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Part  Two

A friend loves at all times,

but a brother is born for adversity.

Proverbs 17:17

“I though t you said you’d  turn in as s oon as  that thing wa s finished .”

As predicted, Ray wasted no time commenting on his friend’s broken promise once he’d come down for

break fast, shortly after nine.  By then, Evelyn’s study was littered with neatly arranged stacks of books and papers, some

bare ly mo re tha n a fe w sheets  thick , othe rs so  tall they threatened to collapse whenever someone looked at them, but

all clearly arranged in some definite if not immediately comp rehensible order. Ray n otice d this  soon after he walked in,

but he did not let it divert him from his original topic.

Egon — who was sitting cross-legged on the floor amid the worst of the clutter, a large and battered old book

balanced across his knees and an alm ost-e mp ty brea kfast tray o n the  hear th rug  besid e him  — didn’t bother to look up

from his reading.  “I’d intended to,” he admitted distractedly around a mouthful of muffin, “but something else came up.

Ray’s  expression twisted puckishly.  “What, dinner?” he quipped, meaning the remark as a joke, if a bad one.

The physicist spared him the agony of an unfavorable review by taking the crack literally.  “No. There was some

new PK activity just after I brought up the monitors — that was around three, I believe — and I thought — someone

should stick around to keep an eye on things, in case it happened again.

If Egon had engineered that comment in order to de tour R ay from th e sub ject o f forg otten  prom ises , then  he’d

designed it to accura te specs .  At the  me ntion  of ne w supern atura l doing s, Ra y’s eyes  lit up like a bo red s choolch ild’s

at the calling of recess.  “Really?” he asked eagerly.  “Was it a full manifestation this time, or just more of that

sympathetic-vibration stuff?”

“Neither, actually,” Spengler confessed, then explained in greater detail just what had happened during the wee

hours of the morning.  Ray settled down to listen, perched on an arm of the sofa — one of the few places not already

occupied by a pile of books or papers — with a raptly fascinated look on his round face.  When Egon came to the end

of his soliloquy, he gestured in the direction of his has tily-rigged devic e.  “I had one of our meters set up to record the

mon itor reading s at the tim e, so you c an see  for yourse lf, if you want. It’s all very cu rious.”

Stantz did just as suggested while his blond partner went back  to whatever he’d been reading.  It took the

occultist perhaps ten minutes to stu dy the  data  as thorou ghly as  he wa nted ; he was ju st finis hing h is ana lysis when  their

remaining colleagues arrived, Janine and W inston ab out a m inute ahe ad of Pe ter. “You’re rig ht, that is pretty strange

stuff,”  he said as the others entered.  “And none of it’s primary source activity, either.  Which means we were right the

first time:  Whatever’s causing this isn’t inside the h ouse.”

“W hate ver’s  causing what?” W inston asked, sensing that they had walked in on the middle of a discussion.

Ray obligingly explained, showing Zeddemore the monitor/meter readings and telling him all he knew about the

mo rning ’s occurrences.  He and Janine (and Peter, once he arrived) listened attentively, but felt precious little less

perplexed than before.  “So what you’re saying is we still haven’t found anything concrete, right?” Winston said when

Ray was done.  “No actual spooks or spuds or whatever to blame it on?”

“it doesn ’t look that way,” Stantz agreed reluctantly.  “Though at least now we know we should be looking

som ewhere  else on th e groun ds.”

“Not ‘til after break fast,” Peter declared.  He eyed the now-empty tray with disapproving disdain, since his hollow

stomach was loudly reminding him of its own needs.  “Y’know, you might’ve waited ‘ ti l we came down, too, Spengs.  Or

is this just some subtle way of saying you’d rather not spend your time with us?”

The physicist suspended his reading upon hearing Peter mention his na me , but it to ok h im a moment or two

to figure out w hat Ven km an was  talking ab out.  “Har dly,” he finally said, turn ing back  to his boo k.  “It wasn’t even my



52

idea.  I suspect Lambert brought it in when I wasn’t looking, but I don’t know for sure. It might’ve been Aunt Evvie.  They

both  have  a pre occupa tion w ith wh at the y like to  call ‘pr ope r nutr ition.’”

The sound Janine made was one of politely restrained laughter.  “Sou nds  like th ey both kn ow you pre tty well,

then. I don’t know anyone else who’s so good at forgetting all the little inconsequential things — like eating and sleeping

— when h e’s in the m iddle of a pr oject.”  Fro m he r wry expre ssion, sh e knew  full well how h e’d failed to  keep his promise

to Ra y.

“Yeah,” Stantz chimed in, waving one arm to indicate all the piles and stacks arranged on furniture and floor.

“What’s this all about, anyway — or did you just figure sorting out all this stuff was more important than sleep?”

“On ly partially,” was the  equab le reply.  “I found so me  intere sting  inform ation  in the p roce ss, w hich  mig ht he lp

our investigation—”

“Ho ld it,” Peter inte rrup ted before Egon co uld ge t into fu ll lecture m ode.  “No t on an empty stomach. I want

breakfast first.”  With that intent clearly stated, he headed for the door and, ultimately, the kitchen.

Spengler shrugged, then climbed to his feet.  “No problem. The monitor’s set to sound an alarm if anything

happe ns, so the re’s no re ason I ha ve to stay he re. I can tell you w hat I found  while you ea t.”

That wasn’t at all wh at the  psycholog ist had had  in m ind when  he’d  ma de the sug ges tion, b ut he  wasn’t rea lly

in any position to argue, either.  “Oh, joy,” he settled for muttering sarcastically, “just what I always wanted.  Breakfast

and a lec ture.”

“It seems that Theodosia had certain literary aspirations,” Egon explained to his coh orts once they had settled

down with their breakfasts in a corner of Evelyn’s more-than-generously spacious kitchen. Broken sunlight fell through

the wide windows, warming the room inside and melting some of the ice outside.

Toda y, they would no t be forcibly ho use-bo und, a  fact f or wh ich they we re all  grateful, since it appeared they

wou ld need  to tak e the ir work outside before this job was done.  Egon took a seat on a counter-stool alongside the

kitchen work island while his partners found places around the table, and from there he continued his lecture.  “She kept

a rather large number of unusually detailed journals  — o ne co uld almost get away with calling them an ongoing

auto biogr aphy.  I found at least fifteen of them among the books in the study, and I wouldn’t be surprised if there’re more

in the attic that w e miss ed.”

“And you read all of ‘em  after we w ent to bed last night?” Ray asked, not quite sure he was willing to believe

his friend if he said yes.

But Egon spared him  that potential quandary with a  shak e of h is hea d.  “No, of c ours e not .  The re’s  a ver itable

encyclopedia  of stuff to go through, there, and that doesn’t include all the letters and clippings and p hoto grap hs she’d

collected .”

“She had pho togra phs?” Janine a sked , incredulo us.  “I didn’t think they knew  how to m ake ‘em , that long ag o.”

“Scientists  have known about the general principles of photochemical imaging since the late 1700's,” the

physicist pointed out, “even though they didn’t achieve success w ith the process ‘til the 1830's. These are more

specifica lly daguerreotypes, since they predate later, more sophisticated photographic processes.”  He shuffled through

the items h e’d broug ht with him  from  the s tudy ‘til  he found the packet containing the pictures in question, which he then

handed to Janine.  “They’re in remarkably good condition, considering their age and the storage environment in the

attic.”

The others at the table craned their necks to have a look at the pictures when Janine slipped them from the

envelope.  There were five in all, each in a heavy protective paperboard sleeve and marked with the names of those

depicted and the date the photo was taken.  Two were portraits of the entire family, one depicted only the three children,

another showed the children with their mother, and the last portrayed Erasmus and Theodosia.  Despite the fact that

the pictures had been taken a hundred and forty years ago, they were scarcely faded, showing clear images of the

people now almost as many years dead.  Erasmus looked a great deal like Egon’s Uncle Cyrus, a tall, thin, bearded man

with a serious expression and graying dark hair; but Theodosia was almost imp osing in ap pearanc e, be ing ne ither s ma ll
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nor frail, a ta ll, vigorous-looking woman with soot-black hair and huge, piercing black eyes that instantly burned

themselves into the memory of anyone who saw them.  Ray noticed this detail immediately and whistled.

“Pretty striking woman,” he com mented, nodd ing toward the portraits.  “At least now we’ll know her when we

see he r.”

Janine s niffed so ftly.  “We  could ha rdly forget.”

“Pre cise ly my thought,” Egon agreed.  “I suppose we should count ourselves lucky that Erasmus saw fit to spend

his money on what was little more than a novelty, at the time.  Anyway, to get back to the original topic... I skimmed

through  severa l volume s of her jo urnal this m orning, bu t I really only read the  one for 1 854 in an y detail.”

“Ok ay, then,” Pe ter was w illing to allow now  that he’d had  a cha nce  to stu ff a fe w bite s of b reak fast in to his

unruly stomach.  “So, what happened?  Did the whole family die of the plague or what?”

“Not quite.  The daughter died from whooping cough a few years earlier, and it seems that both Erasmus and

his older son contracted one of the more virulent strains of influenza at about the same time , prob ably from the same

exposure.  According to Theodosia’s journal, Thaddeus died from it first, on January 23rd; Erasmus actually died the

next day, but due to a severe snowstorm, their doctor wasn’t able to come verify either death ‘til the day after that, and

The odosia supposed he was either trying to avoid extra paperwork or made a mistake on the certificates, ‘cause he

record ed both th eir dates o f death a s Janu ary 25, 185 4.”

“What about Theodosia?” Janine asked.  “Did she die from the flu, too?”

Again, the blond head shook .  “She’d been given advice to sell the house and move into the city after her

husband died,  since  she a nd the bab y, Phin eas , were  living a lmo st alone in  wha t was  then  the m iddle  of the nowhere,

but she didn ’t think that was what Erasmus  would have wanted, so she  stayed.  The estate — the fam ily’s monetary

assets, not just the house and  prop erty —  was  worth  a fair  amount, even then, and Theodosia had pretty good business

sense, so she was able to hire extra servants to do what she and the governess couldn’t without putting them in any

sort of financial bind.  She even had the foresight to set up a trust so that if anything happened to her before Phineas

cam e of age , he wou ldn’t lose his inh eritance to  a mo re distant re lative.”

“Sou nds  alm ost lik e she  kne w wh at wa s comin g,” W insto n noted sa dly.

“Almo st,” Egon agreed .  “As a matter of fact, the last entry in her journal — dated April 29, 1854, the day before

she died — talks about her visit with the family lawyer just th at m ornin g, and how  the tru st and her  will had finally been

finished.”

Several of the others made peculiarly distressed faces.  “Creepy,” Ray shuddered.  “She didn’t mention anything

anywhere in that journal about planning to commit suicide, did she?”

He was  relieved when  the physic ist answe red, “ No.  T he journa l itself d oesn’t have any information about her

death  — obviously — but I found some clippings about it stuck inside, probably by the governess or one of the later

descendants.  It seems that Theodosia had g one alone into the city to get some med ication for her son; on the return

trip, she got caught out in a sudden thunderstorm and had almost made it back when lightning struck a tree alongside

the entranc e road. It fell righ t on top of h er carriag e and c rushed  both it and h er.  Unless she was prescient and knew

exactly wh en and  where th e lightning w ould strike , it certainly couldn ’t have bee n a suicide .”

Now sated and in a much better mood to discuss business, Peter was happily willing to agree with that

conclusion.  “And under all those rotten circumstances — and her husband an d kid  dying o ne rig ht afte r the o ther is

pretty rotten — she probably didn’t really know whether she wanted to live or die — which would explain why she

wouldn ’t’ve just gone  on to her f inal reward  like a goo d little ghost.”

“It would,” R ay conce ded, pus hing awa y his em pty plate, “but we stil l don’t have any proof it’s her ghost

wande ring the ha lls, or why it only sho ws up a t certain tim es of year .”

“Hey, it’s her ring that keeps reacting to all these PKE surges, isn’t it?” Venkman rebutted.  “That an’ the fact

that she did go out in a p retty nasty way is e nough  to convinc e me .”
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“For once, I ag ree with D octor V,”  Janin e put  in, one  finge r trac ing a c ircle o n the  rim  of her coffee mug.  “I’ll bet

the ghost is Theodosia’s — but what I’d like to know is why nobody ever noticed her sooner, if she died a hundred and

thirty-five years a go.”

Winston shrugg ed.  “Ma ybe som eone d id and we  just don’t k now ab out it.  From  what Ev elyn’s said, the

manifestations were pretty minor for a long time .  Even  if som ebody had seen it or heard it years ago, they might not

have tho ught it was  worth m entioning.”

Pete r’s short laugh was  sca rcely o ne of  true h um or.  “A nd if Q uen tin’s any example of wha t his ancestors were

like, anyone who had seen s ome thing wou ld’ve proba bly kept his m outh sh ut, if he’d kn own wh at was g ood for h im.”

“Maybe,” Janine allowed.  “But I’d still like to know for sure if we are the first peo ple who’ve  seen it.”

“It’s  really irrelevant,” Egon reminded her, “since any prior sightings that were minor enough to have been

sum ma rily dismissed are  also highly un likely to provide any information with bearing on our current situation — but you

can go throu gh the re cords to  look for it, if you w ant.  I have th em fa irly well sorted ou t, now, and my Great-Aunt Winifred

had done an impressively exhaustive job of compiling the family records prior to the turn o f the c entu ry.  But  it’s still a

lot of raw, unindexed information.  It could take days before  you find anyth ing even  remo tely pertinent —  and with luck,

we’ll be finishe d long be fore then .”

“Finished with what?” Peter wanted to know.  “This might’ve told us who the ghost is, but I still haven’t heard

anything to te ll us where  she’s hidin g or how  to catch h er.”

The  physic ist wa s not  dete rred  by the  mild  accusation in that comment.  “I’m sure that a careful sweep of the

grounds will provide us with just that information, and barring unforeseen circumstances, we should be able to finish

our bus iness he re and lea ve befo re nightfall.”

His  confide nce se eme d to reas sure the  psycholo gist, but con versely, it didn’t sit we ll with Ray. “Don’t you think

you’re being a little bit over-optimistic?” Stantz felt compelled to ask.  “I mean, yeah, there’s no reason we shouldn’t be

able  to corner and trap someone who’s a simple Class Four repeater, but... jeeze, Egon, she’s one of your ancestors!

