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		By the pricking of my thumbs, 

		Something wicked this way comes.

 

			the weird sisters

 

 

Chapter 1

 

KAITLIN LOOKED DEAD. 

Lying unconscious in a hospital bed, she looked small and frail like some orphan child about to give up the ghost. Her skin had the colour of ash and her breathing was shallow. As still as a stone, not even her eyes moved under the lids in their dreamless state. A pulse monitor was clasped over her index finger, an intravenous drip plugged into her veins. Her ribs swathed in gauze over the stab wound to her abdomen. 

The three women in the room had barely spoken a word in the last hour, each one sullen in her own thoughts. Jen and Tammy and Billie. A sigh was heard or the creak of a chair as the trio sat vigil at the bedside of their injured friend. 

“This is silly,” Tammy declared, breaking the silence. 

Billie and Jen flinched, breaking from their mesmerized gaze at the woman in the bed. 

“What’s silly?” asked Jen. 

“All of us in here.” Tammy sat up straight, stretching her back. “Like there’s something we can do.”

Billie craned her neck. “We don’t want her to wake up to an empty room.” 

“We could take turns sitting with her,” Jen suggested. “We’ll work in shifts so someone’s always here. The other two can get some sleep.” 

“Makes sense,” Billie agreed. 

Tammy nodded. “No sense all of us looking like zombies.” 

All agreed but no one moved, none willing to leave the side of their gravely wounded friend. All three afraid of the same thing; that if they left now they might never see Kaitlin again. 

So they stayed where they were until the nurse came and chased them out. 

 

~

 

The crisp lighting of the waiting room was harsh after the dim glow in Kaitlin’s room. The three of them stood stupefied, yawning and rubbing their eyes. 

Tammy looked at the other two. “Do I look as haggard as you two?”

“Worse,” replied Jen. 

Billie fussed with the bandage over her left hand. Three stitches over a slice to her knuckles that Kaitlin had put there herself. “Does anyone remember what the doctor said?” 

The doctor had rambled a lot of mumbo-jumbo at them, most of it unintelligible  to the three sleep-deprived women. A rupture to the peritoneal cavity, internal bleeding and so on. 

“She was stabbed,” said Tammy, cutting to the chase. “She might die.” 

The other two startled at the bluntness. Candour was one of Tammy’s charms. Not today perhaps. They were still in shock, thought Billie. They didn’t need anymore. 

A custodian ambled by pushing a cart past the three silent women. Jen started crying again. All had endured their bouts of tears and when Jen suffered another round, the other two said little to console her. They were all sick of hearing each other say that it would be okay and that they couldn’t jump to any conclusions and not to lose hope. Repeating these platitudes again would sound not only hollow but cruel. 

Jen dried her eyes and stuffed the wadded tissue back into her sleeve. She looked up at Billie. “I still don’t understand what happened. What was she doing there?” 

Billie felt Tammy’s gaze fall on her alongside Jen’s. She had deflected this question twice in the last three hours but didn’t have the strength to do it again. “I don’t know.” 

“What was she doing with a knife?” Jen said, unsatisfied. “And these cult people you saw. Who were they?” 

Billie kept her eyes on the dull patina of the floor and held her tongue. Jen was simply venting. She didn’t really want to know that Kaitlin had become possessed by something evil in a rotting mansion known colloquially as the Murder House. She also didn’t want to know of the hooded cult figures Billie had found Kaitlin with, nor the bizarre ritual they were performing at the time. Nor did she really want to know that the entire incident had been orchestrated by a woman named Evelyn Bourdain, who had been dead for almost eighty years.  Jen did not believe in such things.

“Why don’t we get some coffee,” Tammy suggested, desperate for something to break the monotony of waiting. 

“I can’t drink anymore coffee,” Jen dismissed. 

“Then let’s just stretch our legs. Come on.”

Jen pursed her lips like she hated the idea but she stood up all the same. “Do you want anything?” she said to Billie. 

“No.” 

Jen turned and joined Tammy, the two of them ambling slowly down the hospital corridor. 

Billie leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes, wishing she could shut her brain off. The incident at the Murder House and Kaitlin’s injury were not the only things scrambling her mind. Mockler, the homicide detective who had become a significant part of her life over the last few months, had dropped a bomb on Billie about the mummified remains found at the derelict mansion on the hill. The body in the pit was once a man named Franklin Riddel. Her absentee father. The man suspected of killing her mother. 

 

~

 

Detective Ray Mockler stood in the centre of the cavernous basement of the abandoned property dubbed the “Murder House” by generations of kids dating back to the fifties. The darkness of the cellar was pushed away by banks of floodlights that the tech crew had set up. He couldn’t take a step without tripping over all the cables on the floor. 

“Christ Almighty,” said Detective Odinbeck, standing on the far side of the dungeon-like chamber. “Weren’t we just here bailing out your friend?” 

The friend the older detective referred to was Billie Culpepper. Earlier in the week she had, for reasons still unclear, broken through a patch of concrete floor to find human remains hidden in a pit. The night before, he and Billie had returned to the house to find her missing friend, one Kaitlin Grainger. What they found was a handful of people in dark robes engaged in some sort of ritual. Kaitlin had attacked Billie with a large dagger. Again, the reasons why were unclear. Both women had tumbled into the pit but the blade had ended up in Kaitlin’s abdomen. Her condition remained critical.

“Yep.” Mockler replied. Casual as can be, like this sort of thing happened all the time. 

