not only did it allow the magic practitioner to concentrate his or her power, it served as a means of protection from any demon who might wish to harm them.

      The circle wasn’t the only thing that jumpstarted Ben’s heart. Just inside the winding serpent’s north confines stood a small table, an altar of sorts, displaying a collection of items that Ben knew meant nothing good: burning incense, a black cauldron sitting on top of a gas burner, a silver chalice marked with an upside-down pentagram and the same Hebrew marking for the number three hundred that Ben wore on his gown, an antique lancet akin to something one might find in Dr. Frankenstein’s laboratory, a wand made of shiny wood, and finally, the pièce de résistance, Jeremiah’s—and now Ben’s—sacred knife, the letters A G L A engraved upon its blade.

      “It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it?” Freddy said, startling Ben from his musings. “But don’t worry. El and I will guide you through it, and when it’s over, we’ll celebrate like no family has ever celebrated before.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Laurette said, playing her part, as if truly impressed by the display. Ben supposed on some level she was, but if so, it was on a macabre level, not a joyous one.

      Sophia, on the other hand, played the role of a disinterested party, looking bored and fidgety in her white robe, the hidden brass vessel giving her a literal potbelly where she had none.

      Ben felt a sudden, overwhelming gratitude to the two women, so much so that a blubbering noise escaped him. How he’d make it up to them, he had no idea.

      Inside his formidable circle, Freddy spread his arms, his gown fanning like the wings of an angel. Indeed, the dancing candlelight cast him in an almost ethereal glow. “Tonight’s ceremony is not just about what we can see. It’s about what we smell.” He pointed to the incense. “It’s about what we taste.” He pointed to the heated cauldron. “It’s about what we feel.” He compressed the soft linen of his robe. “It’s about what we think and hear.” He placed a finger to his temple for a moment of pit-gurgling, cauldron-boiling, candle-flickering silence. Then he turned to his wife, his expression nothing shy of adoration, and said, “Shall we begin?”

      She returned his affection with an embrace. He held her and kissed first her forehead and then her lips. Both of them reached to squeeze Ben’s hands, their supposed love for him radiating from every pore. That eerie and misplaced devotion was as unsettling as the inn itself.

      El dropped his hand and strolled to the cauldron, lifting her gown to avoid any candles not on an elevated surface. With a silver spoon, she stirred the kettle’s contents and then scooped two ladles full into the chalice. Ben couldn’t make out the contents, but he suspected he was about to taste them. The thought alone made him shudder.

      As El performed her ceremonial duty, Freddy said, “We’ve altered a few steps of our ritual by already creating the elixir. We thought you might find that more…acceptable.”

      Ben’s neck prickled with tension. What did Freddy mean, altered? Ben had promised himself he wouldn’t let anyone get hurt, and that meant he had to witness every step of the messed-up night, whether he wanted to or not.

      Wondering if they should rethink things, he glanced at Sophia on his left. She gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head, which he took to mean as: There’s no backing out now.

      El wrapped a white cloth around the stem of the chalice and placed the cup on the ground near the sludge hole. Freddy gathered the rest of them in and indicated they all hold hands in a circle around it. Laurette was the last to join in, having to set aside her crutches for the act. She stood between El and Sophia, taking both of their hands. Ben was flanked by Sophia and Freddy, and Freddy remained next to his wife.

      “We gather together before you, our sweet sister, Abigael,” Freddy began, his eyes closed, his voice confident and controlled, “and also before the powerful being through which you are bound and from which the world received our ancestor, Jeremiah, your earliest and most powerful disciple. It is to you and to him we strive to show our worthiness, not only by partaking in the powerful elixir of blood and bone that strengthens and unites us, but also by delivering unto you our newest disciple, one whose power shall be great enough to release you from a world of eternal darkness into one of perpetual light.”

      Ben barely processed the words, his mind too stuck on the elixir of blood and bone which presumably filled the chalice on the floor. In the flickering candlelight, its flames creating shadows on the faces of those around him, Ben stared with revulsion at the viscous, burgundy fluid before them. Was it truly blood? Marrow? Bone? He stole a glance at Laurette near El, but she played her role too well, her eyes sealed shut while Freddy spoke. On his left, however, Sophia squeezed Ben’s hand, and with that he felt less alone. Freddy’s grip on his right was equally firm.

      “We appear humble before you,” Freddy preached, “and ask only of you tonight what was promised so many years ago, as we have remained faithful year after year to your calling.”

      At that Freddy and El released hands, and El bent to retrieve the chalice. She gave it to Freddy and wrapped her hands around his. “With this elixir,” she asked him, “do you promise to use the privileged gifts it offers you for the net good of your family and the world at large?”

      “I do,” Freddy said solemnly.

      El kept her hands over his as she guided the chalice to his mouth. After he drank, she wiped his lips clean with the cloth. Ben spotted the redness that bloomed in its fibers and tried not to gag.

      Freddy then took the chalice and repeated the same with El. When she finished, they turned toward Ben, careful to sidestep the sludge hole.

      You’re up, Benny Boy.

      Ben’s pulse thudded behind his eardrums.

      Freddy wrapped the chalice in Ben’s shaking hands, and it took every ounce of Ben’s resolve to refrain from tossing the goblet and its contents into the sludge pit. “With this elixir,” Freddy said, “do you promise to use the privileged gifts it offers you for the net good of your family and the world at large?”

      Ben hesitated. He looked at Laurette, then Sophia, made sure they were okay with continuing, because if they weren’t he would stop the madness right then and there. When they both nodded at him, he returned his attention to the chalice. Exhaling slowly, he said, “I do.”

      Although Freddy was clearly trying to maintain a serious presence, a quick smile crossed his lips and affection filled his eyes, and even as Ben took a mouthful of warm blood and gritty bone bits, even as his gut contracted in disgust at the putrid coppery taste and his brain signaled the desire to vomit, he felt an involuntary ripple of shame knowing he would soon betray his great grandfather. His next thought was where the blood and pulverized bone now coating his stomach had come from. Freddy had promised no one would get hurt.

      Ben forced himself not to dwell on it. He had to remain focused.

      Freddy moved toward Sophia next to Ben. Before he offered her the chalice, he said to Ben, “Do you wish to include this woman in your eternal circle of family and trust?”

      On that, Ben didn’t hesitate. “I do.”

      Freddy turned toward Sophia and asked the same question about using the elixir’s gifts for good, and after she answered, “I do,” and drank from the chalice, it was Laurette’s turn.

      Once everyone had consumed the vile liquid, El returned the chalice to the altar by the north-most pentagram. When Ben heard Sophia gag, he worried it would retrigger his own reflex, and once again he forced his mind away from the source of the gruesome elixir.

      Next, Freddy nodded to El. She departed in the direction of the garage, and Ben wondered what horror they faced next. Meanwhile, Freddy preached again of humble offerings, sources of power, and the need to sustain the familial line so that they might all be reunited.

      Ben sensed the moment would soon be upon them, the moment he would be asked to conjure a demon that would take the human form of Nick, given there’d been no other drugged miscreants in the back of Freddy’s Mercedes in the middle of the night. If Ben, Laurette, and Sophia had their way, that would not happen, and the bulge beneath Sophia’s gown would at last come in to play.

      As if right on cue, in came Nick, pushed in a wheelchair by El, her petite frame unhindered by the task. Ben thought of Harmony alone up in her bed, of the reclining wheelchair El had secured for her, and he wondered how many goddamn wheelchairs the couple had.