Don ’t you think there might be a better way to deal with this, other’n s ticking her in with all those nasties in the

containment unit?”

That possibility apparently didn’t bother the fair-haired scientist.  “I didn’t say we’re going to put her into the

containment unit,” he pointed  out.  “Onc e we’ve tra pped h er, we ca n go hom e, figure ou t a way to co nvince h er to

disperse peacefully, and then release her and let her do just that, all without ever  puttin g her  into conta inm ent.  T here ’s

nothing u nethical ab out it, and it’s certainly preferable to taking up residence here for however long it takes us to find

a com patible perm anent s olution.”

“He ’s got a point,” Peter was forced to admit.  “If last night was any sample of what we can expect from now

on, I don’t think we want to stay here a minute longer’n we have to.”  He glanced about the room; a crookedly puzzled

look settled on his features.  “Thinking of which, where is Godzilla today?  I was sure he wouldn’t miss breakfast after

all the fun he  had at dinn er last n ight.  I was half-expecting him to break with tradition and eat in here just for the

pleasur e of our c omp any.”

“Gone ,” Egon replied at his unemotional best.  “I believe I heard him leave somewhere around six, and I doubt

he’ll be bac k befo re even ing, if he’s go ing to be givin g two da ys’ worth of e xam s in one.”

“Yeah, and if  he re ally dislik es us  as m uch  as he  says  he does , I’ll bet he won’t want to com e back  before th en,”

Jan ine ob serv ed dr yly, and  just a  shad e bitte rly.

Winston nodded as he pushed himself away from the table.  “Probably. Well, then, if we’ve all finished stuffing

our faces, let’s get moving.  If we wrap this up quick enough, we mig ht still  be ab le to m ake  it back to N ew Yo rk in tim e

for Tha nksg iving dinner .”

**********
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As they headed out of the kitchen — Janine to resume researching the problem , the four p aranorm alogists to

make a sweep of the grounds — the subject of equipment came up.  Since two of their four meters had been

cannibalized to crea te the  mo nitorin g dev ice in th e study, the  four  partn ers w ould n ot be  able  to go off in fo ur sepa rate

directions — a situation which bothered Peter not in the least, since they now had proof that something supernatural

was indeed stirring on the grounds, and he never liked facing an spectral unknown without someone to cover his back.

That consideration pr om pted  him  to rais e the  ques tion o f whe ther o r not th ey sho uld go  out a rmed w ith the ir

accelerators.  Egon was aga inst it, c ertain  that th e m onito r read ings  in no w ay indic ated  an im minent manifestation;

Winston was  in favor of it, since his Special Forces training had taught him never to underestimate an enemy, no matter

what your information on him; Ray vacillated for a few moments, then, somewhat apologetically, sided with Peter and

Winston, since his  Boy Sco ut training ha d taught h im to  always be prepared.  Though he was no more convinced than

before, Egon gave in without a struggle, figuring that the matter wasn’t worth any extensive argument.  Thus decided,

they head ed for the  reception  foyer and  the close t in which La mbe rt had stor ed their he avier equ ipme nt.

When they opened the door, they found that their packs were no longer there.

“Are you sure you’re looking in the right place?” Peter asked after they’d all spent a few seconds staring at the

empty floor beneath the hanging coats and jackets.

“Positive,”  W insto n, wh o’d op ened the  door , replie d.  “T hose things weigh a ton; you don’t drag ‘em around

without rem emb ering wh ere you left ‘em . Som ebody m ust’ve m oved ‘em .”

Ray scratched his chin, peering at the meticulously dust-free floorboards on which the ir equipment had last been

seen.  “Why?” he wanted to know, no less p uzzled  than  his frie nds .  “Lam bert s aid they’d  be pe rfec tly safe  here .  It’s

just a coa t-closet, for  pete’s sa ke.”

Something inside Venkman’s head clicked almost audibly; sudden suspicion darkened his expression.  “Not

if God zilla found ‘em  when w e weren ’t looking,”  he said ominously.  “He would’ve seen the stuff when he came home

last night  and h ung  up his  coat  — and I wouldn ’t put it past him to go out of his way to make trouble for us by walking

off with ou r gear.”

“Not this w ay,” R ay felt  certain, “not after that lecture he gave about stealing, last night.  There’s gotta be a better

explana tion.”

“I agree,” was Egon’s opinion.  “We ought to get a few more facts before we go jumping to unfounded

conclus ions.”

“Th ere’s  nothing unfounded about it,” Peter insisted.  “Your dad’s a creep, and that’s  all there is to  it. What other

proof do you need?”

“You’re being irrational, Peter.  This argument is completely pointless—”

“Our s tuff’s m issing an d you think  it’s pointless? ”  Venk man  sound ed thoro ughly agha st.

“Of course  it is.  We  don’t need the accelerators.  The PKE levels still haven’t indicated any coherent

man ifestation.”

“I’ll remem ber that if so me s uperna tural ugly com es after you  and you s tart screa ming  for back up.”

The physicist rem ained un disturbed  by his com men ts.  “I still don’t think w e need  any weap ons,”  he maintained.

Peter ha rrum phed.  “Ye ah, and yo u don’t think  your father ’s enoug h of a jerk  to do it, either.”

“Why should I?   Despite his idiosyncracies, I know he wouldn’t resort to such a petty means of annoyance.  And

in any case, I have my doubts that he’d even know the equipment was ours.  Why should he recognize the

accouterments of a business he’ll scarcely admit exists?”

Though he wouldn’t acknowledge it aloud, the psychologist had to concede that point.  He turned his attention

back to the vacant floor and scowled.  “Well, then where the heck are the blasted things?”
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“Maybe we should ask Lambert,” Winston suggested diplom atica lly.  “He helped us put ‘em there in the first

place, so  maybe  he kno ws whe re they wen t.”

They eventually found the old butler in the hall outside the guest rooms on the second floor, giving the

housekeeper explic it instru ction s on s om ething hav ing to  do wit h linen s.  He  spot ted th e fou r visito rs an d quic kly ended

his lectu re to p olitely re spond to  their  presence.  W hen  ask ed ab out th e m issing equ ipm ent, h e was inst antly apolog etic.

“I assure yo u, gentlem en, th ere’s  no ne ed to  worr y.  Your  belon gings  are a ll quite safe .  Please, c om e with  me , and  I’ll

take you to them.”  He headed directly for the rear staircase.

“What  I’d like to know is why you moved ‘em in the first place,” Peter said as they all followed the old man down

the narrowish stairwell.  “Did the Professor tell you to hide ‘em?”

His  insinuation went right over Lambert’s head.  “Why, no, Doctor Venkman.  The orders came from Miss

Evelyn.  I was  sure sh e’d me ntioned it to you .”

The psychologist’s expression soured visibly.  “It must’ve slipped her mind,” he drawled, somehow not

convinced that she, not Quen tin, had actually given the order.

Again, the butler missed any negative implications in the rema rk.  “Her  intentions w ere entirely we ll-mean t,” he

assured them as he led them through a door into the service areas behind the kitchen and from there to a closet, which

he proc eeded  to unlock .  “She felt tha t your equipm ent wou ld be safe r away from  the public a reas of th e hous e.”

“So she had ‘em put unde r lock  and k ey and  didn’t  even bother to tell us?”  Peter couldn’t have sounded m ore

skep tical if he’d tried.  “T hat does n’t sound  particularly ‘well-m eant’ to m e.”

Lam bert’s  features took on the demeanor of a wounded puppy as he watche d the  visitor s rem ove th eir

accelerators from  the locke r and sh rug into  them ; he followe d as they h eaded  back to  the m ain corrido r.  “But I assure

you, Doctor Venkman, it couldn’t have been intentional.  I’m certain Miss Evelyn planned to tell you when she

returned ....”

“From  where? ” W inston as ked inn ocently eno ugh —  or so he  thought.

“From the airport,” the butler answered promptly.  “She left quite early, and I believe she was due to return

before you wakened.  She is rather late....”

“W ell, I still don’t see why she had you mov e ‘em in  the first place ,” Peter gru mble d, pulling ope n the doo r to

the corridor.  “I m ean, we ’re all adults, he re — m ore or les s. It’s not like sh e had to  worry about little kids poking around

and playing with things they should keep their hands off—oof!”

As he stepped into what should have been the open  emptiness of the hallway, a shrilling something collided

with his legs, pushing Peter sideways into the jamb and k nocking half the air out of his lungs.  The whatever-it-was

paused only lon g eno ugh  to ge t arou nd the obs tacle  he presented, then resumed its headlong flight down the corridor,

chasing another, somewhat larger whatever-it-was and followed by third, slightly smaller whatever-it-was that ran by

almost too fast to b e seen .  Peter, still a bit dazed by the unexpected collision, instinctively stepped back into the

protection of the doorway, and cautiously peered down the hall to see what had alm ost bowled him over.

What  he saw were the backsides of three young children, none older than eleven, all still co nsp icuously dressed

for the ou tdoors a nd racing  for the far e nd of the  hall like cha mpio n sprinter s, to see w ho cou ld get there  first.

“Stop that!” a woman’s voice — not Evelyn’s nor the housekeeper’s nor even Janine’s — called from the

direction of the entrance foyer, a sternly annoyed note plain in the snapped syllables.  “Nikki, if you don’t settle down

and bring them back here this minute, you’re going to be in big trouble!”

That no-nonsense command caused Peter’s attention to be drawn in the opposite direction.  Egon — the only

other of the four eliminators in a posit ion to  see those in the  foyer  — suddenly let  loose  a low,  mo aning , and  very nearly

appalled , “Oh, no .”
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The childr en sc urried bac k the  way they’d com e, their gait only marginally more decorous; they joined three

adults  who we re just now coming through the front door:  Evelyn, the woman who’d reprimanded the kids, and her

luggage-laden husband.

“Oh, god,” the p hysicist groa ned, dra wing bac k, away fro m the  corridor a nd thus  out of sight of those in it.

“Justin.”

Ray,  who had been trying to squeeze past Peter far enough to see what was going on in the corridor, cut short

his efforts.  “Your brother?” he asked, already knowing the answer before Spengler nodded.

“Brother?” Winston echoed, standing on tiptoe in an attempt to see past Peter and wishing he’d move into the

hallway and quit blocking the doorwa y.  “First a black-sheep sister, then a father on the outs, now a bro ther I never heard

of — man, I know some people don’t like to talk about their relatives, but this is gettin’ ridiculous!”

“I wonder w hat he’s do ing he re,” R ay m used alou d, leaning f orwa rd ag ain to  snat ch his  own confirming glance.

There was undilute sarcasm  in the sound Egon m ade.  “I’ll give you one guess,” he grumble d.  He d idn’t

elaborate; he didn’t need to.  All four of his partners knew the only possible answer:  Someone — and there was no

question  as to  who  — had inv ited h im.

“Your aunt didn’t say anything abou t havin g other gu ests  in the h ouse,” Pe ter no ted, s till stan ding in  the doorw ay,

out of the path of carousing children.  “How’re we supposed to do our job with a bunch of kids running around and

getting in the way?”

“We  probably aren’t,” was Egon’s unamused opinion.  “No  doubt this  is just ano ther of Au nt Evvie’s little...

surprise s.”

Pete r’s mutter was sarcastic.  “Yeah, an’ I’m real surprised.  It’s not every day I get steamrollered by a pack of

stampeding rug rats.  Is it safe to  come out now,” he called down the hall, leaning out only as far as caution would allow.

“Or hasn’t the entire herd come through, yet?”

“Per fectly s afe,”  Evelyn  assured  him , smiling at him as he — and, with w idely va rying d egre es of  alacr ity, his

partners — stepped into the corridor.  She was  in the process of taking off her coat; behin d her, the much younger

brunette  woman who was  the childre n’s mother was performing a similar service for the smallest of the three youngsters,

a boy who couldn’t have been m uch older than three or four.  At Evelyn’s c omm ent, the wo man  looked  up for a m ome nt,

glancing first at the men coming toward them, then, with widened eyes, at her husband, who had set down the luggage

to help his aunt with her coat.  He was staring the same way his wife had first glanced, with a blankly unfathomable look

on his face.

Dark-haired, brown-eyed, slender, and slightly shorter than either Peter or Ray, Ju stin som ehow m anage d to

resemb le both  his you nger brot her, d esp ite the ir ma rked ly differ ent height s and  color ing, and his  aunt , despite h is

distin ctly unfeminine appearance and his definitely unsmiling expression.  The demeanor he pr ojec ted w as de cidedly

unamiable, yet was nowhere near as icy-co ld as Q uen tin’s.  H is was the unfriendliness of the self-contained, of a person

whose all-consuming personal goals are the focus of his life, and one who reacts with displeasure when forced to deal

with th e une xpected  errat icness o f thos e not  a dire ct pa rt of h is goa ls.  W here  Que ntin had looked with d isda in at his

son ’s partners but never at his son, Justin’s detached yet startled stare was for no one but his brother.  The three other

men might just as well not have existed, for all the attention he paid them.

If she was even aware of her elder nephew’s reaction to this unforewarned meeting, Evelyn didn’t let on.  “I’m

sorr y, Doctor Venkman,” she continued, still smiling, “but I’m afraid the children are... well, a bit restless.  It’s such a long

flight from  Tokyo ....”

“Very long,” Egon agreed tonelessly.  “So long, in fact, that I’m surprised you didn’t  me ntion  last n ight th at you ’d

invited othe r guests .”

The old wom an’s sm ile vanished .  “I suppos e I did forget to b ring it up,” she began uneasily.  “It must have

slipped m y mind....”
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The physicist made a sound of profound disbelief that was very unlike him, a sound that was analogous ly

echoed in his brothe r’s expre ssion.  “T wice ove r, it seem s,” Justin said in a  light, a lmo st noncomm ittal ba ritone .  His

eyes flicke d from h is aunt to her other guests. He cleared his throat softly, not quite a harrumph.  “It’s been a long time,

Egon,” he said matter-of-factly in place of a more congenial greeting.

The younger of the two was will ing to take whatever tack the elder wanted, however distant or unfriendly. “But

not long e nough , I’m sure .”