The two detectives looked down at the broken crust of concrete and within that, a shallow pit where the remains had been found. Surrounding the hidden tomb was an enormous pentacle scrawled onto the gritty floor in white paint. All five points of the star were tipped with candles that had cooled into puddles of wax. Kaitlin Grainger’s blood was still speckled across the concrete in droplets like some kind of deranged game of connect-the-dots. 

“Do you feel that?” Odinbeck asked. “The vibe in here? It’s oppressive.” 

Mockler raised an eyebrow. His partner wasn’t prone to such musings. “Vibe? Are you kidding me?” 

“It’s something, man.” The older officer surveyed the cellar around them, shaking his head in dismay. “I’ve stood knee-deep in more crime scenes that I care to remember. But this place? This hell-hole gives me the creeps. It’s like someone died in here.”

“Someone did die in here. A lot of people died in here.”

“Oh,” Odinbeck grumbled. Gallows humour, not uncommon to working detectives. “Then I guess we better get to work, huh?” 

For all his flaws, Odinbeck knew how to lighten a mood and for that Mockler was grateful. He didn’t let on to his partner but the truth was he was afraid to be in this godforsaken place. He had witnessed something that put a chill into his bones like nothing he’d ever experienced before. Something had attacked Billie in this very cellar four days ago. It had pushed her down and dragged her clear across the floor toward that awful pit inside the painted circle. Clutching her arm he had felt the unseen thing on the other end tug harder, using the young woman like a rope in a game of tug-of-war. Working homicide, Mockler had seen more than his share of terrible things. People shot or stabbed or simply bludgeoned to death but  that awful tug had turned his world upside down. It was like suddenly realizing that everything he knew was wrong. The world really was flat. Two plus two equalled seven. Monsters really did hide under the bed.

Worst of all was the fact that whatever unholy thing that had snatched Billie away was still here. It fouled the air and plunged the temperature all around him. Even Odinbeck, who was as sensitive as a brick, could feel it. 

Mockler knelt down at the lip of the broken floor and trained his flashlight into the pit. A little loose dirt and broken shards of concrete lay at the bottom, nothing more. Its awful secret had been extracted by the forensic unit days earlier. 

Odinbeck remained outside the perimeter of the painted circle. “Did you talk to your friend yet? About what she found in that hole?” 

“I did,” Mockler replied. A bomb he had dropped on Billie hours before at the hospital. It had left her with a dazed expression, like her guts had been kicked in. 

“Hard to believe,” Odinbeck huffed. He looked down at the cavity in the floor. “Nothing good is gonna come of that news. Some secrets ought to stay buried, you ask me.” 

Mockler stood up and brushed the dust from his knees. “We should go over the place one more time.” 

“How about we get some fresh air first? It stinks down here.” 

The younger detective agreed wholeheartedly and the two of them marched briskly for the stairs. 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

NO ONE COULD REACH Kaitlin’s parents. Twice a year they flew to a retreat in Panama where they left their phones at the door, completely disconnecting from the outside world. None of the ladies knew the name of the resort so they had no way of contacting them. Billie felt sick at the shock Kaitlin’s parents were in for. Coming out of their retreat, feeling refreshed and relaxed, to be told their only daughter had been stabbed and was on death’s door. 

“Kyle must know how to reach her parents,” Tammy said. She sat cross-legged on the floor. 

“If we ever find him.” Jen stood looking out the window. “We should ask at the front desk again. Maybe he turned up.” 

Kyle had been assaulted when Kaitlin disappeared, left unconscious in the condo they shared together. Billie and Tammy had called an ambulance for him before leaving to find Kaitlin. That was the last they had seen of him. 

“He’ll turn up,” Billie said. “He’s probably sitting in Emergency waiting to be seen.” 

“We don’t know that,” Jen snapped, her tone sharp. 

The exhaustion was rattling everyone’s nerves. Billie let it go. 

“Maybe he ended up at that awful Murder House too.” Jen’s tone was even flintier this time. 

“What does that mean?” 

Jen’s gaze was sharp on Billie. “You never should have gone there in the first place. None of this would have happened.” 

That, Billie knew, was more than just exhaustion talking. It was an accusation. “You’re blaming me for this?” 

Jen stiffened. “You should have known better. That’s all.” Her eyes shot to Tammy as well, spreading the blame evenly. “All of you.” 

Billie studied Jen, staring out the window, her back to the room. They had been friends since high school. A lot of water under the bridge but something had changed between them in the last few months. A distance creeping in since that night in June when Billie had confessed her terrible secret. The ladies, meaning  Jen and Tammy and Kaitlin, had confronted Billie about her odd behaviour since the incident where she had almost drowned. They had wanted to know what was wrong and Billie told them. About the ghosts that haunted her every move. About her new-found ability to see the dead that surrounded all of them. Each of them had reacted differently. Where Tammy was sceptical, Kaitlin had believed immediately. Jen, the person she trusted the most, had flat-out rejected the idea as nonsense. End of story. 

Nothing had been the same ever since. It was like they were strangers now, she and Jen. Polite but reserved. It was unfair and it irked Billie to no end but she had neither the energy nor the mental power to bring it up now. 

Tammy stretched her legs out on the cold floor and crossed one ankle over the other. She looked up at Billie. “What did the cop say to you last night?” 

“Which cop?”

“Your friend, Mockler. You two went outside to talk. When you came back you were white as a ghost.” 

Ghost. The word lingered in the air for a moment. Billie turned her eyes to the window, remembering the conversation but she said nothing. It  still hadn’t sunk in yet, too unbelievable to comprehend. 