      Nick was drowsy, his head bobbing up and down as El pushed him over a floor drain. A blanket covered him to his neck. When El delivered him into the circle, Freddy said to Ben, “This will be quick, I promise you.”

      It’s time. This is it. Ben allowed the name buried in his subconscious to surface.

      Wait, something’s not right. Why would they keep Nick in the protective circle if they wanted to conjure a demon into him? He should be outside of it. He should—

      Freddy removed the blanket from Nick. Someone, either Laurette or Sophia, inhaled sharply.

      Holy fuck.

      Nick’s left arm was missing. Nothing but a bloody and bandaged stump hanging out of his T-shirt’s sleeve.

      Jesus. Was Nick’s arm the source of the gritty elixir they’d just drank? Had El whipped the appendage up in her nifty little food processor and dumped it into her cauldron?

      Ben retched but held back his puke. A short distance away, Laurette’s breaths grew rapid, and her hand covered her heart. Or maybe it was Sophia, because what transpired next happened so quickly everything blurred together in Ben’s mind.

      Just as he was about to grab Freddy and make him answer for what he’d done with Nick’s arm, Freddy, with incredible strength and speed, yanked the groggy Nick up from the wheelchair and snatched Jeremiah’s engraved ceremonial knife from El.

      In the flickering candlelight, with the swiftness of an assassin, he sliced it across Nick’s neck.

      Before Ben’s brain could even process what his eyes had seen, Freddy heaved a blinking and shocked Nick forward and dumped him headfirst into the sludge pit. When Nick’s freely flowing blood mixed with the gurgling gunk, the pit sprang to life. Like a rising, sucking beast, it sputtered and gulped and shot straight up in the air.

      It swallowed Nick up to his waist.
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      Stunned into paralysis, Ben gaped at Nick’s upside-down legs, which kicked and flailed in the erupting sludge of the sucking beast. Never had he seen anything like it. Never did he want to again.

      At last his body unstuck, and he dived for Nick’s lower limbs, the only part now visible in the undulating muck. Grabbing hold of the submerged man’s ankles above his stockinged feet, Ben strained to pull him up.

      It didn’t work. The gushing pit kept swallowing. Kept sucking and bubbling and gurgling, and when only Nick’s lower shins were still visible, Ben risked going with them.

      Around him, he heard people calling his name. Freddy, El, maybe everyone in the room, but he ignored them and instead dropped down to his stomach and yelled, “Laurette, give me your crutch.”

      Within seconds a crutch was in one of his hands. The other hand still grasped Nick’s quickly disappearing ankle, and like some horror-level déjà vu, Ben’s arm sank into the putrid, rust-colored sludge just as it had the day before. He stabbed the crutch into the feeding pit, which was now a three-foot geyser that defied the laws of physics. Unsure what he hoped to accomplish but desperate to give Nick something to grab onto, he poked the crutch wildly around in the sludge. “Nick! Grab onto it!”

      All the while, caustic sludge splashed Ben’s arms, his linen robe, his face, his mouth. He tasted the vile decay on his lips and was aware of the futility of his actions. As he fought Nick’s kicking legs, which were now swallowed up to his feet, and blindly poked the crutch around inside the insatiable hole, he was aware of Freddy next to him, telling him it was too late. Nick was their offering, their gift to the one who would grant them so much, one less violent man in the world who no one would miss.

      When Nick’s feet were flush with the floor, the sludge still sucking but no longer erupting, Ben finally let go, first of Nick’s foot and then the crutch, which he threw across the room where it collided with something metal and reverberated like a gong. For a moment he lay prone on the floor inside the stupid circle, his head inches from the muck, his linen gown rancid, his mind stunned.

      The demon hole fell silent, its meal complete.

      A hand reached for Ben, and he jerked.

      “It’s me, mon chéri,” Laurette said.

      He gripped her hand and stood, his breaths heavy, his heart a jackhammer in his chest. Before he could lob his anger at Freddy, Freddy cut him off.

      “I’m sorry, my son. I’m sorry you and your friends had to witness that. Truly, I am.”

      Ben glanced at Laurette. Her face was tense, all feigned enthusiasm washed away, her acting skills perhaps not strong enough for witnessing a murder. If Sophia was similarly freaked out, Ben couldn’t tell. She stood back, just inside the circle’s perimeter, whispering something in Spanish. Evidently, Freddy and El’s attention was too focused on Ben to notice.

      Freddy placed a hand on Ben’s shoulder, sludge clumps and all. Ben started to pull away but then allowed the touch. To not finish the ceremony now would be a crime in and of itself. Asshole or not, Nick deserved to have this nightmare extinguished. Ben’s arrogant certitude that he could prevent any human sacrifice—should Freddy have planned for it—had been naive at best and criminally negligent at worst. He’d even managed to convince himself Freddy had been telling the truth about the knife being purely ceremonial and no one getting hurt.

      “I tried to be quick,” Freddy was saying, his words miles away in Ben’s shellshocked state. “Tried to make it as painless for Nick as possible. I gave him a pain killer, and El fixed him with a little spell, so he likely felt nothing. But to reap our rewards, rewards that help not only us but everyone we touch, a little ugliness is necessary.”

      A little ugliness. Ha.

      Ben shrugged Freddy’s hand off his shoulder and said, “I thought Nick was supposed to be your human vessel for”—Ben waved his hand furiously toward the now silent pit—“whatever is lurking down there.”

      Freddy shook his head. “Of course not. Nick was a terrible man. He beat his wife and child, and every time Mandy thought she’d seen the last of him, he’d return for more. He’s committed crimes too, you know. He was a lowlife. Do you think we would want to invite Abigael’s companion into that type of a man?”

      “Oh, so there are ethics in demon raising?”

      Freddy’s upper lip twitched. “I’ll ignore your insolence because I know how shocking what you just witnessed was. What you all just witnessed.” He indicated Sophia and Laurette with a wave of his arm. “But we need a vessel who’s worthy. One with a connection to us. One whose benevolent personality will fuse with the one invited in. The person doesn’t simply disappear, you understand. The two beings…”

      “Cohabitate as one?”

      Ben was joking, but Freddy’s eyebrows lifted in happy accord. “Yes, exactly.”

      Then who have you picked? Ben wondered.

      If the man even dared think about using Sophia or Laurette, Ben would finish him right then and there. Grab the knife from the altar that had been used to slit Nick’s throat and stab it through Freddy’s heart.

      Ben swallowed his distress and forced himself to play along. “Let’s finish this then. But I’m—”

      He cut himself off. A strange sensation crept through him.

      He couldn’t define it fully. He just felt…different. More awake, more alive. No, that wasn’t quite it. He glanced around the space, its ugliness muted by the flickering candle flames. Everything seemed sharper. Clearer. The altar with its cauldron and bloody knife. The red and yellow paint in the symbols inside the circle beneath his feet. The whiteness of their linen gowns, his own coated with fetid muck. It was almost as if he could see the very atoms of each object shimmering as they held its molecular structure together.

      And he felt strong. Vital. Confident.

      He felt as though he could do anything.

      Was this an effect of the revolting bone elixir he’d drunk? Freddy and El’s personal fountain of youth, their elixir of life? Was it something more? He stared at Laurette, who only looked at him with concern, and then Sophia, who was still standing back, praying silently. Neither appeared to be experiencing the same. Then again, they weren’t Claxwell sons.

      “Are you ready?” Freddy asked, hands folded over his youthful stomach, fingers tapping his gown. His patience was evidently starting to fray. Then he must have noticed the change in Ben because his eyes widened and, in a hushed voice of wonder, he said, “It’s happening, isn’t it?”