One of Justin’s dark eyebrows arched in a very familiar and very familial expression.  “Did I say that?” he asked

in tones so ambiguous, it was impossible to determine whether he was being sincere, sarcastic, or defensive.  Peter

— who had only met the man once before, and then very b riefly —  instantly recognized in Justin the polished

evasiveness of one well-practiced in the use of words as a weapon both offensive and defensive — to put it frank ly, a

person in many ways very much like himself.   He immediately disliked him.  “Aunt Evelyn’s free to invite anyone she

wishes into he r own  hom e,” Ju stin c ontinued  with th e sam e elus ively patronizin g tone, “tho ugh  I mu st admit, I  hadn ’t

expected you to be here .”

From the tightening of his expression, Egon wanted to say something devastating in response, but he was either

unable to think of anything to fling back or sim ply refused to be that unself-controlled and uncivilized.  “The feeling’s

mu tual,  I assure you,” was a ll he perm itted hims elf to say.  “Aunt Evvie,” he added, insistently returning to the original

topic, “I thoug ht you swo re that you d idn’t have a ny ulterior m otives in as king us  here.”

Her attempt at a smile was both shaky and pallid.  “I know, Egon, and I wasn’t lying when I said I wanted you

and your f riends to h elp me  with my p roblem ....”

Her blithe evasion was almost enough to blow the lid off the physicist’s rapidly evaporating patience. “You know

what I m ean.”

She did:  She’d gone and med dled aga in, deliberate ly.  Her attempt to dismiss that implied accusation with a

chuckle  was feeble.  “Yes, I know,” she admitted, her voice  catc hing s lightly on  the las t word , “but t here  really is a

troublesome ghos t in this house, and if I’d told you last night I’d invited Justin and his family, too, would you have stayed

to deal with it?”

Peter clicked his tongue before the tallest of his partners could respond.  “Hey, that’s not a fair question,” he

scolded.  “For one thing, we’ve got legitimate reasons for not wanting b ystanders around while we work.  This is a

dangerous business, and innocent people can get hurt if they don’t know what to look out for.  Hell, Egon knows what

he’s doing, and he almost got killed, last year!”

“I’m  sure there won’t be any trouble,” the old wo ma n felt c ertain .  “W e’ll all be c areful to k eep  out o f your  way.

And tomorrow is Thanksg iving, after all.  Family should be together—”

“Not as the res ult of dece ption,” Ego n interrupte d, a thread of very real an ger in his no rma lly placid voice.  It

came as a surprise to none of his friends, all of whom had wondered how long it would be before the abrasive interaction

with his relatives finally got under his usually insensitive hide.  “If you were trying to arrange a genuine reunion, then

where’s the rest of the family?”

Evelyn was suddenly very uncomfortable.  “Well... actually, I didn’t invite anyone else—”

“I’m  not surprised.  Alexandra would’ve been on my side, and it’s rather difficult to force a surrender when the

odds a re close r to even.”

His  aunt stammered without m aking a  sound , not kno wing how  to deal with h er younge r nephe w’s ange r, a

reaction she ob viously had n’t anticipated .  Ray s pok e up in stea d, hoping t o cur tail the all-out war he could see coming

as the battle-lin es were d rawn .  “I und ersta nd that you r origin al intentions m ight’ve  been  good , ma ’am ,” he e ssayed

diplom atica lly, “and  I don ’t think a fam ily squabble’s  really any of our  busines s, but Pe ter’s right:  You did ask us here

to deal with a paranormal problem, and the more people who are around, the bigge r the risk s ome one’ll get hur t.  We

wouldn ’t want that to h appen , espec ially not to the kids .”
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“That won ’t be a problem,” Justin assured him with a loftiness just short of condescension.  “Since neither I nor

anyone in my family believes in the existence of so-called paranormal phenomena, we’ll leave you to conduct your

gam es withou t fear of inter ruption.”

Both Peter and Winston wante d to sma ck th e elde r ma n for  his ch eek y insinu ations abo ut the  value  of the ir

chosen  care er.   Though he  didn’t  say a word, Ray felt Justin didn’t know his own children very well, if the awe-struck

way in whic h the  kids  were  watc hing t he fo ur se mi-celebrities  was  any indication.  Egon grit his teeth audibly, on the

edge of overt fury.  Ray, who was standing nearest him, half-expected his friend to lash back with all the verbal ripostes

he couldn’t use against his father; he wouldn’t have blamed him if he had.  From his sharp intake of breath, the physicist

had clearly considered it, but had changed his mind at the last second.  Inste ad, he sna pped his m outh  shut , let ou t his

breath  as sh arply a s he’d  take n it in, and sa id stiff ly, “Exc use  us, th en.  W e still  have work to do.”  With that, he turned

on his heel and strode back into the service areas, headed for the rear exit.  His partners, left with the choice of staying

and offe ring a n exp lanat ion fo r his  abrupt behavior or following him in wordless support of his actions, chose the latter.

No one w ent a fter th em , but fr om  the loo k with  which she watched them leave, Evelyn would have liked to,

though she knew there was nothing she could say without running the risk of making matters worse.

**********

“Well, that was a pleasure I certainly could’ve lived without,” Peter quipped a short time later, after the four of

them had finally gotten out of the house.  “Y’know, guys, now that I’ve had a chance to think it all over, I’ve decided Egon

and I were right the first time:  W e should’ve chuck ed thos e plane tick ets into the garbage and stayed home, work or

no work .”

Ray shook his head.  “Ah, I dunno, I still think Evelyn meant well.  I just can’t believe she’d lie like that...!”

“Kind a m ake s you w onder jus t how  well sh e rea lly me ant a fter a ll, doesn’t it? ” W insto n noted sa dly.

“I warn ed you ,” Ego n said  tightly, th e und ercu rren t of ex pertly s upp ress ed an ger s till notic eab le in his  voice.

“She ’s nice enough most of the time, but whenever the subject of making what she calls peace in the fam ily comes up,

all her ethics get thrown right out the w indow .  She  just c an’t see why dra gging  us togeth er ag ains t our w ishes will on ly

make things worse, n ot better.”   H e tried not to g rind his teeth  for a third tim e and w as only m arginally suc cessf ul.  “It

certainly doe sn’t help wh en she  resorts to  blatant dec eption.”

“Yeah, I can understand how that works,” Peter adm itted, d istan ce un focu sing  his eye s as  he re me mb ered  his

own childhoo d attem pts to forc e his pare nts into the so- called  “norm al” m old all h is friends’ mothers and fathers seemed

to fit.  “Ju st wh en you ’ve finally convinced yourself that everything’s on the up-and-up, she turns right around an’ proves

you were  bette r off n ot trus ting her in  the first place.”  He stomped on a patch of melting ice, crushing its thinning edge

under his heel.  C uriously satis fied, he stu died the re sulting slus h for a m ome nt; then, he took a dee p bre ath, lift ed his

head, and res ume d his typical lighthe arted m anner w ithout m issing a be at.  “So, if we’re  gonna  get this whole  estate

scoped out before Theodosia comes knocking on the door in the middle of the night, where do we start?”

In a sim ilar fas hion,  Egon dism issed his  own unprofessional anger, if not completely ridding himself of it at least

subjugating the last of it into total obscurity.  “The bridle trail, there—”  He gestured, indicating a hard-dirt track that

followed a slight ridge running p arallel to the ho use, se veral hun dred yard s to the rea r.  “—divide s the pro perty into

almost equal ha lves, eas t to west.  Two  of us  shou ld exa min e one  side f or ps ychokine tic ac tivity, and two o f us s hou ld

exam ine the othe r.”

“Sounds fair to me,” Peter said most agreeably.  “Which half’s got the cemetery?”

“The s outhern .”

He grinn ed.  “Gre at.  Then  I’m volun teering for  the north.”

“Why?” Ray wanted to know, tossing the psychologist a sus piciou s side long g lance.  “Don’t te ll me  you’re  afra id

of it?”
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“Not at all.  I’ve just got a healthy respect for the ghosts of...  well, let’s call ‘em a bunch of non-conventional

types.”

The sputtering noise Stantz let loose was a more  than adequate express ion of his opinion.  “You’re nuts, Peter.

It’s just a private  cem etery.  The re’s abs olutely nothing  to be afra id of....”

“Fine.  Then you go che ck it out.  I’d rather take a nice little walk in the woods.”  And with that, he claimed one

of the two meters and headed north along the groundskeeper’s service drive.

“I’d better go with him,” Zeddem ore decided a m oment later.  “When he gets this cocky, you just gotta know

som ething ba d’s gonn a happ en.”

“Be c areful, Winston,” Ray called as the black man strode after Venkman.  For a few moments, the occultist

watched his two partners move off into the middle distance; Peter slipped on a patch of ice and was saved from  the

indignity of a graceless fall by Winston as he came up behind him.  They continued on, moving beyond the end of the

drive and across the slushy fields.  Ray ho ped they’d g et back  without bre aking th eir neck s, then turn ed and  hurried to

catch up with Egon.

**********

W hile her employers were searching for their missing proton packs and in the midst of their brief confrontation

with Evelyn and her surprise guests, Janine, who had left the kitchen by another route, was taking stock of the

rearranged ma terials  in the s tudy.  K now ing Egon ’s not always predictable notions of what constituted logical order, she

didn’t  expect to be able to make any better sense of the stuff than before, but she was happily proven wrong.  The

paraphernalia, she discovered, had been sorted first according to year, then according to source or subject, and the

journ als of Theodosia easily made one of the largest collections of all.  She remembered the neatly-penned books from

her search through the attic, though she hadn’t realized at the time that they‘d all been written by the same person.  Now

she marveled at them, impressed by the sheer num ber of the m an d wond ering how  anybody ha d ever m anage d to write

all those millions of words without the benefit of a typewriter or word processor.

Not having a clear idea of where she should start looking for any evidence of prior hauntings, she picked up

The odosia’s  journal for 1834 — the year of her marriage to Erasmus — purely on a whim.  At first, the redhead scanned

its conten ts casually, flip ping t he pa ges  witho ut rea lly paying any attention to what was written upon them — until she

came to the entry for March  fifteenth of that year.  The words fairly leapt off the page at her.

“...but you may well imagine my surprise when today, my affianced confessed to me that the promise ring he

gave m e but a fortn ight past h ad first belon ged to an other....”

Startled, Janin e sta red a t the sente nce , especia lly at the  word  “ring. ”  Altho ugh , she  supp osed, it wa s ent irely

possible  that this ring to which Theodosia was referring had absolutely nothing to do with the one they’d found in the

attic, her intuition told her they were one and the sam e.  And if Erasmus h ad had another wife  — or, at the very least

a another fiancee — before Theodosia and if she, not Theodosia, had been the one who had died the tra um atic death....

For more than a minute, Janine sat there pondering the ramifications of this chance discovery.  At length, though

many possibilities occurred to her, only one stood out as universally worthy of attention:  If they were making an

erroneous assumption concerning the identity of this ghost, then they could also be making an even more seriously

erroneous assumption concerning its potential danger.  A forlorn mother weeping for her lost child could be considered

harmless, but a former wife — or worse, a rejected suitor — could be weeping with rage, and looking to vent it upon the

unsuspecting — especially upon unsuspe cting men with the unsafe  habit of sticking their noses into places and matters

where angels fear to tread.

Jan ine’s  first reaction to this realization  was  an ur ge to  run s traigh t to he r em ployer s and  tell them o f this

unsettling discovery, but she quickly recognized that one sentence from a journal was hardly suffic ient justification  to

start screaming that the sky was falling.  Now that she’d had a calmer second in which to look at it, she could see that

one could also take the en try to m ean  that th e ring  had f irst be longe d to E rasm us’ m othe r or so me  othe r fem ale

ancestor, or even that the ring had been purchased second-hand.  With her luck , this w ould  turn out to be exactly the

case if she wen t a-running  to warn her bosses, and the last thing she wanted right now was to put up with Peter ribbing

her about it for the rest of their stay in Cincinnati, and beyond.  Her enthusiasm thus subdued, she decided to hold her
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peace until she’d had a chance to read more about it, at least enough to determine whether or not real concern was

warranted.  What was needed here was cool, calm professionalism, not amateurish hysteria.

But professional or not, she still had a ba d feeling a bout it.

***********

It was  less t han  an ho ur late r whe n Pe ter’s e nthu siasm for this venture began to wane, dampened by the

discomfort  of slogging throu gh slip pery f ields a nd m elting  ice that wa s rap idly turning to slush.  Long before they were

halfway through their assignment — an assignment that had thus far been completely fruitless — his shoes had gotten

thoro ugh ly soaked, his ears and nose had become numb with cold, and on the whole, he felt certain that if spent another

minu te in this condition, he was going contract a fatal case of pneum onia.  He wa nted to give  it up and he ad bac k to

the house, but Winston insisted they finish.  Peter then suggested that, since there were two of them and only the one

meter, his pres enc e wa sn’t  really needed, but Zeddemore reminded the psychologist that the idea of bringing along

back-up had been his idea, and after several hours of dragging himself through the untended, still-wild fields of the

esta te’s northern half with a fifty-pound pack on his back, he was certainly not about to let Peter weasel out before the

job was done.  Being the sort who never liked having his own words thrown back at him, Venkman griped and grumbled

more  than a bit and decided that, since he was so keen on finishing this pointless task, Winston could take charge of

the meter.  The black man had really expected nothing less; he figured they were better off doing the job right the first

time  — which was highly unlikely, if Peter kept on taking the readings in his current state of mind — so he was willing

to take over and ignore his petulant colleague’s complaints.

W ell after noon — more than four hours after they’d started out from Evelyn’s house — they were on the final

leg of their trek, heading south along the still-unscanned western boundary of the estate, which was clearly marked by

a mortarless stone fence undoubtedly as old as, if not older than, the house itself.  Slightly less than three quarters of

a mile from the bridle trail lay the wooded hill which Peter had mentioned earlier; now, as he and Winston finally trudged

their way through it, he looked at the place with considerably greater disdain.

“Y’know ,” he reflected as Winston took the lead up the steep hillside, following a faint trail that had been made

by local animals, not hum an feet, “I thin k m aybe che cking o ut the cem etery wou ldn’t’ve been  so bad  after all.  Nobody

told me  this half of the  estate w as a na ture pres erve.”