“Bee?” Tammy growled, her impatience streaming through. “Out with it.” 

Billie exhaled. “It was about the body. The one we found in the pit.” 

“The one you found,” Jen corrected her. “The one you smashed the floor to find. Isn’t that what happened?” 

A wild urge to smack her friend in the face boiled up in Billie. Why was Jen being such a bitch? Was it just the stress? And where was this violence inside her coming from? Three weeks ago she had punched a man named Aaron Napier right in the nose. He had deserved it and she felt no qualms over the violence but before that moment, she had never hit anyone in her life. And now here she was wanting to smack her best friend across the cheek. It was disturbing. 

“Easy, Jen,” Tammy cautioned. She turned her attention back to Billie. “What about the body? Did they identify it?” 

Billie nodded. “Yes.” 

Tammy leaned in. Even Jen had torn her eyes from the window to look at Billie. “Well? Who is it?” 

“Frank Riddel.” 

Tammy exchanged a look with Jen, followed by a shrug. “Who’s he?” 

“My father,” said Billie. 

Tammy’s eyes widened. Jen took a step back, already shaking her head. “That’s insane.” 

“What?” Tammy sputtered. “How can that be?” 

“They’re not one hundred percent sure yet. But the wallet found with the remains belonged to Franklin Riddel.” 

Tammy grew still. “You never mentioned your dad before.”

“I barely knew him.” 

“Bullshit,” Jen interrupted. “How could it be him? He left when you were a kid and then, bingo, you just stumble across his corpse?”

Billie said nothing.

Jen continued to shake her head at the idea. “This cop is messing with you. That’s just too crazy.” 

“If it was Gantry,” Billie replied, “I’d say yes. But not Mockler.” 

“I need to go home.” Jen rubbed her temple as if hit with a sudden migraine. 

“Go,” Tammy said, rising up from the floor. “Get some sleep. You too, Billie. I’ll stay with Kaitlin for a while.” 

Neither of them argued this time. Jen looked ready to run. All Billie could think about was shutting her eyes. 

Before anyone could make a move, the door swung open and Kaitlin’s boyfriend entered the room. 

“Kyle?” Tammy sputtered. “Where have you been?” 

His left eye was swollen purple. A bad cut on his eyebrow had been stitched. He charged to the bedside and clutched Kaitlin’s cold hand. 

His back was turned to the three women in the room but they could tell by the shudder in his shoulders that he was already crying. Jen took a step toward him. “Kyle, Kaitlin’s been hurt. She’s stabilized for now but the doctors say it’s serious.” 

He wasn’t listening. He kept his back to them and muttered soft and low to the woman in the bed, stroking her hand again and again. 

The sight of it was hard to bear and it triggered tears anew in the women. 

Billie inched closer and put her hand on Kyle’s back. “She’s gonna be okay, Kyle. Kaitlin’s strong.” 

He snapped around on her so fast she thought he was going to bite her. 

“Get out!” His teeth flashed in his snarl. The look in his eyes was pure venom. “Get the fuck away from her!” 

Billie startled back. “Easy, Kyle—” 

He charged at Billie, teeth snapping. “This is your fault, you fucking witch! You and your voodoo bullshit!” 

“Kyle,” Tammy said, stepping in like a referee. “That’s not true.” 

“Yes it is!” He pointed at Billie. “She got Kaitlin mixed up in this shit! The Ouija boards and the spooky ghost bullshit! It’s all her fault!” 

The words stung, cutting deep like thorns into her flesh. Billie tried to wave it off, knowing it was just grief and shock that was rippling through Kyle, but it did nothing to mediate the sting. 

Kyle flung his arms, spittle flying from his bared teeth. “Get out, Billie! And don’t ever come back!” Then he turned on Tammy and Jen. “You two should stay away from her. She’s dangerous!” 

“Let’s get out of here,” Jen said, trying to pull Tammy away. “We’re leaving, Kyle.” 

The heat of his rage burned off and he flung his hand at them, shooing them away before returning to the woman in the bed. 

Tugging Tammy to the door, Jen turned to shoo Billie away too. “Let’s go, Billie—” 

There was no need. Billie was long gone. 

 

~

 

The sitting area of the Emergency Room was filling up fast with the dented and battered citizenry with their broken bones and festering sores. Two men sat in the far corner, the hoods of their sweaters pulled up to shade their faces as they watched each and every person who passed by. 

When Billie Culpepper came marching through the waiting area at a fast clip, one man nudged the other. 

“Is that her?” 

“Yeah. That’s her.” 

They remained still, watching the young woman slip through the doors. 

“What now?”

“We wait a bit longer. See who else shows.” 

The thinner of the two looked at his companion’s hand. “You should get that looked at while we’re here.” 

He looked at his hand. Red sores dotted the skin, oozing liquid. “You should talk.”

The thinner man looked at his own hands. They too were covered in festering lesions. “It’ll go away.” 

“What if it doesn’t?” 

The other man didn’t know. He looked at his colleague. “It’s on your neck now.”

“Ah shit. This isn’t good, bro.”

“Don’t be a pussy. Just man-up and shut your mouth.” 

The thinner man thrust his hands back into his pockets and said no more. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

“WHY’D YOU PICK THIS PLACE?” 

Billie stood in the grass of the harbour front park and looked out over the blue horizon of Lake Ontario. Sunlight dappled off the waves, making her squint. 

“It seemed appropriate,” he said, coming alongside her. He looked out at the bay. 