      Ben nodded, even though he wasn’t clear on what it was. Freddy clapped his hands in almost childlike glee. He signaled something to El, and she disappeared down the hall.

      At first, Ben was confused, but then in his newfound clarity it came to him.

      El was off to retrieve the real human vessel.
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      Ben stood next to Laurette, every nerve fiber in his body prickling with anxious impatience. He wanted the night over. Wanted to pack up his shit and go home.

      He prayed their plan would work. (There you go again, praying to the God you don’t believe in, Sophia would say.) It had to work, because whoever El brought in to be the vessel, Ben refused to let that person fall prey to an otherworldly entity. Freddy might comfort himself by calling it “Abigael’s companion,” but it was still a demon no matter how you sliced it, and despite Freddy’s assertion otherwise, no good could come from giving it human form. There was a reason demon’s names were kept secret, so secret in fact that, according to Sophia, during invocations or exorcisms, magicians or priests would rattle off as many demon names as they could, hoping to find the right one to either invite the entity or exorcise it.

      In Ben’s opinion, only the latter should be an option.

      From the direction of the garage, squeaking wheels rolled down the basement’s north hallway. Probably another wheelchair, but Ben couldn’t yet see who El was pushing.

      He held his breath. A terrifying image came to him.

      Harmony.

      Oh God, please not my mother.

      El appeared in the candlelight, but it wasn’t Harmony in the wheelchair.

      It was Mandy.

      The young mother was conked out like Nick had been but thankfully with all her appendages.

      El wheeled her human bounty forward, stopping just shy of the protective circle. Then she herself stepped into the ring and reached for her husband’s hand.

      Ben shook his head. “Nope. No way. You can’t use Mandy.”

      Laurette narrowed her eyes at him, and even Sophia glanced over. He knew what they were thinking: We’re not going to let that happen. But they couldn’t be sure their plan would succeed, so how could he risk Mandy becoming a human vessel? “There’s no way she signed up for this, even with your promise to cure Jake.”

      “Don’t worry, son,” Freddy said. “She’s not harmed. It’s simply a narcotic. No spells this time, I promise. And believe me, she’ll be immensely grateful for the gift we’re giving her.”

      “She has a kid,” Ben said, imploring Freddy.

      “And she’ll still have one when she’s done.”

      “As a friggin’ demon?”

      Laurette placed a hand on Ben’s forearm. “We need a vessel. She’s a good choice, yes?” Apparently, Laurette was back in acting mode. “She’s a good person. She has ties to the inn and the family.”

      El smiled at Laurette. “Listen to your friend, Benjamin. You’ve chosen a wise partner in her.”

      “But Mandy’s been drugged. She obviously didn’t consent to this.”

      “Pick mother or son,” Freddy said, a rare irritation on his face. “If you want Jake to be freed, then this will happen. We must hurry. Midnight is fast approaching.”

      After a beat, Ben gave a churlish nod. In his mind he added, you asshole. A glance at Laurette and Sophia suggested they were ready to proceed, at least with their version of the ceremony.

      Back in a circle, holding hands around the sludge pit that had devoured Nick only minutes before, candles flickering on their countenances and incense masking the scent of decay, they listened as Freddy began his recitation. He chronicled the Claxwell family’s discipleship over the years, their faithfulness, their loyalty, their secrecy. He spoke of family members lost, of others gained, most notably Ben, who carried the secret and from whose lips the sacred name would be delivered. He described a wait of three hundred years for this most momentous of nights and of the honor to be entrusted with such a magnificent gift.

      “Oh, great spirit, who has united himself with our very own Abigael, her powers fused with your own, I do invoke and conjure you to rise up and take form in the human vessel we offer you.”

      As soon as Freddy spoke the words, electrical currents rippled through Ben’s body. From his head to his torso to his arms, maybe even into Sophia’s body on his left and Laurette’s on his right. Even his hair felt alive.

      What in the…?

      Across from him stood Freddy and El, their eyes closed and their heads toward the ceiling, even though their deity was down below.

      The moment was near. Ben felt it more than he understood it.

      “With your rebirth,” Freddy preached, “I will, in the power I hold and in the even greater power my great grandson now possesses, restore you to your office and place you among the living so that you may once again reign in your princely glory, and nevermore of Hell shall you know.”

      Ben threw a sideways glance at Sophia whose mouth was moving but whose words he couldn’t hear. His gaze fell to the bulge beneath her robe.

      Freddy’s voice rose in pitch, and his upturned face glowed in the candlelight. “Then you shall immediately talk with us, as a friend speaks to a friend, and you shall have all the earthly delights to which you have for millennia been denied.”

      Ben now looked to Laurette. With Freddy’s concentration on his oration and El standing next to him, her eyes closed and her body swaying in blissful anticipation, Ben gave a slight jerk of his head toward Mandy, who slept in the wheelchair outside the circle. With feverish intensity, he whispered to Laurette, “Marcus Welby.” At first she frowned but then quickly registered an understanding.

      Freddy’s voice grew even louder, and Ben dared no further side hustles that might risk distracting him. The older gentleman’s timbre echoed in the concrete confinement of the flickering basement, and a thick veil of evil seeped from the putrid hole at their center.

      “We have fulfilled our duties to the fullest,” Freddy said, “making sacrifices to your greatness for years on end. May the flesh offering we bestowed upon you tonight be the final sustenance to bring you forth from your burdensome shackles.” Freddy paused his conjuration to look at Sophia. “And now you will share the name with Benjamin.”

      She nodded, blinking rapidly, and when she reached under her robe to release the object she’d hidden, as if merely retrieving the “real” amulet, Ben saw her hands were trembling more than his own. So much was riding on her. Would her swift apprenticeship with Ana and Harmony be enough?

      He exhaled a foul breath of fear. Please let it be enough.

      When Freddy saw the tarnished brass container Sophia held instead of a locket, his eyebrows pinched together. She answered him before he could question it. “It’s a vinaigrette box of Harmony’s…I mean Patricia’s…your daughter’s. I hid the amulet’s message inside it.”

      Ben stared at Freddy, hoping he bought it. The four-by-two-inch antique box had actually come from Ana. Once used to carry sponges soaked with perfume for travel, its purpose was for something entirely different that evening in the basement of The Abigael Inn. After a brief hesitation, Freddy nodded, as if anxious to not break the flow of the ceremony. He resumed his incantation.

      “Tonight, with four other souls as my witness and with a human vessel ready to receive you, we imminently call you forth.” He lowered his gaze to Ben. “You’ll repeat after me, son, and when I nod, you’ll say his name, you and only you.”

      Ben’s throat was too raw to swallow.

      “I look upon you with hopefulness, oh great spirit,” Freddy said.

      Ben repeated his great grandfather’s words.

      “You are praiseworthy and divine, with gladness I proclaim.” Freddy was almost shouting now, Ben’s own volume increasing as he recited the same words.

      “On this night, as my discipleship comes to an end, and a new disciple will be crowned with your blessing—”

      To Ben’s surprise and shock, he cut Freddy off and continued the incantation on his own. He was amazed—horrified, really—to find he no longer needed his great grandfather’s direction. He knew the words himself. How, he had no clue, but they came to him as surely as his newfound sense of clarity and power had come moments earlier. Indeed, if what Freddy had said was true, the discipleship had not only spiritually passed on to Ben, it had physically passed on as well. But it was a title Ben wanted no part of.

      To continue the ruse, however, he let his words suggest otherwise. “As your new disciple, I raise you with gladness and esteem. I raise you with steadfast devotion and will continue to honor your name for the eternity of time, the same eternity you have promised myself and those who worship before you tonight in our quest to travel the everlasting path of life.”