Winston shrugged, trying to keep one eye open for obstacles in the rocky trail and the othe r on th e m eter.   “Hey,

you’re the on e who p icked it.  Be sides, a little fres h air an’ wa lking nev er killed an yone.”

Peter harrum phed.  “That’s easy for you to say, Mister Army Veteran.  Liberal arts colleges don’t usually force

studen ts out on te n-m ile hikes in c omb at gear.  I wa sn’t trained f or this.”

Just before they reached the crest of the hill, the animal trail ended; Zeddemore stopped to get his bearings.

Peter, waitin g im patiently behind h im, s tuffe d his  hand s into  his pockets and wished the cold wind were a little less brisk.

“C’mon, W inston,”  he urged when the sun went behind a cloud and cut off what meager warmth it had been providing.

“We haven’t gotten a flicker of a reading yet, and I don’t think we’re  gonn a.  If this  spoo k ha s any b rains , it’s pro bab ly

hiding out in one o f the building s, trying to keep warm .  And if we had any brains, that’s where we’d be, too.  Can’t we

just hurry it up and head back to the house?”

“We ’re almost finished,” Winston assured him.  “An’ believe me, you don’t know what cold is ‘til you’ve gone

out on m aneuver s in D ecemb er, in  a pouring rain.  C’mon, I think there’s a clearer path that way.”  He pushed his way

through a knot of bare-branched bushes to the right of a large tree that, from this vantage, appeared to be on the edge

of a clearing at the top of the hill.  Frustrated and cold,  Pete r sigh ed, cons idere d tak ing of f for th e hou se an d leav ing his

friend to finish the job on his own, then decided he didn’t want to get ragged at for it.  Resigned, he followed.

As he pushed his way through the bushes, small thorns caught at the psychologist’s pants and jacket, further

fouling his already fouled mood.  When he finally reached the top of the hill and the end of the bushes, he nearly ran

into his black partner, who had suddenly stopped.  He s cowled, miffed.  “Gosh, W inston,” he drawled sarcastically, “I

can ’t remember when I’ve ever had such a wonderful time.  Remind me to send you the repair bill when I take my

clothes in to have all the holes patched.  Why don’t we just—?”
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Peter abruptly fell silent, realizing that Zeddemore was paying him not the least bit of atte ntion.  He b elatedly

noticed that the black man was staring into the clearing, and that his PKE meter — which had been stone silent since

they’d left the house — was silent no longer, that its readouts and indicators were registering more than mere traces

of ps ychokine tic energy.

Venkman blinked at the seemingly agitated little device, then frowned, perplexed.  “What the...?“ he began.

Winston lifted one arm and pointed.  “Pete, look!” he half-whispered.  Peter did just that, following the line of

his partner’s arm.

Just beyond them, at the crest of the hill, lay a clearing that was precisely that:  clear — too clear.  Though the

trees and grass and brus h lay thick on the hillsides and flat-lands surrounding it, at the center of the clearing was a

perfect circle  of no thing , an a rea a bou t thirty fe et ac ross  in which no living thing grew, not even a blade of grass or spot

of lichen.

Peter swallowed and attempted to remain flippant.  “Well, it looks like someone’s been here before us,”  he

quipped, gesturing to the circle.  “You don’t suppose the gardener’s planning on putting in a flowerbed here, do you?”

W insto n’s he ad-s hak e held  no hint of ind ecision.  “N ot a chan ce.  If t hat’d  been  ma de by a  gard ener, ther e’d

be shovel marks  or rake mark s or footprints or something — but there isn’t.  And look -— there isn’t a speck of ice on

it.”

Venkman hadn’t noticed that detail before; now that he did, he wished W inston ha dn’t me ntioned it.   All around

them, the trees and bushes an d grass were  still dripping with the melting remnants of yesterday’s ice-storm — but the

circle  of ex posed ea rth an d roc ks w as com plete ly dry.

“And,”  Zeddem ore a dded bef ore P eter c ould r elocate h is voic e and  devis e a pr ope rly vacuous explanation for

this new twist, “it’s givin’ off enou gh P KE to  light up Manhattan.”  He glanced from meter to circle several times,

confirming that neither was an illusion; though the readings were not steady — they spiked and fell not unlike the

phenomenon Egon had reco rded  early th at m ornin g —  they were u ndeniably s trong , and  slow ly rising  in an u pwa rdly-

spiraling increase of power.  Winston then looked up at his employer with a deeply worried expression that made

Ven km an’s  skin  craw l.  “Th is is no  flowe r gard en, P eter, ” he s aid da rkly.  “T his is s om ethin ’ big .”

Much as he hated it, Peter had to agree .  Tho ugh  he se ldom  seem ed to  take  any pa rt of th eir bu siness seriou sly,

the carefree attitude he affected was really h is own way of trying to p rotec t him self  — and, to an even greater degree,

his friends — from being overwhelmed by the more profound aspects of their work.  The metaphysical implications of

what they did — indeed, even the very fact that they were able to do it — were, if one stopped to consider them,

awesome to the point  of ac tually being frightening.  And though he preferred not to talk about it, Peter knew that, from

the mom ent they’d started their business, they had gotten themselves involved in — ironically — gravely important

matters.

“Yeah,”  he breathed unhappily, eyeing the meter as one might the most heinous traitor ever born.  “And it looks

like this is gonna be another Big Twinkie, if those readings are on the money.  You sure it’s working right?”

W inston stu died the d evice this w ay and tha t, then shru gged.  “N ear as I c an tell, it is.”

“Then how come we didn’t pick up one peep ‘til we reached the top of the hill?  With something that juiced,

shouldn’t it’ve registered sooner?”

That very question had been niggling, unrecognized, at the back of Winston’s mind; now that it had come out

into the open, he found himself in no less of a quandary than before.  “I’d think so, yeah, but I’m n o parap sych exp ert.

Either the meter’s working right and there is something here, or it’s on the fritz an’ feeding us a lot of garbage.”  He

paused briefly t o con side r the m atter .  “If you  wan t my opinion, then I say it’s right on target, ‘cause that ain’t the work

of any gardener.”  His free hand once more gestured to the puzzling plot of bare ground.

Peter grimaced.  “I wish you hadn’t mentioned that, Winston.  I was just beginning to convince myself this was

all in the ima gination of  that blasted  mete r, and we  weren’t go ing to get into a  mes s of troub le again.”
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“W e don’t kn ow this is go nna be  trouble,” Z eddem ore note d, though  he didn’t be lieve it.

Neither did Peter.  “With our luck?  O f course it’s gonna b e trouble.  It  wou ldn’t be us if  i t wasn’t trouble.”  He

kicked at the  mu ddy gr ound, fee ling pe rplex ed an d m ore th an sli ghtly wary as he looked back a t the unnaturally dry

ground within  the c ircle.  “C’m on,” h e fina lly sugg este d.  “Le t’s get back  to the house and see if Ray and Egon are done

yet.  I’m not doing anything until we’ve go t all four of us  here to de al with it.”

Winston unde rstoo d tha t prud ence and  agre ed w ith it, tho ugh  he wa sn’t  as certain they should leave just yet.

“We could always call ‘em here,” he pointed out, tapping the walkie-talkie clipped to the waist-strap of his accelerator

pack.

“And sta nd here  and free ze ‘til they show u p?”  Th e psycho logist shiver ed at the th ought.  “N o way.”

“But what if something happens in the meantime?”

“Th at’s  exactly what I’m worried about,” Peter replied, meaning it.  He turned and headed for the nearest

reas onably clear path down the hillside, grabbing one of Winston’s sleeves on the way.  “C’mon, let’s put a little distance

betwee n us an d that wha tever-it-is.”

Zedde mor e rem ained ad ama nt.  “But, Pe ter....”

Exasperated, Venkman stopped his retreat long eno ugh to gla nce at his  colleagu e over on e shou lder.  “Look,

Winston, I think  it’s rea lly noble  of you  to want to s take  out th is frozen hell-hole — but just look at those readings, for

god ’s sake!  Do you know what they really mean, other’n that whatever’s here is something that could chew off your toes

without even taking off your shoes?”

W inston he sitated.  “W ell...  no....”

“Then let’s try to be a little less heroic and a lot more practical.  You and I don’t know what we’re really dealing

with here, so let’s go get our two  little boy geniuse s and let them turn their b rains  into m ush  trying to  figure  out what it

is before we go and make ourselves candidates for posthumous medals of honor — okay?”

It was a ve ry rational argu men t, something Peter very  seldom fell back on; Winston was suitably impressed.

He nodded his concession but, still worried, he consulted the meter one last time, then cast a wary glance at the

stran gely,  symmetrically lifeless patch of ground.  “Okay, but I was just thinking:  Maybe there’s nothing growing there

‘cause o f som ething in the  dirt.  You kn ow, like tha t field on Ra y’s cousin’s  farm .”

Peter failed to see the significance of this observation.  “So?”

“So m aybe we o ught to tak e som e of it back  so we c an test it an’ se e what’s u p with it.”

A suspicious frown settled between Peter’s eyes.  “And where’re ‘we’ supposed to put the stuff?  In our

pockets?”

The b lack m an shru gged.  “T hat’d do....”

“Not me!  I gave up playing in the dirt years ago, and I’m not messing up a brand new ja cket by filling my

pockets with mud!”

Winston sighed.  “Never mind, then,” he said, shoving the meter into Venkman’s hands.  “I’ll do it.”

Peter burbled slightly in token protest, but otherwise made no attempt to change his partner’s mind.  Winston

strode toward the circle; he had covered no more than three of the six st eps  requ ired to  reac h it when a s udden, shrill,

and totally unprecedented whine from the still quite active PKE meter stopped him in his tracks.  He was no coward,

but dealing with matters as unpredictable as the supernatural had cultivated in him a healthy sense of caution.

“What’s up?” he asked, not about to take another step until he was reasonably certain it was safe to do so.
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“I don’t kno w,” Peter  adm itted hone stly.  “As soon as you started moving toward that whatever-it-is, the readings

got stron ger.”

“You mean , they got stronger because I was moving toward it?”

“I don’t kno w that, either .  Try back ing off, and  we’ll see if that m akes  ‘em dro p.”

That soun ded  to be  as go od a p lan of  action as a ny, so  W insto n did  just that.  The meter’s whine didn’t abate;

it also didn’t get worse, so they cou ld only co nclude that the  rise in  ener gy leve ls had  noth ing whats oeve r to do  with th eir

proximity to the circle.

Venkman studied the to-him puzzling readings; he glanced at the empty clearing, then nervously licked his bone-

dry lips.  “I don’t like the look of this, Winston,” he said without any hint of flippancy.  “Hurry up and get your sample, then

let’s get out o f here.”

Zeddem ore had gotten a look at the data being displayed on the meter’s small screen, and he wasn’t about to

argue.  He strode back to the edge of the circle, squatted, pulled off one glove, reached down to dig up a fistful of dirt

— a nd be llowed the  instant his  bare  flesh  touched  the soil.

Scared though he was rapidly becoming, Peter did not hesitate to come to his friend’s aid.  He was no MD, being

a psychologist rather than a psychiatrist, but he’d been through enough in his lifetime to recognize a burn when he saw

it.  “How bad is it?” he asked as he smothered Winston’s singed fingers in the handful of slu sh he ’d scooped up off the

nearest pile.

“Not too bad,” Winston hissed, a reaction to the contrasting cold and heat rather than to an y serious p ain.  “I

was more surprised than really hurt — but, hell, I sure wasn’t expecting this !”

Peter was quite sure of that.  His face tightening with thought, he picked up a second handful of slush and

tossed it onto the bare earth.  It neither spat nor sputtered as water would when thrown onto a hot surface; it didn’t even

appear to melt, as ice normally would when near a heat-source, but it nonetheless evap orate d with  visible  effic iency.

In a matter of seconds, it was completely gone, leaving the spot beneath it dust-dry.  Now even more perplexed, Peter

tenta tively brought one of his own hands as close to the exposed grou nd as  he da red w ithou t actu ally touching it.  His

frowned deepened.

“It isn’t even w arm ,” he ann ounce d.  “No he at radiation a t all.”

That clearly  wasn’t the verdict Winston had expected.  “Well, it sure was two seconds ago!” he snapped,

outraged — at the seemingly traitorous dirt, not at his partner.  “I didn’t imagine it!”

“I didn’t say you d id.  But— ”

As abruptly as Winston had cried out, Peter fell silent.  He didn’t know why, but something had stolen the words

right out of his mouth, something that g ave h im a  sudd en, awful, t errib le fee ling in th e pit of  his stom ach , the w ay he’d

always felt when he’d been a school kid and had been about to get it from the principal for something even he knew was

really rotten.

Sud den ly, both m en notice d how th e trees around them were trembling, like news footage they’d seen of

buildings about to collapse in an earthquake.

That was when they felt the ground beneath them start to move.

Winston swallowed uneasily.  The black, bare branche s swaying above them brought to m ind all the old fairy

tales  that h ad sc ared  him  as a c hild —  and if  the m eter’s  insistent whine was any indication, the monster at the heart

of this fores t of thorns  was no  mere  fire-breath ing drago n.  “Pete,”  he croaked, his throat desert-dry, “I’m getting a really

bad fee ling about th is....”

Venkman tried to grin, but the expr ession c ame  out as sic kly rather tha n cock y.  “If you are, then you caught

it from me.”  In his hand, the meter continued to register the still-fluctuating PKE levels, though now, the patte rn of  their
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rise and fall had taken on a steady rhythm, like the pulsing of a giant heart or — in even more horrifying analogy — like

an ange red b eas t throw ing itself again an d again a t the walls of its p rison, trying to h amm er its way to fre edom  and to

vengea nce on  the ones  who ha d dared  impriso n it.