Mockler had called just as she was leaving the hospital. Still upset by Kyle’s vicious words, she almost didn’t answer. He said he wanted to talk. She hadn’t slept in the past twenty-four hours and all she wanted to do was crash but the detective sounded urgent. She was surprised when he asked to meet at Pier Four Park, near the water. 

Mockler looked at her and then glanced away. 

“What?” she said. 

He shrugged. “You look tired. Have you slept at all?” 

“Not really. You look like you’re ready to drop.” 

“I feel like a zombie right now.” He nodded to where his car was parked. “We can do this another time. You’ve had a helluva day.” 

“We’re here now.” She walked on slowly, toward the water’s edge. The smell of the lake was strong. Wet October leaves were plastered across the footpath. “What did you want to see me about?”

“I needed to know if you were okay. How’s the hand?”

She lifted her bandaged fist. Three stitches under the gauze, sliced from the dagger Kaitlin had swung at her back at that awful house. “It’s itchy. How’s your arm?” 

The sleeve of his left arm was rolled up to allow for the dressing wrapped where he had been bitten. The two of them looked like a matched set in their twin bindings. “Stings. I’m worried that dickhead had rabies.” 

“I’ll call an ambulance if you start frothing at the mouth,” she said. 

“That’s awfully reassuring.” 

The banter came easy and that still surprised her. If she counted back, Billie hadn’t known the detective that long. Not yet five months. It felt much longer for some reason, like he had always been there. She smiled at him and walked on slowly and stopped at the iron railing at the pier’s edge. Water lapped the concrete embankment below. “They fixed it,” she said. 

“Fixed what?”

Billie patted her palm against the hollow metal, making a ringing sound down the railing. “The railing that broke when you knocked me into the harbour.” 

“That’s not the one,” he said, pointing further down the pier. “It was down there.”

“No, it was this one. You can see where they patched in the new piece.” 

Mockler looked at the metal pipe and its fittings. All of it had been painted black. It all looked the same to him. Still, he screwed his lips into a wry smile. “Are you sure? I coulda swore it was down there.” 

“Some detective you are.” 

“I ain’t just a pretty face, you know.” 

The gulls swooped out over the water before alighting on the pier and calling out in their mindless honks. Billie propped her elbows on the railing and listened to the sound of the water lapping below her, its soft trickling sound lulling her heart until the weight of exhaustion crept over her. 

“How’s your friend?” he asked.

“Stable for now. But the doctors aren’t saying much.” 

“They never do. She’s young. She’ll be all right.” 

Billie nodded but didn’t say anything. She had spent the last seven hours speculating on Kaitlin’s survival, she didn’t have the energy to give it anymore thought. 

“I know you’ve had a hell of a night, Billie, but I wanted to ask you a few things.”

She shrugged. “Shoot.” 

“What do you remember about your father?” 

Billie looked at the detective then turned back to the horizon of the lake. “Not much. He wasn’t around.” 

“Meaning what?” Mockler asked. “You only saw him at Christmas and birthdays?”

“Less than that. He’d blow in, rattle mom, take off again.” She straightened up. “I don’t even remember what he looked like.” 

“What about family on his side? Did you know any of them?”

“No, I don’t know if he even had any,” she said. “Do you really think it’s him? The body in the pit?”

He sighed and offered a slight shrug. “I honestly don’t know. This whole thing is so strange. We’ll see what the DNA test says, go from there.” 

Her hand began to throb, at the cut on her knuckles. She rested it against her collar to keep it raised. “Can I ask you something?” 

“Anything.” 

She took a deep breath, unsure how to start. “What’s going on with you? At home?” 

He didn’t move, his gaze locked onto the open harbour before them. She couldn’t tell if he was formulating his answer or shutting down. His silence was an answer in itself and she was probably prying where she had no right to. But that didn’t stop her. “All the boxes at your place, half the house packed up,” she went on. “You said one of you is moving out.” 

“She is.” 

The air seemed to tighten up, taut as a garrote around the throat. 

Billie swallowed. “I’m sorry. That must be hard. Is it over or are you just taking a break?” 

His gaze drifted to the water below. “It’s over.” 

A sudden queasiness rolled around in her belly. A sense of guilt or responsibility, she couldn’t tell which. Did she have anything to do with this? She had blurted her feelings to Mockler at one point, fool that she was. Then, even more foolishly, she had tried to take it all back. Maybe, Billie wondered, she was overestimating her own influence. Why be so fatuous to think she could possibly have caused the two of them to split?

There was, whispered that little voice inside her, that almost-kiss. 

Billie shook her head, snapping herself out of the delusion. “I didn’t know you two were having problems. How come you didn’t tell me?” 

“You have problems of your own to worry about,” he said, kicking at a pebble on the ground. “I don’t need to burden you with mine.” 

“I wouldn’t be much of a friend if you felt you couldn’t tell me you were hurting. And now, after everything that’s happened. Well…” 

“Okay.” It was all he said. 

She didn’t know what he meant by that. Okay he wouldn’t keep his burdens to himself or, okay, they weren’t really friends? 

“So,” she said, “what happens now?”

“With the case?”

“No. With you and Christina.” 

“I’m trying to figure that out. We’ll get some distance. Clear our heads, see where we are.” 

“No offense, but that sounds kind of vague.”

“It’s the best I got.” 

She fussed with a loose strand of gauze on her bandaged hand, restlessly picking at it. “You still love her?”

“Of course,” he said. “But things change. People change.” 

She nodded her head slowly. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry you’re going through a rough time.” 

“Thanks,” he replied. He seemed genuine. 