      Freddy stared at Ben in awe and pride, his devotion soaring to the highest level Ben had yet witnessed from him. Then Freddy nodded to Sophia, indicating it was time to show Ben the name. When, with trembling fingers, she raised the lid of the antique box, Freddy raised his and El’s hands and closed his eyes to the heavens above.

      While Sophia pretended to show Ben the name, Ben whispered to Laurette, “The naloxone. Now.”

      Sophia held open the box and mumbled an incantation in Spanish under her breath, an incantation Ben knew was meant to separate Abigael from the demon at the precise moment he arose, because if she couldn’t free Abigael, Toby and the rest of the souls would be trapped in the hotel forever.

      Laurette eased to the edge of the circle, just inside it, and dug for the reversal agent in Ben’s medical bag which was near a candle’s light. Though Ben hadn’t had the foresight to deduce Mandy would be the vessel, thank God he’d had the foresight to bring Marcus Welby.

      As he started to recite lines that, in his newfound power, came to him from out of nowhere and yet he knew were correct, his voice remained strong, allowing Sophia’s own incantation to be nothing but foreign white noise to Freddy and El, both of whom seemed oblivious to all but the forthcoming blessings, their faces glowing in near orgasmic joy in anticipation of something they had coveted for nearly a century: immortality.

      Laurette crept near Mandy’s chair outside the circle, behind Freddy and El, and injected Mandy with the naloxone. If a narcotic was truly the only thing in the young mother’s system, the reversal agent should act within a minute or two, but Ben could not utter the demon’s name until Laurette was safely back in the circle. He also noted Laurette slipped her horn-shaped vial of herbs into Mandy’s pocket. Recalling what Sophia had said about Ana’s protective ampules—Once the ceremony begins, there’ll be no leaving the inn without them—he was relieved Laurette had remembered that detail.

      “Because you are the prince of disease and healing,” Ben shouted, “you hold power over our bodies, thus that you might deliver illness but also cure it, thus that you might raise from the dead our ancestors before us. We ask for the bounty of eternal health as you have promised, oh thee of everlasting life, and in return we offer our faithful devotion as we walk this earth with you in ongoing servitude.”

      Ben’s entire body now quaked in horror as the words he was saying, words that flew out of his mouth almost on their own volition, took meaning in his brain. This has to work. It has to. If not, we’re all servants to a demon for eternity. As he spoke, he slowed his cadence, waiting—praying—for Mandy to wake up. He could pull her wheelchair into the circle to protect her, but he couldn’t risk Freddy catching on to his treachery. The determined man would either push Mandy back out, or worse, he might chuck her into the pit as he had Nick and use Sophia or Laurette as a vessel instead.

      Ben inhaled deeply, appalling words of power and eternity and rightful prince of the earth bellowing from his mouth. He saw Sophia ready with Ana’s vinaigrette box, the brass receiving vessel.

      At that point, everything happened quickly. Mandy woke up, her eyes wide with fear, her chair just outside the circle. A few feet in front of her and to the left, Freddy and El remained in their trancelike ecstasy, faces still upturned and hands joined together in the air.

      “Run!” Ben shouted to Mandy. “Now!”

      She didn’t need to be told twice. She took off toward the garage, stumbling at first, but then finding her footing. Just as Freddy and El opened their eyes, blinking in confusion, Ben continued his conjuring. He roared, “Descend unto your dwelling—”

      El gaped behind her at the empty wheelchair, Mandy nowhere in sight. A distressed awareness widened her eyes. “No!” she cried.

      “—I command you into your dwelling!” Ben shouted. “Descend unto your everlasting home, oh almighty Prince…”—he hesitated a few seconds and then bellowed the name only he could—“Prince Ezuth!”

      As soon as he uttered it, the room around them began to shake. Tools banged the walls. Paint buckets crashed from the shelves. The pit bubbled like hot lava in the center of their human ring.

      “There’s no vessel!” El cried.

      Sophia’s own voice rose, and although it was in Spanish, Ben knew she was now praying to release Abigael from her demonic tethers, praying to the God she had served her entire life, asking that He spare His heavenly angel Abigael while He banished Ezuth to the depths of Hell forever.

      In the event her prayers went unanswered, Sophia held out the antique vinaigrette box in her trembling hands, hoping to trap Ezuth’s spirit inside it for eternity. Of the three of them—Ben, Laurette, and Sophia—she was the only child of God, the only true Christ believer among them, and Ben hoped like hell the Big Guy listened to her now.

      The chaos in the concrete cave crescendoed. Howling and screeching and shadowy figures, hundreds of trapped human souls, whipped around the room like blasts of fog.

      At the same moment Sophia was releasing Abigael and condemning Ezuth to the brass vessel, El stepped outside of the circle.

      “No!” Freddy called out to his wife.

      In an instant, swirling masses swarmed around her body.

      “It’s the only way,” El cried above the cacophony of raised spirits. “We’ll be together forever, the three of us.” She held her arms open wide. “Ezuth, I welcome you. Take my physical form!”

      For a moment, only the swirling and shrieking anarchy reigned. Then, with Sophia still supplicating her Lord on Ben’s left, Ben watched in stunned horror as El’s body jerked into boardlike rigidity outside the circle and rose off the ground. At the same time, Sophia switched to English and shouted, “Praise be to God. Abigael and the pure spirits are freed!”

      Ben jerked his head to the space behind Sophia where a salmon cloud of spirits gathered, separating themselves from their evil brethren who swiped and whipped like gray clouds around El’s taut body. The pinkish cloud behind Sophia twisted into a spiraling funnel and sailed toward the ceiling, blowing through it like a tornado, leaving no trace of its passage as it ascended to the heavens above.

      Sticking with English, Sophia shouted, “I exorcise you, evil spirit, in the name of Jesus Christ.” Sweat dripped off her forehead, and her face burned red in the candlelight. The brass vessel lay useless at her feet on the ground, El now the receptacle.

      “Source of all evil, trickster of man, seducer of women, tremble at the feet of our Lord and God. Be you cursed and damned, be you eternally rejected from the heavens and the earth, be you forever condemned to the bowels of Hell, I command you to depart!”

      Freddy was frantic now, grasping at his rigid wife, the gray cloud of spirits swooping into her body to join the condemned demon. As they melded with her flesh, her skin blistered and split and oozed pinkish foam.

      “What have you done?” Freddy wailed at Ben. His look of betrayal nearly cut Ben in half. It wasn’t supposed to be El. “What have you done, my son?” his great grandfather repeated.

      “Ezuth,” Sophia bellowed, “I condemn you to a river of filth and flame, of pain and suffering, to the deepest depths of Hell where you shall forever burn in its fiery abyss.” Sophia shifted to Ben, her eyes wild, the tumult around her—around all of them—deafening in its madness. “You have to condemn him yourself. It must come from your mouth!”

      Ben did as she ordered, repeating her line as best he could, condemning Ezuth underground forever, knowing it was too late to save El. Whether it was to Hell or an endless void, he didn’t know, but wherever it was that eternal darkness existed, Ben condemned Ezuth there.

      As soon as he uttered the demon’s name with his now powerful tongue, El’s stiff and shredded body, along with the evil spirits of the inn swarming inside her, shot with horrifying speed into the sucking pit and disappeared.

      To Ben’s absolute shock, upon their exit the putrid sludge hardened into dirt, sealing itself off completely, banishing all the evil-doers—from the sacrificed killers to no doubt Edward and El themselves—to the underworld forever. With Abigael’s good and pure spirit finally released, and likely Toby’s as well, Ezuth could never again feed off her essence and those of her descendants.