The mom ent those comparisons popped into Peter’s thoughts, he chastised himself for being stupid enough

to think them .  W hatever  was stirring  benea th this hill was giving off readings that, confused though they m ight be, were

still of a m agn itude  the psychologis t had  seen  only a h and ful of  time s in all th eir years of paranormal business.  He

reacted to the sight of them as he’d reacted in the pas t: with the awf ul feeling tha t they were g etting them selves into

something with which no mortal could  hope  to comp ete, m uch  less c onquer.  T he us ually re assuring  weight of h is

accelerator suddenly felt no more useful than a proverbial millstone, bringing on a sense of futility that even W insto n’s

stau nch  pres ence cou ldn’t d ispe l.  Pete r furtiv ely look ed up  at the  quive ring tr ees , felt  the sickening undulation of the

ground under his knees like the hungry, incessant lurching of some prehistoric tarpit, and rapidly came to a decision.

“I think we’d better get out of here—”

Winston could n’t have ag reed m ore.  Both men climbed to their feet as fast as they were able; steadying each

other against the uneven movement of the earth around the circle, they stumbled out of the clearing and down the

hillside, heedless of the clothes-clutching brush that w ante d to hold them  there , their o nly though t to ge t awa y from  this

still formless danger before they became its victims.

When  they were at last well off the hill, skin-scratched and clothes-tattered but beyond the eaves of the woods

and seve ral hu ndre d fee t into th e sur roun ding f ield, th ey fina lly stopped , kno wing, somehow, that they had reached

safe ty.  For more than a minute, they just stood there, gasping and panting as they tried to catch their also-ragged

breaths and will ing their pounding hearts to calm; eventually, they worked up the nerve to look back.

From here, the woods looked perfectly normal, its trees moving no more than trees would in a natural wind —

and on ce aga in, the PKE  mete r was silen t.

Peter scowled  at the  devic e, shook  it, then rapped it a few times, as one might a pocket radio with a loose

battery connection.  “Please tell me I didn’t imagine all that,” he begged his companion.

Oblig ingly,  Winston reached over and tapped the appropriate controls to switch the device from scan to replay

mode.  The sc reen blan ked fo r a seco nd, then d isplayed all the u nnerving  data it had a bso rbed  while  on the hilltop.  “You

didn’t,” he said, reassuring them both.  “What the heck was that?”

Peter watched the last of the stored information replay itself, then shuddered and shook  his head.  “I don’t know,

but I think you were right about calling in Ray and Egon.  ‘Cause I’m willing to bet you anything you can name that

wha tever ’s up o n tha t hill isn’t Theo dosia.”

**********

Although she hadn’t noticed the passing time, Janine had been reading for five hours straight when she began

to feel the eerie sensation of something watching her.  At first, she paid it very little mind, assuming that it was nothing

more  than a minor side effect of what she ’d been reading, strange stuff that had gotten stranger and stranger the more

she de lved into it.  She  dismis sed it withou t a second thought and continued her read ing — b ut the feeling  refused  to

go away.  The more it persisted, the more a notion grew at the back of her mind, a suspicion that she was being watched

by the specter of the woman whose journals she’d been examining.  That idea flourished until it became full-blown

nervousness; finally, unable to stand it any longer, she looked up, half-expecting to see a ghost, half-expecting to see

nothing.

Instead, she saw a face very close by, staring at her.

Startled, the secretary came very close to jumping out of her seat and screaming; to the good fortune of her

dignit y, she d idn’t.  It to ok o nly a second or two for her to realize that the eyes watc hing h er we re qu ite so lid, no t spectral,

and that the face in which they were set was very human — in fact, that of a child, specifically a girl of about se ven with

pale blonde hair and large vivid blue eyes, who was draped over the sofa-arm not far from Janine’s right elbow.  The

innocen t, pretty little face was such a contrast to the hideous ghost-visage she’d been expecting, Janine loosed a

massive sigh of relief.
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The child seemed glad to have finally been noticed.  “Hi,” she said, smiling but still staring.

“Hi,  yourself,”  the woman replied, swallowing to put her voice back on track when it cracked on the first syllable.

“Who  are you?”  It was a logical question, since she couldn’t remember Evelyn saying anything about children living on

the estate.

The girl was perfectly willing to be cooperative.  “Nori,” she said.  “Tha t’s wh at Mo mm y calls m e.  My n am e’s

really Hono rea, but M omm y thinks it’s too b ig for m e.”

“She ’s right,”  Janin e agreed, a crooked sm ile tugging at o ne corn er of her m outh.  W ith a nam e like that....

“You’ve got to be a Spengler, right?”

Nori positively beamed.  “Right.  Great-Aunt Evvie asked us here for Thanksgiving.  Did she ask you, too?”

“Sort of.  Is there something I can do for you?”

“Mom my se nt me  here to loo k for G reat-Au nt Evvie.”

“W ell, she isn’t he re.”

“I know.”  The girl cocked her head to one side, studying the redhead for a moment or two like a curious bird.

Then, out of the blue, she said, “You’re Janine.  Right?”

The receptionist blinked, surp rised  to have be en so  easily id entifie d by a  kid s he did n’t eve n kn ow.  “R ight.  D id

your mother tell you that?”

“Oh, no.  I’ve seen pictures.  You work with my Uncle Egon, don’t you?”

Ah-hah, Janine thought, the detective finally laying finger on the vital c lue.  T he ph oto-a lbum  she’d  foun d in the

attic  suddenly popped to mind, and she could now see enough family resemblance to  figure out to whom the girl

belonged.  So Evelyn invited Justin, too, did she?  I wonder how the guys are gonna like that little twist...?  “Yeah, I do.

But where did you see pictures?”

Nori shrugged.  “In magazines an’ on TV.  Daddy doesn’t like us to see that stuff ‘cause he says he doesn’t want

us to believe in it, but Nikki an’ Zak an’ me think it’s real neat.”  She paused, a most curious expression touching her

small features.  “Is it neat?”

The question caught Janine unawares.  “Is what neat?”

“Chasin’ ghosts an’ things like that.  The stuff in the magazines an’ TV make it sound real exciting, but Daddy

says it’s all a big...  a big....”  She fished for the proper word.

Remem bering how Egon had said Justin took after their f athe r, Jan ine k new  exac tly what word she was trying

to find.  “A big hoax,” she supplied, not without a faint trace of rancor.

“Yeah, that’s what he called it.  He says it’s just a bunch of fibs people make up ‘caus e they’re sc ared’a the  truth

— y’know, thing s like dyin’ an’ tha t.  But Nikki says he remembers Uncle Egon from before we moved to Japan, an’ he

doesn’t think he’d lie like that.”  She hesitated, biting her lower lip.  “Would he?”

“No, he wouldn’t.”  It then occurred to Janine that Justin might have been brainwashing his kids into their

gran dfath er’s  kind of warped thinking; she had to find out for certain whether this notion was reality or mere fantasy on

her part.  “Do you think so?”

Non shrugged.  “I dunno,” she answ ered matter-of-factly.  “I was too little before we m oved.  I’ve just seen

Nikk i’s pictures an’ the TV s tuff —  an’ ou t in the  hallwa y, whe n we  cam e in.”  S he blin ked  at the  older  wom an, c learly

prepared to accept whatever answer she gave as gospel truth.  “It isn’t all a big fib, is it?”
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Janine didn’t hesitate, wanting to reaffirm the child’s faith and trust in the honesty of adults, and just maybe

wanting to  help reinfo rce her a lmos t mirac ulously pos itive image  of her un cle.  “No,  it isn’t.  S om etim es, I’m  not re ally

sure what all of these things are, but I know they’re for real.  I guess your dad thinks they can’t exist ‘cause he’s never

really seen ‘em , face-to-f ace.”

The girl nodded with all the wisdom of ages.  “Yeah, that’s what Momm y an’ Nikk i think, too.”   She glanced at

the piles of boo ks and  papers  scattere d all over the  room , then purs ed her lips .  “Gre at-Aunt E vvie s ays she asked you

to come visit her ‘cause she’s been havin’ trouble with a ghost.  Did the ghost do this?”

Janine h ad to laug h.  “I wish.  No , we’re just trying  to find out m ore abo ut it.”

“Oh.”  She paused.  “Can I help?”

Janine considered that question for a long moment.  Over the last few hours, she had begun to see an awful

pattern being formed by all the bits of information she’d gleaned from Theodosia’s journals and the other clippings and

diaries and genealogies she’d examined.  She had p ored  over  every bit of pertinent information she’d been able to find,

had taken notes and sc ribbled ou t a diagram  to chart a  long a nd ch illing se quence  of events , and  she s till foun d her self

short a few vital pieces needed to complete the puzzling picture.  Nori’s interruption had come virtually at the end of her

research; now that she had a chance to reflect on what she h ad lea rned  and w hat she st ill need ed to  kno w, sh e cou ld

see just what she had to do to find those missing pieces.

“I think maybe you can,” she replied, to the little girl’s pleasure.  “I need to find your Great-Aunt Evvie, too, so

if you can show me where you haven ’t looked  for her yet, m aybe we c an find he r togethe r.”

**********

W hile Peter and Winston were trudging their way up the hillside to the surprise awaiting them there, and w hile

Janine was having her chat with Justin’s daughter, Ray and Egon had very nearly finished their own exacting inspection

of the southern half of Evelyn’s property, a task that had gone rather more quickly than their partners’, not only because

of its lack of PK activity but because it was considerably more cultivated and therefore easier to tra verse tha n its

northern complement.  Having started at the northwest corner of their designated tract, the two scientists had

syste ma tically and painstakingly covered every square foot of land, including both interiors and exteriors of the various

outbuildings.  Intriguing though some of the older structures were, nowhere did they com e acr oss  so m uch  as a f eeb le

flicker of spectral activity; even the cemetery — the last site to be checked on their carefully plotted route — was

psycho kinetically silent a s they app roache d it.

Ray — who had let Egon do the actual meter-scanning, since that seemed to be what the p hysicist wan ted, a

desire tha t coinciden tally left Stantz free to satisfy his itching curiosity to take a good close look at the place — d idn’t

try to hide his disappointment over this final failure while he worked at opening the stiff latch on the cemetery gate.  “I

hope Peter and Winston found something,” was his unhappy opinion, “‘cause if they didn’t, it’s sure gonna look like we

don’t know what the hec k we’re d oing.”

Egon didn’t  appe ar at a ll conc erne d by that possib ility.  “If the y didn’t , then  we’ll  do it over again until we do find

something.  If there’s a ghost isn’t the question; the equipment doesn’t have an imagination to play t ricks on it .   The re’s

som ething he re, all right; the on ly answers  we nee d to find are  what it is, exa ctly, and whe re it’s com ing from .”

Ray sighed as he finally unhooked the recalcitrant latch and pushed open the gate.  “Yeah,” he  sighed, “b ut I

don ’t think your father or your brothe r are gon na look  at it that way.  If we don’t find something on our first try, you know

they’re gon na say it’s bec ause th ere isn’t anyth ing here to  find.”

“Then it’s their problem, not ours,” came the equa ble re ply.  “Really, Ray, I do n’t see wh at you’re wo rried abo ut.”

The occultist op ened h is mou th and w as abo ut to enumerate the m ore than half-dozen concerns that were on

his mind, but all that came out was a lackluster, “Nothing, I guess.”  If he’d wanted to make a n issue of it, Ray could have

gone on in g reat d etail, lis ting o ff his  precise and not terribly complimentary thoughts concerning Quentin and Justin and

their  very one-dimensional views of life, the universe, and everything; he could have spent the next twenty minutes

explaining exactly how he thought any apparent failure on their part would further undermine those already biased
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opinions of the ir bus iness; he  could  have  spen t ano ther h alf-hour d esc ribing  just h ow a  failure  now  wou ld reflect on

them, personally.  That he mentioned none of this was a matter of politeness, not politics.

Fam ily friction was som ething with  which Ray was only too familiar.  He didn’t get along very well with his own

brother and sister for what he felt were somewhat similar reasons, but at least his father had neve r bad -mouth ed his

friends to their faces, nor had either of his parents actively campaigned against him and his choice of careers in the heat

of a family squabble.  Granted, their p olitely evasive e xplanatio ns for his  behavio r — “R ay is just different, dear” — had

had their own mildly patronizing patina, but they had certainly been a far cry from Justin’s flat-out refusal to accept the

existence of an ything  outs ide his  own  expe rienc e and  Que ntin’s  monumental indifference toward things and people he

neither like d nor wa nted to like.  R ay even s uppos ed that, if the tru th be known, he wasn’t really worried about how a

failure at this point would reflect on him or Peter or Winston or Janine or even on their business as a whole — but he

knew wha t Que ntin and Ju stin w ould t hink  of it and o n whom  they would u ltima tely pin  any blame.  In his own Boy Scout

attitude toward life, Ray had decided hours ago that if he could spare his best friend yet another pounding in the arena

of family o pinion , he would.   It was  just h is way.

He didn’t bother to close the gate behind them, since it had been such a pain to open and they’d be leaving

soon, in any case.  He’d been sort of expecting th e place to  look run -down a nd sha bby, like m ost of the  old private

cemeteries he’d seen abandoned on the edges of small towns or alongside country roads.  He should have known

better.  W hoever E velyn  had hired — or, like Lambert, had inherited — as her groundskeeper was diligent to a fault; not

a shrub or tree or blade  of gra ss unde r his  care went untended.  The cemetery, like the rest of the formal grounds, was

free from weeds and litter and other yard debris.  The various stones and monuments were in neat rows, though some

showed the unavoidable wear of wind and rain and long  years .  Ray felt a little  disap pointed, having  subc onsciously

wanted something of a more Gothic-horror nature to liven up this last leg of what had thus far been a boringly uneventful

assignm ent.

There was nothing ostentatio us ab out th e plac e.  Th e wa ll around it was a simple stone fence like that along

the borders of the estate; the headstones were little more than plain granite markers inscribed with names, dates, and

an occasional decorative border or such.  Some of the inscriptions had been nearly worn off by years of weathering, but

after a little searching, Ray finally located the stones marking the graves of Theodosia and her family, toward the back

of the yard.  After studying the plain weather-beaten markers for a few moments, the occultist exhaled in a long,

whistling sigh.

“You don’t suppose she’s actually sourcing from her grave site, d o you? ” he a ske d Egon, w ho was m etho dica lly

pacing up and down the rows, eyes fixed on the meter rather than on any of the stones.

“Doubtfu l,” the p hysic ist rep lied dis tractedly.   “From past experience, life — and the afterlife — is seldom that

predictab le.”