She watched him scratch the stubble on his chin. A gesture she had seen a number of times before, one she knew that meant there was something on his mind. “What is it?”

“What’s what?” he asked.

“The question on your mind. Go ahead.” 

“How do you know I have a question?”

Billie tapped a finger against her temple. “I’m psychic, remember?” 

He started to laugh but then his expression fell, morphing quickly to suspicion. 

“I’m totally pulling your leg,” she said. “I can’t read minds.” 

“That’s a relief.” 

“Oh? Why’s that? You have a dirty mind?” 

He laughed. “Sometimes. Lately though, my mind is nothing but scrambled eggs.” 

“Welcome to the club,” she said. Even amid the more sombre topics of break-ups and dead bodies, the banter came easily, bandied back and forth like a tennis ball over a net. She made a mock pretence at being serious. “Back to your question, detective. What do you want to know?”

His smile fell away. “The body. If the tests come back positive and that is your father, I’m going to open your mom’s file too.” 

“Her file?”

“The cold case,” he corrected. “Into her disappearance when you were a kid. The two cases are linked. So.” 

“Oh.” The bandage on her hand began to unravel and she forced herself to stop fussing with it. “I’m not sure where the question is in that. Do you need my permission?” 

“No. But I want your blessing. And,” here he held up a hand in caution, “that would mean asking you a lot of questions. Probably painful ones too.” 

She looked down at the ripples on the water. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” 

“Don’t you want to know what happened to her?” 

She hesitated for a heartbeat or two and then looked him right in the eye. “No. I don’t.” 

“Think about it. You don’t have to answer right now.”

“There’s no point. Whether I know what happened or not, it doesn’t change anything. She’s still gone.” She straightened up and stepped back from the railing. “I should go. I need to crash.” 

“You want a lift home?” 

“I’m good.” 

She turned and walked up the footpath to the street. Mockler stayed where he was and watched her leave, surprised at how quickly the whole conversation had turned sour. 

 

~

 

The apartment was cold when she got home. A window had been left open, blowing in the cool wind throughout the night. Billie removed the stick that propped up the old sash and eased the heavy window down into its casement. Shivering, she went to the kitchen to put the kettle on. The weariness was so bone-deep it made her clumsy, knocking a bowl to the floor. She left it there and took her tea into the living room where she sank into the couch. 

If Mockler had asked that same question ten years ago, her answer might have been different. There had been a long period where she had obsessed over what had happened to her mother. Was she really dead? Had her father really killed her as the police suspected? Or did something else happen that night when she climbed out of the crawl-space to find blood on the floor and her mother gone? She had even, for a brief time, entertained the notion that her mother was alive somewhere, living in a different country under a different name. Some quiet place where the locals wouldn’t treat her like a crazy person. 

In the end, reality had settled in and she reconciled herself to the fact that the police were probably right. Her mother was gone and there was simply nothing more to it. Did justice need to be served by finding the guilty party and punishing him? It didn’t change anything and she felt no  burning need for revenge. It was done. Let it go, move on. And yet here was Mockler, wanting to dig it all up again. Tear open the wound and expose it all. For what? Truth? 

A rattling sound roused her and she leaned up to see what it was. She wasn’t surprised to see the legless ghost of a child nestled in the far corner of the ceiling like some malproportioned spider. 

“Why are you still up?” she asked the little ghost. He often left at sun-up, slipping into a shadow to wait until the sun went back down. 

The Half-Boy just watched her, his eyes dark under the frayed brim of his newsboy cap. He never spoke, this diminutive phantom who now shared the apartment with her. His tongue, like his legs, had been cut off in life and thus he remained mute in death. 

She kicked off her shoes and laid down. “You wouldn’t believe the day I had.” 

The Half-Boy stirred at this remark, as if suddenly interested. He scurried down the wall, propelling himself along with his hands, until he reached the floor. He trotted over and clambered onto the cluttered coffee table but Billie’s eyes were already closed, her mouth open in a dreamless sleep. 

The ghost dropped his chin in disappointment, sulking the way children do. After a moment she began to snore lightly. He reached past her to fetch the blanket draped over the back of the sofa and covered her with it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

“THIS IS BULLSHIT. He’s not going to show.” 

“Enough, Sergei. Have some faith.”

Sergei paced the hallway, looking at his watch for the tenth time. His watch was nice. A Hublot, ripped from the wrist of a gadje who owed his uncle money. “Faith? Uncle, this man is not coming. He doesn’t even exist.” 

Gabor swirled the glass of plum brandy in his hand, his own home brew, and waited for his hot-headed nephew to cease his pacing. “Sit down, Sergei. Be still.” 

The younger man grimaced and pulled out a rickety chair. Sergei often disagreed with his uncle’s decisions but now was not the time to disobey. His uncle Gabor’s heart was broken in two and the old man was grasping at straws, waiting for some gadje witch-doctor to show. That unsettled him to no end. One never turns to the outsiders for help. Romany problems are only fixed by the Romany. Anyone on the outside was an enemy or a target, simple as that. 

Sergei bounced his knee and fidgeted in the chair. His uncle poured a glass and handed it to the young man. “Drink this. And sit still before I smack you.” 

Sergei drank it down and felt the heat of it burn his throat and leech out through his veins. His knee ceased to bounce. 

The knock on the door sent Sergei jumping to his feet but his uncle motioned for him to stay calm. “Take a breath,” Gabor said. “Then open the door.” 