      As suddenly as the room had erupted in chaos, it fell silent. Nothing but the usual pipe clunks and the structural creaking of aged wood.

      Freddy stood there, helpless, tears streaking his face, Ben now the one with all the power.

      “Why have you betrayed me, son? Why?” His voice was pleading. No anger, only despair.

      “I…I…I had to stop this.” Ben recognized the feebleness of his apology. “I didn’t know that would happen to El, I swear I didn’t.” Whether El deserved death or not, it pained Ben that it was at his hands. He pointed shakily to the antique box. “We wanted to trap the demon in the brass vessel. That was our only goal, but she stepped outside the circle.” His shock of emotions made it difficult to breathe.

      And then he remembered Jake.

      Oh God, what have we done?

      Jake would be trapped forever if Ben couldn’t convince Freddy to free him.

      “Please,” Ben said, advancing toward his grandfather, grabbing his arm. “You have to free Jake. Or tell me how. I know you don’t want a little boy trapped in this place forever.”

      “But I gave you everything. Everything,” Freddy said, his voice thick with sorrow. He seemed not to have heard Ben’s request about Jake.

      “Please,” Ben repeated. “I’m begging you. Help me release Jake. Please.”

      But then Ben saw something he didn’t understand. He blinked at Freddy. Blinked again. The man was aging before his eyes. Freddy’s face grew deep furrows. His chin and neck sagged. His skin withered.

      Freddy noticed it too. He stared at the flesh on his hands in disbelief. He rolled up the sleeves of his gown and did the same, holding them toward the candlelight. Sinewy muscles, frail veins, liver spots and bruises. “You’ve condemned him,” he wailed. “Along with my dearest El, you’ve condemned him.” His voice adopted the tremor of age. “And without his gift of life, you’ve now condemned me as well!”

      Freddy’s body pitched over. His spine and shoulders stooped like those of a decrepit old man. His knuckles doubled in size and twisted into talons of arthritis.

      He placed a knobby hand over his heart, his eyes wide and teary, now rheumy with old age.

      He crumpled to the ground. The last thing Ben heard, the last thing he would ever remember from his great grandfather, was the sadness on the man’s face and his whispered, “Why, my son? Why?”

      Then the hundred-and-twelve-year-old man’s eyes stilled to a lifeless stare, and he died.
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      Like three weary and battered soldiers, Ben, Laurette, and Sophia silently trudged their way upstairs and retreated to the dining room. Ben knew they, like him, were trying to process the deaths they had just witnessed: El and Nick buried forever in a sealed-off pit of evil and Freddy an emaciated old man on the basement floor.

      It wasn’t until they were all seated at a table, slumped over in shock, that Ben broke the silence. “Did you see that look on Freddy’s face?” he asked, his throat rough and dry. “I…I didn’t think he would die. Not like that, anyway. I mean, we had to end it, I’m not sorry about that. It’s just…” Parched, he could barely speak, and when he licked his lips, he tasted the gritty remnants of blood and bone.

      He rose and grabbed three waters from the bar fridge, and then, after a beat, grabbed a bottle of brandy. After bringing the drinks to the table, he returned to the bar for three shot glasses. Brandy was supposed to be soothing, right? Calm the nerves. Lower one’s stress.

      In that case, they might need a barrel of it.

      “You couldn’t have known,” Laurette said, the second to speak.

      In their six years of friendship, Ben had never seen her take a shot of hard alcohol—she stuck to beer or wine—but she took one now. Sophia too.

      “And El? Swallowed up like that?” Ben’s hand shook as he poured a second shot for each of them.

      “I didn’t know that would happen,” Sophia finally said, her face still pinched in…what? Fear? Shock? Disbelief they were all still alive? “I hoped the brass vessel would work. I didn’t imagine El would step outside the circle.”

      “None of us did,” Ben said. “That’s not on you. You were amazing, freeing Abigael like that.” He leaned back and closed his eyes. “Doesn’t this place already feel different to you? The ghosts are gone.”

      Although he heard the words come out of his mouth, he still couldn’t believe he was the one saying them. He couldn’t deny he felt different though. Whether power was the right way to describe his new state of being or not, he didn’t know, but he felt open. He felt aware. Aware of thoughts and ideas that would have never before entered his mind.

      With the brandy working its magic, warming his blood and calming his shakes, he whipped off the linen robe which was stinking and stiff with the dried muck of the pit. He tossed it a good distance away and sat in his T-shirt and shorts. Laurette and Sophia did the same.

      If it was power to have a heightened sense of other realms, then so be it, because although the hotel definitely felt different, quieter, Ben still felt a presence.

      Jake.

      Before he could stop it, a sob choked from his throat.

      “Oh, mon chéri,” Laurette said, shooting up from her chair and going to him, her bruised ankle probably throbbing from the sudden motion. “What’s the matter?”

      Ben squeezed his eyes tightly shut. Felt wetness behind them despite his efforts otherwise. “Jake,” he said. “I don’t know how to free him. I…I thought Freddy and El would still be here. I knew they would be furious with me for shitting all over their plan, but I thought they’d still be here and that Freddy would release Jake. What an idiot I was.” He wiped roughly at his eyes. “Now what do we do?”

      Laurette hugged him and made soothing noises, her own tears wetting his face. “We will find him, I promise you.”

      “Yes,” Sophia said with determination. “I’ll get Ana to help. Look what we just did, Ben. I know we can do that too.”

      They sat in silence for a while longer, sipping their water and their brandy, Laurette back in her seat but still holding Ben’s hand.

      Just as he was about to pour himself a third shot, the hotel’s security alarm chimed.

      He bolted up in his seat. Laurette and Sophia looked similarly startled.

      The three chimes indicated someone had entered the inn, but since no beeping followed, that meant the alarm hadn’t been reset after Mandy’s escape. Why would it be? She’d fled out the garage for her life. But the front door would have been locked, and two of the four people who had a key were now dead and the third was drinking brandy near the bar. Mandy had the fourth.

      With mounting anxiety, Ben stood. Had she called the police? It made sense she would, of course, but although Ben had planned on doing the same, he was hoping for a little more time to collect himself.

      When he reached the dining room’s French doors he saw it was indeed Mandy coming down the foyer but thankfully with no police.

      Throwing anxious glances in all directions, she asked tentatively, “Is it over?”

      Ben met her halfway, stopping at the antique grandfather clock that had chimed only once the whole time he’d been there, compliments of a lurking ghost.

      “It’s over,” he said. “Freddy and El are…gone.”

      The thought of Jake still suspended somewhere in the hotel clawed at Ben’s heart, and his tears of sorrow and frustration threatened to return. How was he was going to tell Mandy he wasn’t able to free her child? Surely that was what she’d returned for. Her sweet son, through no fault of his own, had been caught up in the dark roots of the Claxwell family tree. Worse, now that Toby had been set free, Jake was truly all alone, no boy ghost to keep a watchful eye. Mandy would blame Ben—would hate Ben—and rightfully so.

      Nausea took hold of him. “I’m so sorry, Mandy, but I…I wasn’t able to free Jake.” He lowered his head, ashamed to even look at her.

      Is it dark where the boy is? Scary? It must be lonely. It must—

      “He’s fine,” Mandy said softly.

      Ben jerked his head back up. “What? What did you say?”

      “I said he’s fine.” Now it was Mandy who couldn’t maintain eye contact. She chewed her lip and peered past him into the dining room. “That’s what I came back to tell you. I owe you at least that.”