Ray had no c hoice bu t to agree.  “Y eah, and  mos t ghosts  who ke ep han ging on b ecaus e of a trau matic d eath

usually stick clos e to the place  they died, no t their grave .”  He stuf fed his m ittened ha nds into h is pock ets and continued

on along  the ro w.  “W hich  still doesn’t explain why we haven’t picked up any PKE  trace s.  If T heodos ia’s ha unting this

place ‘cause s he didn’t l ike the circumstances of her death, we should’ve picked up something back along the road,

where s he had  the carriag e accide nt.”

Egon apparently didn’t find that observation to be the least bit troublesome.   He shrugged.   “Unpredictable,

like I said.   The local PKE cycles  ma y com plete ly disru pt any norm al gho stly pa tterns.   In fa ct, I be lieve th at is amp ly

verified by the fact that my sister has visited here any number of times throughout the years, and not once has her

presence incited any g hos tly ma nifes tation s.   Cle arly, whatever is causing the natural PKE into a pattern of peaks and

lulls inhibits the ap pearan ces of a ny local spe cters.”

Ray harrumphed softly as he came up be hind h is tall  partner.  “Which means she may be sourcing from a tree

somewhere out in the pasture, ‘cause it’s got the strongest natural PKE concentration.  I just wish we had something

a little more  solid to wor k with.”

“So do I, b ut we ha ve to be p atient, Ray.  W e know  there’s a g host he re, and w e’ll find it, sooner o r later.”

“W ell, I hope  it isn’t to o m uch  later, o r we’ll b e her e ‘til next Thanksgiving.”  Feeling more useless than before

since there wa sn’t mu ch to look  for here o ther than  reactions  on a PK E me ter, Stantz m oved  off at  an an gle
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perpendicular to the aisle he’d been following when an oddly-shaped stone in the next row caught the corner of his eye.

At first, he thought the thing might mark the final resting place of som e par ticula rly important ancestor, but a closer look

showed that the stone’s shape was the re sult o f natu ral for ces , not o f any s tone cutte r’s tool.  He sighed, disappointed

yet again.

“‘Jecho niah’,” he said aloud, that being the name on the more-than-a-century-old, battered rock.  He ambled

along the row, reading the inscr iptions as  he we nt.  “‘T heophilus ’ — ‘C hrise lda’ —  ‘Eudora’ —  ‘Just inian’ —  I hate to say

it, Egon, but I think Peter was right about odd names running in your family.”  The physicist didn’t react, so Ray continued

his recitation.  “‘Philomela’ — ‘End imion’ —  ‘Maxim ilian’ — ‘Leon ie’ — ‘Cre ighton’....”  He stopped, took a step backward,

and gave the last stone a second look, to locate full name and dates.  “Hey, Egon, are these your grandparents?”

Having finished his scan of the previous row, Egon had caught up with him just then; this time, he spared a brief

glance at the marker Ray found so interesting.   “Was,” he both corrected and confirmed.

The remark was so thoroug hly colorless , Ray was  certain he ’d unwittingly stuc k his foo t into something personal

with all the grace of a T-Rex in a Waterford Crystal shop.  “Hey, I’m sorry...” he began.

But his companion dismissed the half-started apology as dispassionately as he’d corrected the occultist’s error

in tenses .  “No reason.  I have no more superstitious misconceptions about death than you do, Ray.  Personally, I find

the com mon  rituals surro unding b urial to be a primitive misdirection of energy and expense.  The body is nothing when

compared to the mind.”  With that, he resumed his sweep of the area.

Ray shifte d position u ncom fortably, but sa id nothing.  He had heard Egon expound that particular philosophy

before, and wh ile he agree d with him  on gene ral principles , he also had to acknowledge that those “primitive rituals”

were both valid and valued by most of the rest of the world.  Lord knew, he personally would have felt much better if the

plane crash that had killed his parents had left behind something they could have given a decent burial, instead of

leaving him and his siblings wondering whether or not their bodies were still floating around somewhere in the Carribean,

or if a passing shark had eaten their remains for lunch.

As he watched Egon con tinue  on do wn th e last  of the  narro w row s, qu ite his  usua l placid  and imperturbable self,

Ray foun d him self  wishing that just once, he could see inside the head of his sometimes enigmatic friend to find out just

how he  man aged to ta ke so c almly things  that the res t of ma rginally sane  hum ankind  couldn’t.

What  he wo uld ha ve se en at  that p articu lar m om ent w as a f ragm ent o f a m em ory stir red b y the sight o f the

name cut into the stone, a very old memory that echoed in the mind like sound in a long, empty cavern.

“Grandma, why doesn’t Justin like me?”

“Who says he doesn’t like you?”

“He did.  L ook w hat he did  to my c hemis try set.”

“That do esn’t mea n he doe sn’t like you.  It wa s proba bly just an a ccident.”

“Oh, no , it wasn’t.  I saw h im do it.  He  broke it on  purpos e.”

“That’s all right, sweetheart.  Your grandfather and I’ll buy you a new one—”

“And he ’ll bust that, too.”

“W ell, maybe it’s just because you’re so much younger than he is.  Big brothers sometimes pick on little ones.

I know m ine did.”

“But he d oesn’t pick o n Alex.”

“That’s be cause  she’s a girl.  Bo ys sho uldn’t pick on g irls.”

“Why not?”
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“It’s one of the ru les.”

“So’s not br eaking s omeb ody else ’s stuff.”

“We ll, you know  he does n’t understa nd wh at a five-ye ar-old is do ing, playing  with things  like that.”

“But I’m not playing with it, Gran dma....”

“I know .  Maybe  that’s what J ustin really d oesn’t like.”

“He doesn’t like my chemistry set?”

“No; m aybe h e does n’t like what yo u do with  it.”

“But why?”

“I don’t know , Egon.   I just d on’t know ....”

“Ray?  Come in, Ray — it’s Winston.  Ray?”

That considerably less distant squawking overwhelm ed the mere m emory-echo and retur ned  Egon’s

mo me ntarily  diverted attention to his still-lifeless meter and the much m ore active walkie-talkie on Ray’s belt.  Though

the physicist kept on with his almost-complete scan of the cemetery, he listened while his partner answered the frantic-

sounding  call.

“I’m  here, Winston,” Stantz responded, unclipping the radio and thumbing the transmit switch in one motion.

“What’s up?”

Zeddemore responded without preamble.  “You guys have got to get over here — now!”

Ray’s  eyes widene d, surprised by the unadorned urgency in Winston’s voice; he glanced at Egon, who was

looking in his direction, also startled.  “What happened?” the occ ultist aske d into the pic kup, vo icing the qu estion on  both

their minds.  “Where are you?”

“Pete  an’ I are in the field just north of the stables, maybe half a mile or so from the bridle path.  We were

checking out that big hill you can see from the back of the house when....”  One could almost hear the black man

shak ing his hea d.  “I don’t exa ctly know h ow to ex plain it.  All hell broke  loose, tha t’s all I know.”

“You mean, you saw a manifestation?”  Ray had difficulty keeping the excitement from his voice; he’d been

hovering on the verge of severe bore dom for at least the last half hour.

Again, W insto n see me d to be sha king  his head .  “Th at depends on  wha t you call a manifestation.  Not a ghost

or anything , but....”

Pete r’s voice cut in, staticky with distance, as if he was talking over Winston’s shoulder.  “Is a PKE reading of

9.3 ma nifes tation enough, Ray?” he asked, his voice heavy with sarcasm.  Stantz whistled at the report, but Peter

continued before he could comment.  “Just hustle your buns and get over here, now — both of you!  This thing is bigger

than we  thought.”

**********

It was, indeed; both Ray and Egon confirmed it when they arrived a short time later.  “These are the readings

you got when you reached the top of the hill?” the former of the two asked as he and Spengler studied the replay from

W inston’s meter.

“Yeah, and only when we reached the top,” Winston confirmed.  They were still standing in the middle of the

field, since neither Zeddemore nor Venkman felt inclined to pay the hilltop a second visit until they had some plan of

action in m ind.  “It was p retty spook y.  Not one s queak  from  that thing for  four hou rs, then, boom!”
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“Strange that it should be so entirely confined to one site,” Egon mused, glancing from the meter to the wooded

hill and back again.

An ironic ally amused breath whistled through Peter’s teeth.  “Seems to me I’ve heard you say that before.  And

weren’t you wrong then, too?”

“It’s not a question of wrong or right,” the physicist replied distractedly as he continued to contemplate the meter

readings and their implications.  “Merely an observation.  And one of more serious consequences this tim e, I sh ould

think.”

Winston didn’t like the sound of that at all.  He swallowed nervously.  “More serious?  Why more serious?”

“Beca use in the  case o f a hous e-boun d spirit, one c ould spe culate ce rtain natura l limitations....”

“Like the what-were-they-called in Ray’s aunt’s dining room?”

“Domovien,” he was  helpfully supp lied.  “Yes, so meth ing of that g eneral na ture was  what I had  in mind .”

“Yeah, but there’re  critters with  natural lim itations that aren’t housebound,” Ray pointed out.  “Dryads, naiads,

sylphs, stuf f like that.”

“True.  But in all instances, they’re relatively minor entities — nothing this powerful.  And Peter’s right to draw

a comparison between this and the demon in Mrs. Faversham’s attic.  It had been contained deliberately — and I

suspe ct whate ver this is, it’s bee n trappe d here, too .”

Peter had been listening with more than his usual attentiveness, for one of Egon’s impromptu lectures; now,

he frow ned.  “Bu t I thought n one of you r father’s re latives were  into anything s uperna tural.”

The physic ist sh rugg ed.  “O ther th an oc cas ional c asual scie ntific in teres t in the  subj ect —  and u sua lly in

debunking it, not in treating as an area of serious in-depth research — you’re right, the y have n’t been, a t leas t not in

recent m emo ry, and certa inly none of th e relations  who lived h ere.”

“Then how did this  whatever-it-is get stuck here?  If it’s been bound on purpose, someone had to do the binding

— and ‘til you guys c ame  up with this nifty ecto-c ontainm ent system  of ours, th ere wer en’t a who le hec k of a  lot of w ays

to do that, e xcept b y magic .”

Egon had never been entirely comfortable with that term, at least not in its common, casual usage; it carried

too many implications of pure  supe rstition , the p op-c ulture  prod ucts  of an  over -activ e im agina tion ra ther th an the solid

facts  of level-headed scientific observation.  He preferred to think of “magic” as a ritualistic form of manipulating

psychok inetic  energies performed by non-spiritual entities with exceptionally high psi sensitivity.  And w hen it cam e to

applying even tha t conce pt to the ultra-r ealistic scien tists and scholar s in his fathe r’s side of th e fam ily....  Needless to

say, he had his doubts.

“Th ere’s  no way of knowing how long this creature’s been trapped here,” he essayed as an  answ er to P eter’s

question.  “This area was once populated by various tribes of Native Americans; it’s possible this was the result of some

very ancien t binding ritual p erform ed by one  of their sha man s.”

Peter wasn’t completely satisfied.  “Fat chance,” he snorted.  “You haven’t s een the s ite.  Unless nobody’s ever

been inside those woods, someone would have noticed it before now, especially if it’s been there for hundreds of years.

It’s not exac tly the sort of thing  you can m iss.”

Again, Egon shrugged.  “Quite likely, it isn’t evident at all times of year.  Remember, this area does seem to be

subject to a significant natural cycle of psychokinetic energy.  And given these readings and the nature of the instances

reported in my aunt’s house, I ’d say it’s entirely possible the two are completely unrelated.”  He pause d to look up at the

hill.  “Of course, the best way to determine whether or not they are is to have a closer look at it.”  W ith that, he started

across the field.
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“Can’t we just study the readings and leave the thing alone ‘til we know what it is?” Winston asked , no more

eager than Peter to go back.

“Meter readings alone can’t tell us everything,” was Egon’s blunt answer.

“Beside s,” Ray a dded with  a grin , eagerly heading after h is coh ort-in -scie nce , “ther e’re fo ur of  us no w, so  if

things do start getting  nasty aga in, we can  take ca re of it, no pro blem .  C’mo n.”

Neither Peter nor Winston was even half sure of that, but, seeing they weren’t to be given another option, they

followed — slowly, and at what they hoped would be a safe distance.

Once they re ached the top  of the  hill, the meters again registered powerful psychokinetic energy readings,

somewhat stronger than before but still no better defined; the physical manifestations, however, were gone.  Ray and

Egon entered the clearing without a moment’s hesitation, but Peter and Winston continued to hang back , warily

remaining at the very edge of the underbrush.  Ray’s reaction to his  first s ight o f the u nna tural c ircle o f bare ear th could

be called nothing less than excited.

“Th is is great!” he crowed, pacing around the wide  ring w hile Egon  exam ined it s rea dings  with c are.  “ I have n’t

see this big an example of spirit-presence influencing physical objects since Poltergeist!”

Peter, uneasy over being this close to the thing, grumbled.  “Bad choice of com paris ons , Ray.  T he sp ook s in

that movie swallowed a whole neighborhood!”

Stantz grinned.  “I kno w.  W ouldn ’t it be g reat if  we ha d som ething tha t big on ou r han ds ins tead  of jus t a plain

old Class Six haunting?”

Appalled, Peter groane d.  “I think we n eed to find  this boy a nice  padde d cell som ewhere ,” he m uttered to

Winston.  Zeddemore nodded.

Egon was  neither ex cited  nor a ppa lled.  “I d oub t very much that we’re dealing with spirits from desecrated

graves , here.   But th is is quite fas cinating.”

“You  kno w wh at it is, th en? ” W insto n ask ed ho pefu lly.

But the blond head shook.  “No; there’s too much random PKE concentrated in the area for the meter to pick

up any sp ecific  char acte ristics .  But fr om  the lev el of e nerg y, I’d say what we have here is at least twice as powerful as

a simp le Class S ix repeate r.”

“Oh, wo nderfu l,” Peter m oaned .  “That’s ju st what I wa nted to he ar.”

“Hey, it’s not  all that  bad, ” Ray p ut in at  his re assuring  best .  “At lea st wh ateve r it is, it’s focused here.   W e won’t

have to g o aroun d, trying to corn er it.”