The younger man ran his fingers through his hair and then turned the lock and opened the door. A man strode into the hallway. Tall and lean, he was dressed in a sharp suit but the tie was loose and his hair a mess. He held a tall can of lager in one hand, like he’d come to watch the game on the telly. “Hullo, chief,” he said to the young man at the door. “You Gabor?” 

“I’m Gabor.” The older man stepped forward. He nodded to his nephew. “That is Sergei. You are John Gantry,  yes?” 

Gantry smiled and swept into the apartment. “In the flesh.” 

Sergei seethed at his uncle, hissing in the Romany tongue. “The man is drunk. We can’t trust him.” 

“Be polite,” Gabor scolded. “And stick to the gadje tongue for now.” 

Gantry looked the place over. A cramped apartment that smelled of fried fish and God knew what. The place was cluttered, the decor cheap and gaudy to the hilt. Lots of plastic gold trim everywhere, squalor dressed up in dollar-store finery. “Where is she?” 

“In her room,” Gabor said. “In the back.” 

Gantry looked at the nephew. “Anyone else here?” 

“No. I made everyone leave, like you requested.” The older man looked at the stranger. Gantry carried no bag nor equipment, unless there was something hidden in a pocket. The only thing he had was the can of beer. “Do you have everything?” 

“Yup. I was gonna bring my ray-gun but decided to leave it at home.”

Sergei fumed and gestured, rattling the gold chains dangling around his neck. “The man isn’t even serious.” 

“Pipe down, junior,” Gantry said before turning to the older man. “Let’s have a look at her, yeah?” 

The older man led the way down the hall to a closed door. A padlock had been crudely installed to the outside of the door. Gabor removed the lock, muttered something to himself and pushed the door open. 

The smell rolled out like a miasma of poison gas. Gantry covered his nose. “Christ, that’s ripe.” 

“It gets worse,” Gabor said. He stepped into the room, hit the light switch and Gantry got his first look at the girl. 

She looked to be about sixteen, lying still on the narrow bed. Her nightgown was stained with filth and her hair was damp with sweat, strands of it plastered across her brow. She appeared to be asleep. Her wrists and ankles were bound with nylon rope and lashed to the bed. 

Gabor glanced at the girl once and then looked away. “Help her.” 

“What’s her name?” 

“Sabina,” said the man. “My youngest.” 

Gantry looked over the room. It looked like any teenager’s room. The walls plastered with posters, clothes tumbling out of a closet, a laptop on a desk next to a hair-dryer. “How long has she been like this?”

“Over a week now. It may have started before that. We don’t know.” 

Sergei hissed from the hallway. “What are you waiting for? Do something.” 

“Can you tie him up outside?” Gantry said to the older man. “Hard to concentrate with him yapping like that.”

Gabor hissed at his nephew in a language Gantry didn’t understand and the younger man bowed his head, chastened. He looked at his guest. “What do you need us to do?” 

“Just keep back. Has she done anything fun, like spin her head completely around or projectile vomit at you?”

“What?”

“Never mind.” Gantry slugged back the beer and set it down on the dresser beside the door. Removing his jacket and rolling up his sleeves, he stepped further into the room and addressed the girl in the bed. “Morning sunshine. Time to pay the piper.” 

The girl didn’t move. The Englishman kicked the bed hard. “Oy! You!” 

The transformation was immediate and startling. Asleep, the girl appeared peaceful and innocent. Awake, she seemed like fury incarnate. She gnashed her teeth and pulled against the restraints, her body jerking and twisting so hard the bed shook and bumped on the floor. The girl had bitten her tongue at some point and blood dribbled from the corners of her mouth, bubbling up in a pink froth. The eyes were bloodshot and filled with murder. 

The older man and his nephew both took a step back as the girl came to life. 

“Morning, Sadie,” said Gantry. 

“Sabina!” corrected the nephew. 

“Right. Sabina. Quite the fix you got yourself into here, isn’t it?” 

The girl snarled and popped her teeth like a rabid dog. A rapid fire string of obscenities gushed from the girl’s throat in a cracked voice, all of it in the Romany tongue that Gantry could decipher no word of but its meaning was plain enough. ‘Fuck off’ being universal in any language.

Gantry shook a cigarette from the pack and lit up. He turned to the girl’s father. “How’d she get this way?” 

“She and her cousins were playing around with bad things.” 

“What bad things?”

Sergei nodded at something on the messy dresser. “That.”

Gantry picked through the mess of nail polish and trashy magazines until he found the strange board with the letters and numbers on it. “Ah,” he smiled. “A gypsy board.” 

The girl thrashed on, her curses becoming louder and more frantic as the stranger lifted the instrument from the dresser. In a strange patois of English and her mother tongue, she snarled at him to leave it alone. 

“Pipe down, sport,” Gantry barked back. He held the board up between his finger and thumb like it was contaminated and turned to the two men. “Why didn’t you get rid of the stupid thing?”

The men looked from one to the other. They didn’t know. 

The girl named Sabina croaked something obscene about Gantry’s mother having congress with a goat. She underscored her point by spitting blood at him. 

Gantry smiled. “This is the shittiest possession I’ve seen yet, girlie. Third rate.” 

Taking the board in both hands, he snapped it over his knee and flung the pieces into the corner. The girl’s ranting ceased, her mouth forming an oval of shock. It held there as Gantry raised his hand and smacked the girl hard across the face. 

“Oy!” He gripped the girl’s brow, holding her still. “I’m addressing the piece of shit inside this girl. Playtime’s over!” 

The girl thrashed and flailed but the man held her down. She resumed her spew of obscenities, garbled in two languages. 