      A huge wave of relief washed over Ben. He grabbed the wooden frame of the grandfather clock for support. “Oh thank God,” he said, his words tumbling out. “Where is he? How did you get him? Did Ana help you?” He looked behind Mandy toward the front door, craning his neck. “Is she here?”

      “No, you don’t understand.” Mandy exhaled slowly. “He’s at my neighbor’s. He…” She closed her eyes, as if trying to find her own source of support. “He was never trapped in the hotel.”

      Ben’s mouth dropped open, but no words followed. How…? What…? In his peripheral vision, he saw Laurette and Sophia approach.

      “Are you telling me,” he finally managed through gritted teeth, “that Freddy never really took him?”

      She nodded.

      “And you knew this?” Ben’s voice rose to a bellow. “The whole time you knew this? You knew that I thought your son was trapped in this hotel? Do you have any idea how much that killed me? How much it tortured me that I couldn’t find him? How much it tortured all of us?”

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, twisting and untwisting the hem of her coat. “I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness, especially since you guys saved my life, but I’m really sorry. Freddy needed to be sure you’d stay and help him.”

      “How could you let me think that? Why would you let me think that?”

      Mandy’s cheeks flushed. “He promised he could cure my son’s diabetes.”

      “And for that you let me—”

      “Lots of people live with diabetes, you’re thinking. So what? But type one? Since the age of three? Do you know the physical and emotional toll that disease takes on Jake? On me? How I spend every waking moment wondering if his blood sugar will bottom out?”

      “Hey, I know it’s an awful illness, but—”

      “Or if he ate too many carbs? Too few carbs? Did his pump malfunction? Is his infusion site infected? Will we be back at the doctor’s tomorrow? Are his kidneys going to fail? Will his next hospitalization be covered? Will he end up with a foot amputation someday? Will he go blind?” Mandy’s eyes flashed raw misery. “Freddy made it sound like curing Jake would actually be possible. That if I kept an eye on you—”

      “What do you mean kept an eye on me?”

      “I…I went through your things when you first came here. Found the locket in your suitcase. Freddy asked me to look for it.”

      “So you’re the one who told him I had it,” Ben said. “Jesus, and here I was thinking Edward was some sort of a ghost snitch. You were the snitch all along, weren’t you? Probably spying on us, sneaking in when we didn’t know it, reporting our activities to Freddy, maybe telling him we’d gotten a hold of a manuscript and some photos, not really understanding what it was but passing the info on anyway. That’s how Freddy always seemed one step ahead.”

      “Please, you have to believe me,” she pleaded. “Freddy promised if I did that and if I brought him Nick, Jake would be cured and the two of us would never have to worry again. About his health, about money, about Nick.” She wasn’t crying, but her expression was pinched and ugly and pained.

      Despite her obvious sincerity, Ben was livid. “He slit Nick’s throat and threw him into a pit, did you know that?”

      She blanched. “No. No…I…he was just going to use him. Like a vessel, he said.”

      “Did you stop to consider what that might be?”

      “I wanted my son cured. I would have done just about anything. Jake has been in the hospital so many times. Did I know something was up with your grandparents? Of course I did. You think I can’t tell something’s wrong with this place? But it paid far more than any job I’ve ever had, any job I could ever hope to have, and Clara, Freddy, and El were always so good to me. Always so accepting. The family I never had. So I helped them with this one thing.”

      “Well, it was a pretty big thing, for fuck’s sake!”

      Laurette reached for Ben, but he released his rage by punching the side of the clock, making it rattle and chime a sickly gong.

      “That was a cruel thing to do to Ben and me,” Laurette said to Mandy. She stabbed her finger at the basement stairs near the front of the foyer. “Everything Ben did down there in that terrible, terrible room was in hopes of freeing your son. We heard Jake’s screams. They ate at our souls.” Clearly Laurette had a little anger of her own. “How did Freddy make that happen? How did he get Jake’s voice in the old intercom?”

      “It was me,” Mandy said, eyes downcast. “Freddy asked me to record myself screaming and begging you for help. He must have altered it to sound like Jake. I don’t know how he did it or how he got the intercom working, but he said if I’d do that for him, it would keep you here because he needed you for something important. I’d do just about anything to give my son a normal, healthy life. Wouldn’t you?”

      Ben stared at her, his chest heaving, his head throbbing in anger. He had no answer for her. He didn’t know how far he’d go if it were Maxwell. Maybe he would’ve done the same thing, especially if he trusted the person doing the asking and didn’t know it involved a literal pact with the devil.

      He closed his eyes. God, he was tired. “Just go,” he said to Mandy. “Go.”

      “I really am sorry,” she said. “I didn’t—”

      “Go!” Ben shouted.

      She turned and hurried toward the door, but at the last second she hesitated. She examined the set of keys in her hands. With a sigh, she unwound the key to the entrance, clunked it onto the foyer’s antique console table, and left the inn.
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      Well after midnight Ben sat alone at his mother’s bedside in guest room six, his mind reeling from the evening’s events.

      After Mandy had left, Laurette asked what he would do to replace her, especially since they were supposed to return to Philadelphia that day, although their departure would no doubt be delayed once Ben called the police. Sophia had delicately suggested it might be better to keep Mandy on in his absence, at least until he could sell the place. Someone would need to keep the inn up, and wasn’t Mandy the safest choice considering she knew its secrets?

      Ben didn’t know. Couldn’t think that far ahead. The only thing he was focused on at that moment was trying to figure out how he would explain everything to the police—the Claxwell history, the murders over the years, the haunted inn—without coming off as a delusional psycho. Nick had been murdered on Ben’s watch, his body gone. El, too, had vanished. And an aged Freddy lay dead in the basement. Ben couldn’t exactly pack his suitcase and head back to Philly. At least he had Laurette and Sophia to back him up. Ana too. Maybe even Simon the bookshop owner.

      How long would the investigation take? He was on a research rotation, so a delay wasn’t much of a problem work-wise, but Christmas was in a few days, and he just wanted to return to his son.

      At least Jake was safe. That was something. Ben felt like a truck had been lifted off his chest, but his anger and frustration over how he’d been played were suffocating in and of themselves.

      After Mandy had departed, Ben told Laurette and Sophia he needed a moment alone with his mother, and he’d been sitting with her ever since, the pit’s stinging muck still caked on his face and arms. Although he wasn’t receiving any telepathic messages from Harmony, that feeling he’d had earlier of there still being a presence in the hotel was even stronger in her room.

      “We did it, Mom,” he said softly to her, stroking her pale hand. “I’m sorry you had to grow up here. No wonder you kept me away from it—and away from you and your family.” He studied her face. He saw no discomfort, no pain. Only the restful repose of a comatose woman, a woman who by all means should be awake and yet wasn’t. “It kills me that I couldn’t bring you out of your coma, but I knew you wouldn’t want me making a deal with a devil to do it.”

      After ten more minutes of silence, he couldn’t stand his own stink. He would wash up and then call the police. The longer he waited, the worse it would be.

      He rose from the wingback chair he’d dragged over to the bed but froze halfway up. Every hair on his body tingled.

      It wasn’t fear he felt. It was the presence. A presence that had just grown ten times sharper and made clear that not every spirit in the inn had been sent to a final resting place.

      Ben sank back down in the chair, wondering what was in the room with him. Who was in the room with him. Was this to be his life now? Attuned to things other people couldn’t sense? Would he now see the souls of his dying patients leave their bodies? Sense every spirit lurking in an old building? It was a gift he wasn’t sure he wanted. No, it was a gift he was positive he didn’t want.