The soun d the  psycholog ist m ade  could  only be described as pained.  “Thanks, Ray.  That makes me  feel so

muc h better.”

Having completed his preliminary scans, Egon had turned his attention to the circle itself and stood studying

it for seve ral lon g m om ents .  “Th ere’s  nothing I can see to indicate any connection between this and my aunt’s problem

— although I do wonder w heth er or n ot Th eodosia ’s ring is reacting to this energy build-up.  If there is a con nec tion, it’d

be reflec ted in PKE  resona nce-leve ls in the ring.”

“Great,” Venkman appla uded, seeing in  this an excellent excuse for retreat.  “Let’s go back to the house and

find out.”

Spengler, however , was  not so eas ily pers uaded to  leave .  “Late r.  Th e m onito r will record any activity in the

stud y.  I think  we shou ld m ake  certa in we ’ve ex am ined this sit e as t horo ugh ly as po ssib le bef ore le aving  it.   I’m

surprised I never noticed this when I was here as a child — but then, it may not manifest in this fashion during low PKE

times o f year.”
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“I tried to get some of the dirt to take back for a soil sample,” Winston said, “but when I touch ed it, the stuff

burned  like fire.”

“Even though it wasn’t giving off any heat,” Peter added.

“Did  you try more than once?” Ray asked, squatting at the circle’s edge to place his hand close to the exposed

earth, as Peter had.

“No,” W inston rep lied.  “I didn’t think th ere was  any point in be ing that stup id.”

It was a perfectly good explanation and Ray listened to it politely, but the moment his black partner had finished

speak ing, he rea ched d own an d scoo ped up  a fistful of dirt.

Both W inston an d Peter s tarted to ho ller for him  to stop, bu t — to the ir astonishment — Ray didn’t bellow or

even wince in pain.  He merely poked at the stuff with his other hand, and rolled some of it between his fingers.   “It’s

not even really warm,” he reported.

“W ell, it was as hot as a devil’s behind half an hour ago!” Winston protested.  “I wasn’t imagining things!”  As

proof, he pulled off his glove and held up his reddened palm for them to see.

Ray briefly  glanced in his direction, but Egon didn’t even look up.  “I’m sure you weren’t,” the physicist assured

his indignant colleague.  “But the outward results of spiritual activity can change dramatically from one minute to the

next.”

“Th ere’s  nothing o dd abo ut this stuff,”  Ray announced after he’d sniffed and prodded and rubbed it.  “No residue

or anything , just dirt.”

“I suspected as much.  This could be nothing more than a perfectly normal point of concentration for local PKE,

a naturally-occurring pocket in the immediate continuum.  Any manner of psychokinetic activity could be attributed to

its presence, even the  agitation of a  conside rably less po werful an d usua lly dorman t resident s pecter in re spons e to its

cyclical fluctuations.

Ray nodded sagely as he dropped the dirt and brushed off his hands on his pants; Peter and Winston looked

at each other, confused.  “Did you get that?” the latter asked.

“I’m almost afraid to say it, but... yeah, I think I did,” the former confessed.

Egon was oblivious to their exchange.  “Perhaps we could get more informative readings from the center of the

disturbance,” he reflected.

Peter understood that without any trouble.  “You want to go in the middle of that thing?” he asked as he pointed

to the omin ous -look ing cir cle.  “Y ou’d  be better o ff tying the m eter to a rope and throwing it in there on its own, if you

ask m e.”

From the look he cast the psychologist, Egon didn’t agree; neither did Ray.  “C’mon, Pete, don’t be ridiculous.

It’s just a patch of dirt, not a black hole.  We’ve got our accelerators, and it’s only maybe thirty fe et ac ross .  W hat could

happen that we couldn’t move fast enough to get out of?”

“It cou ld swallow  you,” w as Venk ma n’s to tally sober re ply.

Ray laughed it off as he pushed himself to his feet.  Already erect, Egon started into the circle.

But the m om ent he tried  to cro ss th e edg e of rin g, he  struc k so me thing  — invisible , but a s so lid as a bric k wa ll.

“On the  other ha nd,” Pete r drawled , “mayb e it’ll get its kicks b y bouncin g you arou nd for a w hile.”

Egon was not amused.  “Very funny,” he said, then tried again to cross the boundary.  The invisible barrier

remained firm.
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Peter tried not to lau gh, uns ucces sfully.  “Maybe  it’s just you the whatever-it-is doesn’t like,” he proposed.

“Y’know , this being th e fam ily homes tead and  all.”

The physic ist sc owled at h is insou cian t partn er; wh ile he was trying to think of an appropriate response, Ray

attempted to enter the circle, and was similarly rebuffed.

The occultist fa vored the  not-so-im aginary ba rrier with a truly disa pproving  frown.  “W ell, this is the pits,” he

grumbled.  “Did you guys run into this earlier?”

“No,” Pe ter replied, “b ut then, we  weren’t du mb e nough  to try walking into  it, either.”

Ray turne d his grim ace on  Venk man .  “It’s strange  that it’d let me  reach in a nd pick  up the dirt, tho ugh....”

“Which would seem to indicate a directing inte lligence be hind this ba rrier,” Egon opined.  He glanced at his PKE

meter, then at where the wall would lay, were it visible.  For a moment or two, he studied the not-wall with unfocused

eyes, scratching his chin and thinking; finally, his eyes focused again as his thoughts returned to the here-and-now.

W ith his at tentio n fixe d on the m eter’s  read out s cree n, he  tried a gain —  unsu ccessfu lly — to  cros s the  boun dary.

“Interesting ,” he sa id when his  expe riment was com plete .  “Th e PK E leve ls rem ain fa irly constant when we stay away

from the circle, but th ey incr ease m arke dly when a n attem pt is ma de to ente r.  Ray, try cross ing at the sa me tim e I do.”

Stantz obliged; both were once again bounced off the invisible wall.  “Yes, there’s a definite correlation, the degree of

increas e being in a pparen t proportion  to the num ber of bo dies trying to en ter.”

“So?” Peter wanted to know, unable to see what point Egon was trying to make.

“So, it could  be significa nt.”

The skeptic harrumphed.  “So could the number of angels that can dance on the head  of a p in, bu t I have n’t

seen a nyone wa sting rese arch m oney on it sinc e the Da rk Age s.”

Ray chew ed on  his lower lip for a bit, obviously thinking hard.  At length, he asked, “Did you and W inston try

hitting it with the streams?”

Both men shook their heads.  “We didn’t see any pa rticula r reas on to ,” Zed dem ore a dm itted.  “T here  were n’t

any actua l ghosts a round to  shoot at.”

“Sure, but sometimes, hitting a non-personified spectral power source at its center can overload it.  We’ve done

it at least half a d ozen tim es befo re.”

Peter groaned.  “Yeah, and we always end up getting knocked around and bruised like a bunch of overripe

banan as.  I can th ink of be tter ways to s pend m y Thank sgiving tha n in traction.”

W inston wa sn’t quite so  skeptic al.  “Yeah, bu t I can see  what they’re d riving at.”

Peter blinked at his dark partner, surprised.  “You can?”

W insto n nod ded .  “If this  whatever-it-is is responsible for wakin’ up the ghost that’s been bugging Evelyn and

her staff, getting rid of it might let the ghost go back to sle ep for go od, w ithout havin ’ to trap her a nd put he r into

containm ent.”

Ray bea med .   “Right.   And  overload ing it migh t just do the  trick.”

Egon w asn’t quite s o enthus ed.  “Perhaps,” he ventured, “but I think I’d prefer to have a more definite idea of

this entity’s precise nature before we try anything so drastic.  The data’s still too vague to make a positive classification,

and I’d rath er avoid m aking it an gry ‘til we have s ome  idea of wh at we’re de aling with.”

Peter’s eyes widened  in genuine surprise.  “You mean for a change, you’re not just keeping your mouth shut

to sto p us f rom  chick ening  out?   You really don’t know what it is?”
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The p hysicist sho ok his h ead, albe it reluctantly.  “I’m a fraid not.”

The psychologist could scarcely believe it.  Ray’s glowing zeal dimmed a bit, damped by his tallest partner’s

logic.  He sighed, but subm itted.  “I guess you’re rig ht about not m akin g it ang ry.  But ,” he w ent on afte r a m om ent’s

pause for re flectio n, some  of his  enthusiasm restored, “stinging the thing with a shot from our packs might be enough

to bring do wn this for ce-field with out getting it too  riled.”

“Now, that sounds a little more reasonable,” Venkman approved with a nod.

“I’m willing to try it,” Winston chimed in.  “How d’you want to do this?”

“A short burst from the four compass points ought to provide a sufficient jolt without concentrating too much

energy at any one point,” Egon suggested.  That seemed quite rationa l to the others , so they sp read ou t to equidistant

positions around the circle.

“Try a half-power setting first,” Ray recommended.  “Everyone ready?  Okay — fire!”

“Did that do it?” Winston asked afterward.

Ray a ttem pted  to ste p into  the c ircle; o nce  again , he collided  with th e uns een  wall.

Peter sn orted so ftly.  “We ll, that was a w onderf ul waste o f time.”

Egon consulted his PKE meter, then sighed.  “As a matter of fact, the en ergy levels a re up sligh tly, not down.”

“Maybe we ne ed to  try a str onger se tting,”  Ray s aid thoughtfully.   No one disagreed, so they tried again, at three-

quarter power.

As before, the barrier stayed firm, though the PKE levels rose.

“I think maybe it’s time we pulled off the kid gloves,” Winston opined, his combat training thoroughly irritated

by their continued lack of even marginal succe ss.  “Full s tream , an’ k eep  it on the blas ted th ing ‘til some thin’ happens.

Peter’s s mile wa s crook ed.  “Yeah , an’ if it doesn’t like  it, we’ll tell it to call our agent.”

Ray blinke d at him , innocen tly.  “We  don’t have  an agen t, Peter.”

The p sycholog ist shrugg ed.  “Th en we’ll do w hat we a lways do.”

“Close our eyes, shoot, an’ get ready to run like hell?”

“You’ve g ot it.”

Determined to get some sort of significant reaction out of the whatever-it-was, the four eliminators followed

W insto n’s plan of action and held their full-force streams trained on the circle.  A reaction they got, indeed — but one

none of the quartet had anticipated.

The barrier surrounding the barren plot of land suddenly became visible, turning to a milky, translucent wall that

hovered about ten inches above the ground, a flat ring over seven feet high.  A moment after it had thickened enough

for the ghostbusters to notice its presence, it split in to six  equa l fragm ents  that ju st as  quick ly coale sced into  six

ambiguous but none theless c learly ghostly sh apes.  W ithout the sligh test hesitan ce, th ey dov e stra ight fo r their

attackers.

“Holy—!” Peter was first to exclaim as a pair of the wispy forms shrieked by less than two inches over his head.

He ducked and reflexively cut h is stre am , now  on the aler t for th is m ore d irect d anger.  “W hat th e hell is this?” he

dem anded as  he op ened fire o n one  of the  spec ters th at wa s aga in swoop ing toward  him .
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“Hard to tell,” Ray hollered back as he warned off a particularly shrill assailant with a blast from his accelerator.

“Could be actua l ghosts, c ould just b e rando m ec toplasm  the contro lling entity called up to scare us.  T hey’re pretty

indistinct.”

Winston, whose hand s we re fu ll with the three spirits that had chosen him as their target, took a hurried shot

at the group as he ducked the overshot of Ray’s blast and just barely missed giving Peter’s jumpsu it rear  air

conditioning.  “They’re pretty hacked off, too,” he growled.  “I guess maybe—”  He paused to fire again.  “—we

shouldn ’t’ve tried so ha rd.”

Egon, having successfully fended off  the attentions of one of the two spooks that had first dive-bombed P eter,

cut his stream and went for his PKE meter.  “Too much interference from the central source,” he announced as he

dodged Winston’s second shot at his ghostly trio.  “And they’re moving too fast, too close together .  The  me ter ca n’t

separa te them  enoug h to get a c lear read ing on the ir spectra l type.”

“I knew this was gonna be no fun,” Peter grumbled.  Having driven off his two original harassers, at least for the

mom ent, he wa s able  to give  W insto n a ha nd by h itting h is three from behind.  The first two were further dissuaded by

a shot from  Ray.  Slowly, the  specte rs appe ared to  compreh end the threat their weapons posed, for they were  no longer

so quick to re-engage after backing off.  The three men, in fact, were soon  quite  able to  chor eog raph  their a ction s we ll

enough to hold the spirits at bay, though not well enough to even attempt to trap them .  The re we re sim ply too  ma ny.

Egon — w ho ha d had  the g reat g ood  fortu ne to  be the one  least  harrie d by the gho sts —  did not hes itate to

make use of this opportunity.  Once he was reason ably sure his partners had things under control — meaning once he

was sure he could m ove without too much fear of ha ving his head blasted off by the ir errant m isses —  he m oved into

the no-longer-barricaded circle.

Peter was first to notice this.  “Egon, have you gone completely crazy?” he yelled, not feeling  the least ne ed to

be polite.  “Get out of there!”

Spengler was  not deterr ed.  “W e m ay not  get another ch ance like  this,” h e alibie d, ca refu lly avoid ing their

proton-f ire-fallout as  he hurried  to the cen ter of the ring .  “It’ll only take a m inute to get th e reading s I need.”

Peter ground  his teeth.  “It’ll only take  a minu te to get your head bitten — look out!”  Even as he spoke, one of

the specters slipped between their streams to dive at the unwary physicist.  Venkman fired a warning shot to drive the

thing away; not completely inattentive, Egon threw himself onto the ground at the center of the circle.

“Don’t be stupid, man!” Winston shouted, in complete agreement with Peter.  “Get the hell out of there!”

But Egon was not about to pass up the observational opportunity presented by his position, so close to the heart

of the effe ct.  “One  secon d....”

Two more of the spirits slipped free of their guard, having determined the pattern to their defense.  Both dove

for the middle of the circle, skimming the groun d in a fashion that almost seem ed designed to urge the scientist to leave

rather than being an attack.  Uncertain if this was true or a mere  illusion of ang le, Peter an d Ray se t up a cros sfire to

herd  them  away.