Gantry hollered back. “Tell me your name.” The girl chomped her teeth, trying to bite his wrist. “Say it!” 

“Viperkiss,” hissed the girl.

“Bullshit. Your real name.” 

The tremors eased. “Wesley,” she panted.

“I knew it.” Gantry turned to the men cowering at the door. “This is no demon. Just another arsehole ghost.” 

“How do you know?” Sergei trembled. 

“No self-respecting demon would be this stupid.” Gantry addressed the girl again. “Alright, Wesley. You’ve had your fun. Time to piss off.”

“No! The girl wants me. She invited me in—”

“No she didn’t, chum. Out you go.” 

“You can’t make me,” the girl hissed. “Besides, there’s someone else in here too. Says she knows you.”

“Yeah, yeah. OUT!” He took a haul off the cigarette and blew the smoke straight into the girl’s face. She coughed and sputtered and spit, and then something like black mist snaked out of the girl’s mouth and nostrils. 

The father and nephew backed away, watching the cloud of darkness dissipate like steam. 

“Presto.” Gantry straightened up and wiped his hand on his pant leg. “All better.” 

Gabor took a tentative step back into his daughter’s room. “It’s really gone?”

“Yeah. You can untie her.” 

“Thank God.” The man crossed to the bed and patted his daughter’s brow while the younger man loosened the knot at her wrist. 

Gantry…

The voice issuing from the girl’s lips was entirely other. Not her own, nor that of Wesley. When her eyelids rolled open, the pupils were white and the two men sprang backward to get away. 

The grin on the Englishman’s face slipped away and something close to concern coloured his eyes. “What did you say?”

Gantry… moaned the voice. Did you think we’d forgotten about you? 

“Who is this?” 

Not that easy…you owe us…the ledger needs balancing…

Gantry narrowed his eyes as he studied the girl. The capillaries in her face were bursting, gin blossoms blooming over her cheeks. “Get out. The girl doesn’t belong to you. You’re not wanted nor welcome.” 

She’s still here…with us…just the way you abandoned her…

Gantry’s face took on a pallor. His teeth gritted. “Shut up.”

Do you want to speak to her? 

Gabor and Sergei watched from the doorway. The Englishman’s hands were trembling. 

There isn’t much left of her…they picked her bones clean…but she can still speak

Gantry lunged at the girl, locking his hands round her throat and shaking her violently. “Shut your fucking mouth!” 

The men yelled at Gantry to stop, pulling him off the girl before he killed her. They dragged him away and the girl on the bed uttered an awful sound. Her back arched and she flopped to one side then the other. Her body coiled up and she vomited blood over the bed. 

“Papa?” The voice that came was her own. She coughed and panted, tears coming fast. 

Gabor and his nephew rushed to the girl’s side to comfort her. Gantry leaned back against the wall and wiped the sweat from his brow. He snapped his hand to shake out the trembling. 

Gabor turned to Gantry, tears in his own eyes now. “Thank you. What do I owe you? Anything.” 

John Gantry staggered out the door. “I’ll send the bill in the post.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

MARIO WAS ACTING ODD. 

Arriving late for her shift at the bar, Billie fully expected to get an earful from Mario about tardiness. He never missed an opportunity to scold any of his barkeepers for lateness and today would be her third late start in a week. Billie girded herself for just such a lecture before rushing through the door. Mario was behind the bar, squatting on his knees to count the inventory in the fridge below the counter. 

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, hanging up her jacket. “No excuse.” 

Mario pushed himself to his feet. “Huh? Yeah, that’s all right.” 

“No. It’s not fair, like you always say.” Billie swung behind the counter and reached for the clipboard in his hand. “And here you are doing my beer count for me.”

“No big deal,” he said. He seemed reluctant to let go of the list. “You sure you want to work tonight? I know you’ve been through a bad week.”

Billie took a second look at him. Was he joking? “Thanks but I’m fine. I’m sick of pacing the floor and waiting for news.” 

“Sure,” Mario said. He hesitated a moment, avoiding her eyes. “It’s no problem if you want some time off. I can get Geoff or Jackie to fill in. Just say the word.” 

“Are you going to give me the beer list or no?” She took the clipboard from him and knelt down to finish the inventory he’d started. “I’m good. You can go back to your office.” 

“Yeah. Uh, sure.” The bar owner fussed with the lime tray and then straightened the bottles on the shelf, as if lost in his own bar. 

Billie looked at him. “Are you feeling okay? You seem kind of spaced-out.” 

“What? No.” Mario slid away and headed for his office in the back. “If you change your mind and want to leave, just say the word.” 

She watched him waddle away, wondering why her employer was acting so odd. It was out of character for him to be concerned with any of his staff’s problems, let alone be so accommodating with rescheduling the shifts. She shrugged it off and resumed the counting, knowing it wouldn’t be long before the bar got busy with the after-work crowd. 

 

~

 

Working bar, there’s always one know-it-all braggart who thinks he can mix better than anyone and is more than willing to obnoxiously instruct every barkeep he comes across. Billie held her tongue as a man in a trimmed beard and sculpted hair told her how to do her job. 

“See,” he said, “rim the glass with orange first, that way you get a hint of it.”

“Really,” Billie replied in a droll tone. 

“It brings out the character of the whiskey. But that’s if you want to make a truly great drink.” He looked at the bottle she took down from the stand. “Are you really going to serve that brand?” 

Billie stifled the urge to smash the bottle over the know-it-all’s head. The guy had sipped on a single drink over the last hour, blathering on and ‘correcting’ her mixes. 