      He held his breath at the heightened presence. The very air around him changed. Cooler, charged, a scent of Play-Doh almost.

      On the other side of the bed, the molecules in the air formed a shape, a warped shape, as if the side table and silk-flower display behind it were being viewed through water. Then the warped, transparent cloud became a boy.

      Ben wasn’t frightened. He sensed no harm to him or his mother. On the contrary, he felt wonder.

      It was Toby.

      A heady warmth washed over Ben. He inhaled sharply at the kindness and gratefulness he felt from it. Inside his head a thank you whispered.

      The spiritual essence that was nine-year-old Toby leaned over and kissed his sister’s cheek, a sister he had known for only three years before his own life was cruelly stolen for attempting to do what Ben had finally managed to do fifty-three years later.

      Ben watched in wonder as Toby’s glassy form slipped into Harmony’s body, a merging of souls between brother and sister, each perhaps getting from the other what they themselves lacked.

      To Ben’s growing amazement, his mother’s eyes fluttered open. She blinked at the textured ceiling a few times and then turned her head toward Ben.

      In a voice he hadn’t heard for four and a half years, and with a serene, carefree expression he wasn’t sure he’d ever seen from her, his mother said, “It’s over, my sweet Benjamin. You finished it.”
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      With the April wind lifting his hair and the midday sun warming his face, Ben stood in the parking lot of The Abigael Inn. He breathed in the fresh New England air, a welcome relief after five and a half hours in his Mustang. Behind him the pond rippled softly, and in front of him a few loose shutters flapped against the inn’s siding. Despite the hotel’s isolation up on the hill, it carried none of its earlier foreboding.

      The place had been freed.

      And thanks to the recent lockdown from COVID-19, the place was also empty.

      After the police investigation had wrapped up in early March, and all the bodies—or what was left of them, including Nick’s and El’s—were removed from a mass grave near the inn, Ben and Mandy had reopened the place. Although its walls would still shelter the rare passing traveler, a return to full bookings wouldn’t occur until the pandemic was under control. That suited Ben fine.

      He and Mandy had arranged for quarterly meetings, but this first reunion would be short as he intended to drive back to Philadelphia the following morning in order to spend the bulk of Sunday with his son. It was a rare full weekend Ben had off, and he and Maxwell had a two-level train track to build before he returned to his sports medicine rotation on Monday. Depending on how hard Montgomery Hospital got hit with COVID-19 admissions, he might be returning to the general medicine ward instead. An all-hands-on-deck kind of thing. Regardless, in a little over two months he would be a fourth-year orthopedic surgery resident, and oh what a year it had been. Given the pandemic, 2020 wasn’t looking much better, but at least his own personal struggles were behind him.

      He unlocked the inn and silenced the security alarm. As he waited for Mandy to arrive, he set his bag down near the brass coatrack and wandered through the entrance hall toward the dining room, soaking in the stillness around him. Still a chorus of settling noises. Still the hiss pop tap from the basement storage room. But no door hinges creaking open by themselves or broken intercom systems screeching in horror. Nothing left at the inn but physical objects.

      And Ben ought to know. His metaphysical transformation after the gruesome ceremony remained. Rational Ben was still rational Ben, and logic and reason remained his defaults, but he could no longer deny the unseen and unheard. Whether his newfound awareness was a parting gift from the dark force whose name he refused to even think or whether it was his natural legacy from Abigael, he wasn’t sure. Laurette claimed the latter. She felt it was always inside him but had required a catalyst.

      A catalyst. Ha. He’d gotten that and then some.

      Laurette had also suggested he was an earth angel, just like his mother and uncle before him and even Abigael herself, but Ben didn’t buy that. Toby, sure. Harmony, probably. But me? Doubtful. Lightness, optimism, and everything good didn’t exactly flow through his blood. He did hope to make a difference in people’s lives though, so maybe that would be enough.

      His new spiritual state would take some getting used to, no lie there. A month prior, despite the ICU team’s best efforts, one of Ben’s trauma patients, a sixty-year-old man who’d suffered multiple fractures and internal injuries after a car accident, was dying. Ben had sat alone in the room with him, nothing more from a medical standpoint they could do. Although intubated and sedated, the man was aware of his demise, and Ben had felt the guy’s fear and solitude as surely as he’d felt the scrubs against his own flesh.

      So, taking the patient’s hand in his own, Ben closed his eyes and allowed the images nudging their way into his brain to surface. Shadowy figures emerged, and from them Ben felt caring and devotion. When Ben told the man what he saw, that the man’s passed-on loved ones were waiting for him and he wouldn’t be alone in death, the man’s heartbeat slowed, and his face softened into a more peaceful countenance. Ben had held his hand until he died, and as clearly as he had felt the spirits of The Abigael Inn move on, so too did he feel the patient’s.

      Did he think it was heaven the man’s spirit passed on to? He had no clue. His acceptance of such a notion wasn’t there yet.

      Still waiting on Mandy, he grabbed himself a diet soda from the fountain and sat at the bar in the dining room. He and the young mother had patched things up. As the police investigation wore on, Mandy had been a strong ally for Ben. Although her deceiving him about Jake was horrible—Ben still heard those faked child cries in his dreams—she’d lacked full knowledge of what Freddy and El had been planning. She was only aware they had “special gifts,” and when they had offered to cure her son’s chronic disease, a disease that put him at risk for myriad complications in the future, in exchange for offering up her asshole ex, she had agreed.

      She swore she had no idea death awaited Nick. For the most part, Ben believed her, but he couldn’t imagine Nick’s demise hadn’t entered her mind at some point. Either way, she’d probably figured she was getting rid of two awful things at once: Nick and her son’s illness. She was a mother of little means protecting her child from a man who’d abused him and a disease that was doing the same. She’d fought back the only way she knew how.

      So, as the weeks passed, he and Mandy had worked things out. Not yet ready to sell the inn, he had tripled her salary and made her manager of the place. Awful history or not, the dwelling was part of his legacy, and he had it in his power to finally make things right. He had encouraged Mandy to fix whatever needed fixing and hire whatever staff needed hiring, including an accountant and an assistant manager if need be. Both shocked and elated at the job security coming her way, the normally reserved and awkward young mother had embraced Ben in a bear hug.

      The generous salary and carte blanche on the inn’s upkeep had been easy for Ben to offer because a week after he’d returned home from December’s nightmare at the inn, he had learned the stunning news from Freddy and El’s attorney that he was the sole beneficiary of all the Claxwell assets. Freddy and El had put the inheritance in place after Clara had sacrificed herself for the hotel. Although they’d sought immortality and resurrection of their ancestors, clearly they had hoped Ben would carry on their legacy should the plan fail. The fact they’d left nothing to Harmony, their granddaughter, pissed Ben off. Coma or no coma, she’d paid her dues. Given the preferential placement of sons in the Claxwell family graveyard, Freddy’s denial of any masculine favoritism in the family fell woefully short. Although the old man may have shared the sixth-sense capabilities Ben now possessed, it was El, a woman married into the family, who had seemed to have the most power with her “little spells.”

      Sipping his diet soda, deep in his thoughts, Ben stared out the dining room window to the blossoming garden beyond, where not long ago a string of crime-scene tape had wound around the perimeter of the inn. After the tragic ceremony, he had spent three grueling days with the police before he’d finally been allowed to return to Philadelphia on Christmas Day. He’d had many more conversations with them since.