“Got it!” Egon called a few moments later.  The spirits — which became more agitated the longer he remained

in the circle, apparently angered by his presence there — were ke eping his partners quite  busy in  their e fforts  to ho ld

them off long enough for him to get out again.  Looking up to get his bearings, the physicist pushed himself into a

squatting  position, wa ited until it was sa fe for him  to stand, th en rose  to his feet—

—and the ground beneath him, which had been undeniably solid only seconds before, suddenly turned to a

quicksand so greedy, he was swallowed up to his knees before he even realized what had happened.

“Guys!” he shrieked, unable to do anything else.  It was  such an u ncharac terist ic sou nd, com ing fro m h im,  his

partners all looked reflexively in his direction, their mild annoyance instantly changing to horror.
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Without thinking, Winston started to run to help, but the moment his foot touched the interior of the circle, he

cou ld feel the dirt turn to mush under his boot sole.  He pulled back before he’d fully put his weight on that foot; he

teetered on the brink for a moment before regaining his balance on the solid ground outside the ring.

“Didn’t I warn you?” Peter snapped with pseudo-anger even as he tried to lean out over the circle as far as he

could, extending one hand toward his endangered partner.  “I told you that thing’d try to swallow you, but did you listen?

Nooo o....”

“Don’t panic!” Ray recommended when Peter’s reach fell short by at least a foot, leaving Egon -- who was now

mired up to his w aist — to  sink eve r further into  the unna tural bog.  “Jus t relax  and t ry not to  mo ve, or  you’ll  go down

even fa ster.”

The beleaguered physicist was not especially impressed by the advice.  “I don’t think the Boy S cou t ma nua l is

going to he lp, Ra y,” he retorted, h is usual stoic compos ure gone in the grip of this only-too-real peril.  “I think  it’s ac tively

pulling me down!”

Pete r’s expression twisted wryly.  “Well, that’s what you get for w anting to go  where n o ma n has g one be fore.”

He glanced at his free partners.  “One of you didn’t think to bring a rope or a ladder truck, did you?”

“No,”  Winston replied with the rage of the helpless.  He hefted his useless blaster, then was struck with sudden

inspiration.  “Could we use the cord on the packs...?”

But Ray instantly shot down that hope.  “Nope — too short, and not strong enough.  We need something long

enoug h for him  to grab on to.”

Peter, who had just half-heartedly fended off one of the suddenly less agitated spirits, was looking up at the

trees when Ray said that and, like Winston, fell victim to inspiration.  “Would a tree branch do?” he asked.

Ray nodded vigorously and started checking out the underbrush for a suitable one among the fallen deadwood.

“Yeah, tha t’d be perfe ct, if we can  find one lon g enou gh....”

Peter grinned.  “D on’t worry, the n.  I’ve got just w hat we n eed.”   With that, he took aim at the only tree whose

branches reached far enough into the clearing to extend over the pool of ground-turned-quicksand.  His shot was true;

accurate ly, cleanly, he blasted through the bigge st ava ilable b ranc h ove rhan ging t he cle aring .  It plun ged  earth ward  am id

a spray of wood chips and autumn-dried leaves and impacted well within the boundaries of the circle.

Too well within the boundaries.  The branch landed a good seven feet from the edge, beyond the reach of

anyone without and too far from the center for the almost immobile Egon — who had by now sunken nearly to the top

of his sternum —  to grab hold of.

“Damn!” Peter swore, furious to have his brilliant scheme so precipitously ruined and no less distressed by the

failure than his imperiled partner.  “That was the only decent-sized branch out there, too!”

“It’s okay!” Ray exclaimed, now seeing the answer to their plight in both Peter’s failed attempt and the stand of

saplings just beyond the western edge of the clearing.  “We can bring down one of those younger trees and use it like

a boat-h ook to p ull him ou t.”

“Then hurry!” Egon suggested with m ore th an a h int of p anicked  urge ncy,  since he was no longer able to impede

his downward progress, no matter how motionless he tried to remain.

“Don’t worry,” Winston said firmly, an attempt to be reassuring in what he knew were anything but reassuring

circum stance s.  “W e’ll have you ou t of there in tw o seco nds.”

The spirits —  which ha d back ed off fo r the m ost part ever since the m ore p owe rful en tity, und oub tedly th eir

master,  had caught one of its adversaries — suddenly became agitated again, apparently displeased by their certain-to-

be successful p lan.  Before they could  resum e their swo oping atta ck, W inston’s w ell-trained ba ttle-eye caug ht onto it;

he imm ediately ope ned  fire in  an attempt to prevent any interference before it got underway.  “Peter!” he shouted as Ray

sprinted for the stand of saplings.  “Help me”'
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Venkman didn’t need to be asked twice.  With a comparative ease attained through a lot of practice — and a

lot of mistakes — he and Zeddemore laid down (or up) a pattern of fire designed to keep the specters from harassing

Ray and thus preventing him from felling the badly-needed  saplin g until it was too late.  Their concentration was, by

necess ity, so focused on that one task, neither man no ticed that the partner for whose life they were fighting was very

close to going under.

From Egon’s point of view, time and the whole of life compressed into a few all-too-fleeting seconds, lapsing

into oblivion fram e by fram e, like frozen  image s on film  being sn apped  off, one a t a time, by the keen blades of an

unrelenting cosmic clock.

Tick...   and W inston’s fire drove off two frantic specters, who went shrieking about the clearing with no apparent

aim .

Tick.. .  The suction of the angry entity pulled the physicist down ‘til the not-quicksand almo st co vere d his

shoulders.

Tick...   In his hurry, Ray tripped over a brush-hidden tree-root and almost fell, but miracu lous ly rega ined h is

balance at the last possible second and pushed on, determined.

Tick...   The thing below took another gulp, and the mire rose around its victim by yet another torturous fraction

of an inch.

Tick.. .  Peter, nimbly managing to fend off the simultaneous assault of two spirits, nonetheless was forced to

throw himse lf to the ground to avoid the diving of third, which he had to let go as yet another pair avoided W inston’s fire

and  turne d instead  on him .

Tick...   The noise of a single proton blast was followed by the satisfying sound of splintering wood — but too

late, for Egon could feel the suffocating pressure of the supernatural muck as it began  to lap a gains t the b ase  of his

throat,  up his neck , against his ch in.  He  close d his e yes, w ondering  how  it cou ld pos sibly en d like  this and ho ping it

would be  over with q uickly...

...and then, unexpectedly, there was som ething there for his  hand s to g rab o nto o ther th an m ud, som ething solid

but definitely not sinking, something with the rough feel of bark.  Egon opened his eyes, expecting to see his friends at

the other end of an  imp rovis ed re scue-rod, rea dy to pull him  out —  but what m et his  eyes w ere e yes in a noth er, gh ostly-

pale fac e, transluc ent, sm iling, and —  to his aston ishm ent —  familiar.

W inston, quite busy with the task of holding the marauding specters at bay, pivoted to follow the ghost that

whizzed past him when a hurried shot missed its target; it was then that he saw the shadowy spirit-shape hovering over

the center of the circle, intent on the trapped scientist.  “Egon, look out!” he shouted in warning and, assuming the ghost

was up to no good, opened fire.

That was enough to completely shatter the illusion of slowed time which had held Egon prisoner in the just-past

seconds that had almost been his last.  As he clung to the floating br anch tha t had  som ehow been m oved  within  his

reach —  indeed, h ad bee n push ed right into h is hands  — a sh arp, “W inston, no , don’t!!!” escaped him

It came milliseconds too late.  Zeddemore’s shot burned the air across the clearing and, thou gh it didn’t quite

hit the specter, it drove the thing off.  Silent, once more amorphous, it fled to the skies above the clearing where it joined

its five fellows  in a hastily disorg anized retre at.

Just then, Ray burst back into the clearing, a felled young maple in hand.  “Got it!” he exulted, immensely

relieved to see that he hadn’t arrived too late.  “Peter, Winston — help me!”

Even with the few branches it boasted, maneuvering the long sapling-trunk across the quicksand without poking

someone in the eye wa s difficult, but with P eter’s  ass istance, R ay m anaged  the tric k with out incident.  Re asonab ly

certa in the ghosts had finally backed off for go od, W insto n sho ulder ed his  weapon  and h elped  his two partne rs pu ll their

unfortunate fourth out of the muck, once Egon had gotten a decent grip on the smooth-barked young trunk.
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It took more effort  than any o f them  had antic ipated —  the thing be low the hill was , to all evidenc e, loath to

relea se its  capt ive —  but th ey fina lly me t with s uccess , thou gh it lef t them  all breathless and m uddy.

But even when Egon was safely ashore, the fun was far from over.  As soon as its prisoner had been pried from

the circle ’s clut ches, the  four  para norm alogists were treated to a repeat performance of the earth-dance Peter and

Winston had witnessed earlier.  “Let’s get out of here!” Venkman recomm ended the moment he felt that sickening rise

and fall of g roun d tha t he never  again  wan ted to  expe rienc e.  Th ere w as no  oppo sition  to his  sugge stion; they fled , with

Winston and Ray more than half carrying Egon, who was too limp with fatigue to stand, much less run.  When they

reached the spot where they had rendezvoused before attempting the second expedition to the clearing, all four

collapsed.

***********

After what seemed like an hour of simply sitting there, trying to keep body and  soul toge ther, but wa s, in fact,

no m ore than  five minu tes, Pete r finally found h is voice an d the stren gth to use  it.  “I want a bath,” he said flatly, “and

someplace warm to sleep, and no more ghoulies an’ ghosties an’ long-legged or even short-legged beasties to blast

until  at leas t nex t July.”  H e tried  to run  a han d thro ugh  his ha ir, but th e half -dried, ha lf-fro zen m ud w ith wh ich all o f him

had be en spa ttered tang led his finge rs alm ost imm ediately.   He g roaned .  “Make  that ‘til July of 2020 .”

Ray,  like all the rest of his partners, had no trouble commiserating; he didn’t have the energy to sit up just yet,

much less consider making the long hik e back  to the m ansion.  “I’m glad I got back when I did,” he said between deep

breaths, staring up at the tattered clouds, “‘cause I’ve never seen anything work that fast -— not quicksand, not tarpits,

not sink holes —  nothing.”

“Th at’s  what Egon gets for never listening wh en peo ple try to warn  him,” V enkm an sco lded, thou gh with  no real

disappr oval.  “I told you that thing’d try to swallow ‘im!”

“Not like this, you didn ’t,” Winston pointed out.  “You were lucky you managed to get a hold of that branch when

you did, Ego n, or I don’t think  we cou ld’ve pulled you  out with a co nstruction  winch.”

“I didn’t,” came the less-than-whispered reply.  Like shriek s of terror , this, too, was  very out of k eeping w ith

Spe ngler ’s usua l ma nner, and  thus  was  enou gh to  prom pt all th ree o f his c om pan ions  to sit up and  look  at him ,

something they hadn’t really done since they’d pulled him from the mire.  The physicist, though normally somewhat on

the pale side of natural coloring, was as white as the proverbial sheet and was shivering visibly.  Though their first

inclination was to suspect this condition was the result of exhaustion and the cold, all three had had enough ex posure

to first aid training to recognize the symptoms of shock.

Again, they all had the same reaction — worry — but Peter spoke  up first,  with atypical solicitude.  “Hey, are

you all right, Egon?  That thing didn’t break any bones or anything, did it?”

To their m utua l relief,  the m uck -cov ered  scien tist sh ook  his he ad.  “N o,” he  said,  still fain tly.  “But I d idn’t  reach

the branch on my own.  Someone gave it to me.”

Winston blinked, puzzled.  “Someone...?”  Something vital clicked in his head; he saw the connection.  “Not that

ghost tha t was ha ngin’ over you ....”

This  time , the m ud-p laste red h ead  nodd ed —  but W insto n rem ained  polite ly ske ptica l.  “You must’ve  been

imag ining things ,” he ess ayed.  “Th ose sp ooks  were tryin’ to m ake trou ble for us ....”

“Or they might’ve been trying to help us,” Ray interrupted thoughtf ully, seeing a p ossibility Zedd emo re could n ot.

“Think abou t it, W insto n.  Th ey m ight’ve  been  trying to  get in o ur wa y beca use  they knew what wou ld hap pen  if we went

into the circle .  They co uld’ve bee n on our  side all along .”

“We ’ve seen stran ger th ings  befo re,” P eter f elt compelled to agree.  “And it wouldn’t be the first time we’ve had

trouble telling o ur enem ies from  our allies.”

The ir dark colleague reluctantly conceded that truth.  “Maybe.  But a ghost deliberately stepping in to stop

som eone fro m dying ?”  He s hook  his head .  “That’d b e like a sh ark giving  a life prese rver to a dr owning  man .”
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“No, W inston,” Eg on insisted .   “It’s not the sa me th ing at all.”

Zeddem ore turned his eyes to the rather pathetic-looking physicist; though the man was still pale and shivering

and as shaken as a survivor of the Titanic, he was als o quit e def initely not trying to be funny or arg uing f or arg um ent’s

sake.  Winston frow ned, now com pletely confused.  “Why not?  I mean, they’re still ghosts, aren’t they?  We’re not

exactly numb er on e on their h it para de, y’k now  — an’ it’s no t like yo u actually know ‘em or  anything....”

“But I do.”

That quietly-voiced statement of fact had a bigger impact on the three listeners than anything they’d seen or

heard that entire day.  Their reactions were both similar and different: Ray was both startled and fascinated, as this was

something about which they’d often speculated but had never actually encountered; Winston was stunned, not having

expected that re ply; and Pe ter was to rn betwe en sho ck and  disbelief.  “You wha t?” the last ec hoed, no t quite  sure  he’d

heard correctly, or wanted to.

“I recognized them,” Egon repeated, as shaken by the fact as any of them.  “Or at least, I recognized one of

them , the one w ho gave  me th at branc h.”

The black man studied his fair-haired employer for a long moment, looking for any hint that this was some

strange sort of jok e; he fou nd non e.  “Who was it?” he finally had to ask.  Like Peter and Ray, he fully expected the

answer to be Th eodos ia, the striking face in the old photograph and the ultimate subject of all these trials and

tribulations.

The physic ist closed  his eyes, shivered, hesitated for what seemed an eternity, then, almost inaudibly, replied,

“My gran dmo ther.”