      Thanks to Mandy, Ana Popovici, and Simon from Simon’s Books, Ben had plenty of allies, including other town members who’d long believed something was at play with Freddy and El. Between their testimonies and the manuscript written by Simon’s author friend, no real suspicion had been cast Ben’s way.

      But there were questions.

      Lots and lots of questions.

      Although Ben doubted the police, or at least not all of them, believed any of the supernatural talk, and he was careful to sidestep it himself lest he look like a madman, the buried bodies the investigators had found on the grounds (not including the graveyard itself), were all the evidence they had needed to prove men had gone missing from the inn.

      They weren’t neat graves either, but rather a massive underground pit full of bones, some disarticulated from the rest of their skeletons, some so old they were decayed to mostly dust, and others, like Nick and El’s, new enough that flesh still clung to them. How the bodies had ended up so far north of the inn, Ben couldn’t explain, but he had no doubt it had to do with the vile sludge pit that ate people whole. A slippery slide toward a demon’s lair, where their flesh and bones strengthened the evil being’s journey toward human form. Ben imagined the hotel’s new notoriety and gruesome history would make it a hot spot for ghost seekers everywhere.

      The bone fragment Ben had found in the incinerator did indeed turn out to be from a human, but who it belonged to they’d likely never know. Ben had no illusions the massive oven hadn’t been used for nefarious purposes, perhaps another means of disposing of anyone who got in the Claxwell family’s way.

      He shuddered and checked the time on his phone. He was suddenly eager for Mandy to get there.

      Given his age, Freddy’s death had been attributed to a stress-induced heart attack. If that was what the officials wanted to believe, so be it, but Ben knew otherwise. The authorities hadn’t bought that Freddy Jr. and El were actually Frederick Sr. and Christina Claxwell, but Ben hoped they’d discover the truth once DNA analysis came through on the three bodies—a man, woman, and boy—that were found buried in unmarked graves in the family cemetery. With no uncertainty, Ben knew they were Frederick Jr., Christina, and Toby. Maybe by comparing the decades-old corpses’ DNA to that of Harmony’s, Freddy’s, and El’s, the investigators would be able to prove the family lineage. Ben would also bet the bar he was seated at that the gravesites of Frederick Sr. and Elizabeth Claxwell that Freddy had shown him during their cemetery stroll were empty, planted merely as decoys given the two were still very much alive. At the time, anyway.

      At least Freddy hadn’t fed his son and his son’s family to the demon or burned them to ashes. That was something, Ben supposed. He still struggled to reconcile the seemingly devoted man to the one who sacrificed others to reach his bloodline’s goal, a goal whose benefits Freddy seemed to truly believe outweighed the harms, as evidenced by all the good he and El had done for their community.

      It still pained Ben to think of Toby buried out there for so many years, his final resting place unmarked, his spirit wandering the hotel alongside evil souls. If not for the boy ghost, Ben and Laurette wouldn’t have connected the dots. The child had given so much of himself to stop the horrors of the inn, both in life and in death.

      How much of the boy’s spirit was still in Harmony, Ben didn’t know. Maybe none, maybe all. He did, however, know that his once-comatose mother was now thriving, stunning doctors and nurses with her recovery. She was mentally sound and, with each passing day’s physical therapy, growing more physically strong too. Her feeding tube was gone, her vitality restored, her symptoms of bipolar disease not yet surfacing. Ben figured Toby had something to do with that, helping his sister live her remaining years in the peace she so desperately sought.

      Given her extraordinary improvement, Ben put his mother in charge of developing a nonprofit organization, which she had tentatively named Toby’s Angels. Beyond helping Mandy with the inn, Ben wanted none of the Claxwell money. Whether it had been put to good cause by Freddy and El mattered not. As far as Ben was concerned, it was still blood money, and he wouldn’t feel right using it for himself. Much still needed to be sorted out, but he wanted some of the money to go toward reparations for the families who’d lost loved ones at Freddy and El’s hand. Toby’s Angels would work with the Shelby Police Department in that regard, but since many of those disappearances were decades, if not centuries ago, Toby’s Angels would also help fund present-day searches for missing persons.

      Harmony had felt the same way and almost refused a salary for her efforts, but Ben insisted she take one. She needed an income, and he needed someone to decide where the rest of the Claxwell assets would go. His mother could hire whoever she needed to bring along for the ride. Indeed, Sophia herself was interested.

      Once Harmony was fully recovered, she planned on evaluating the vast real estate properties Freddy and El owned around the world. Given her love of travel and the life she’d missed out on during her four-and-a-half-year coma, it seemed a perfect fit.

      Despite his family’s help, Ben couldn’t manage the Claxwell estate on his own, not when he was training to be a surgeon, but Freddy and El’s lawyer in Springfield, who seemed to be a trustworthy woman, agreed to assist, along with members of her firm, including Mr. Gilbert in the Philadelphia branch who had first delivered the news of Ben’s hotel inheritance back in November. Ben was in frequent correspondence with both attorneys, and both were tactful enough not to let the dollar signs show in their eyes. No doubt they were fully aware how nicely the multi-million-dollar estate would fill their coffers.

      Although the past four months had been beyond stressful, Laurette had helped Ben work through it, and he tried to do the same for her, especially since her job in epidemiology had skyrocketed to scary new heights with the COVID-19 pandemic. Although her subordinate coworker still walked around with a stick up his ass, Laurette said it was nothing next to a demon. She’d also kidded that if he got too out of line, she’d fix him with one of “El’s spells,” a macabre running joke now between her and Ben.

      Sophia’s struggles ran deeper. Although her faith had grown even stronger in the wake of her miraculous doings in The Abigael Inn and she believed she had been called by God to act on the evil, nightmares invaded her dreams, even more than Ben and Laurette’s. She relied heavily on Kent Lock, the disgraced physician and Ben’s former mentor. Ben still couldn’t stand the guy, but it was her life, and if praying with Lock helped her weather her trauma, that could only be a good thing. What she had done for Ben was incredibly selfless, and he owed her and Laurette far more than he could ever repay. As far as he was concerned, they were the real earth angels, not him.

      Sophia remained, as always, a great mother, and for the time being Maxwell was happy to spend lots of nights with Dad and Grandpa while his mother healed emotionally. Ben had not yet moved out of his dad’s place—too much going on—but soon, he hoped. Soon.

      In the meantime, the drama for him was done. Not life’s drama in general. Between the hospital, his friends’ healing, and visits to his blind former landlady, there would always be plenty of that. But the spiritual drama was over. Both of his bloodlines had been accounted for, and he would take the best of them and discard the rest.

      He would love his son. He would love his father and mother and Laurette. He would always have a special place in his heart for Sophia. And he would work to be the best surgeon he could.

      As he downed the last of his soda, the inn’s door opened, the familiar chime of the security alarm chirping its three beeps. From the bar, Ben waved to Mandy and Jake, the latter of whom was tearing down the foyer to greet Ben, a wide grin on his face.

      Rising from the stool, Ben gave a final thought to his newfound powers. Whether he helped others like himself, people going through their own terrifying and otherworldly experiences as Laurette had suggested they do, remained to be seen. She felt it wrong to withhold their gifts, especially if someone was truly in need, but earth angel or not, reentering that world wasn’t high on Ben’s list.

      Then again, he realized as he fist-bumped Jake, if Laurette’s intuition proved correct, he might not have a choice.
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      The Bone Elixir is a work of fiction, and as always, liberties were taken to create it. The town of Shelby, Massachusetts and the businesses named within it stem purely from my imagination, as do all the ghostly and devilish shenanigans.

      At least I hope they do…
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