“Hey chief,” said a man’s voice. “Quit hassling the help, yeah?” 

Billie looked up, the accent in the voice triggering something. John Gantry stood over the loudmouth on the barstool. 

“Oh, I’m not bothering her,” the bearded man said. “I’m instructing her on cocktails.”

“Mate, the nice lady is a breath away from gouging your eye out with a broken bottle. Now, you wouldn’t want to mess up your perfectly coiffed hair, would you?” Gantry glanced up and smiled at Billie. “Hullo, luv. This tosser bothering you?”

Billie should have been used to Gantry appearing out of thin air by now. But she wasn’t. “What are you doing here?” 

“Came for a drink.” He looked down the bar but all the stools were occupied. He looked at the loudmouth before him. “Time to clear off, son. Go be smug to some other poor bartender.” 

“Get lost, dude.” 

Gantry leaned in, crowding the younger man. “Listen, chief. You can vacate that barstool or you can eat it. Choose quickly now.” 

The loudmouth sputtered but stopped. Gantry was tall and there was something in his eye that was pure viciousness and more than a little crazy. He looked to Billie for help. “Are you gonna let him talk to me that way? What kind of service is this, anyway?” 

At the very least, Billie kept herself from smirking until the know-it-all huffed his way out door. “Where have you been?”she asked.

“Hell and back.” He slid onto the stool. “Pour me a pint, would you?” 

“Should you be out in public like this?” 

“If the filth walk in, I’ll duck out the back.” He took up the pint she placed before him and took a sip. “How’s your friend? The one in the hospital?”

She hadn’t seen Gantry in over a week. He’d been gone during the whole fiasco at the house on the hill. “How did you know about that?” 

“I have spies. What happened to her?” 

Billie took a breath, wondering where to start. “Something bad took hold of her. Like it possessed her.” 

He tensed up at that, looking at her again. “What was it?” 

“A dead woman named Evelyn Bourdain,” she said. “Gantry, I think we did something really stupid.” 

Gantry glanced around the bar. “Can you get outta there for a tic? It’s too loud in here.” 

“Give me a minute.” 

 

 

In the alley behind the bar was a bench of rough milled lumber. They took a seat and Billie told him the chain of events as she remembered them. How she and Tammy and Kaitlin had gone to a place called the Murder House where she had found a body hidden under the basement floor. About Kaitlin’s erratic behaviour over the following days, her disappearance and how she and Mockler had found Kaitlin back at the Murder House. Gantry sneered at the mention of the detective’s name but he went silent when she told him about the weird people in robes performing some ritual and how Kaitlin had tried to kill her. His eyes widened when she told him that the skeletal remains in the house belonged to her own father. 

He leaned back against the brick wall. “Christ on a stick.” 

They watched a rat scurry through the garbage bins across the alleyway. “I’m worried about Kaitlin,” Billie said.

“I’m sure the doctors are doing all they can.”

“I don’t just mean her injuries.”

He snapped open his lighter. “You think this Bourdain woman is still after her?” 

“I do.” Billie brushed something from her knee. “She scares me.”

“I should have twigged onto it sooner.” 

She looked at him. “How could you have known?” 

“The Murder House,” he said. “The name’s been popping up on my radar for weeks now. I didn’t know what it meant.” 

His smoke swirled about them and she waved it away. 

“How is it tied to you,” he asked. “How in the world did your old man wind up in that place anyway?” 

“I have no idea. Mockler wants to re-open the case into my mother’s disappearance.” 

“Wonderful. I’m sure super-cop will have this solved in a jiffy.” 

“Hey.” She looked at him harshly. “He’s a friend.”

“Your ‘friend’ wants to lock me away.” 

“You need to talk to him,” she said. “Clear this whole thing up.” 

“You’re having me on,” he laughed. “You think it’s that easy?”

The rat in the alley scurried closer. Gantry scrounged up a piece of broken bottle and hurled it at the thing. Missing it by a mile, the rat just looked at them and carried on. 

“Filthy buggers,” he said. 

Billie straightened her back. “Can you help Kaitlin?” 

“How?” 

“Protect her somehow. I’m worried that thing is still after her. And she’s vulnerable.”

“What hospital is she in?” 

“Hamilton General.” 

They got up and Billie opened the back door. 

“I’m not promising anything,” he said. 

Making their way back inside, Billie slid behind the bar where Mario was wiping down the counter. 

“Thanks,” Billie said to her boss. “I’ll take it from here.” 

The bar owner stepped back and moved around Billie, giving her a wide berth. 

“Any trouble?” she asked.

Mario shook his head and hurried away without saying a word. 

Gantry watched it all with some amusement. “What’s with him?”

“I don’t know. He’s been acting weird lately.” 

“To everyone or just you?”

“Just me,” Billie said. “I must have done something to make him mad.” 

Gantry drained his glass, watching the bar owner disappear down the hallway. “He’s scared of you.” 

“Why would he be scared of me?”

“You were on the news, remember? You’ve been outed as a psychic. It scares him.” 

Billie shook her head. “Me?” 

“It frightens some people, Billie. The whole psychic thing.” Gantry made his way to the door and called back. “Better get used to it.” 

 

~

 

The fourth floor of the hospital was quiet when Gantry slipped through the stairwell door. A skeleton staff at the nursing station, the odd orderly pushing a cart through the halls. He stole a labcoat from a cart, threw it on and walked smartly past the station to the east wing. 

The young woman in the bed appeared peaceful, her eyes closed and her breathing slow. Gantry studied her for a moment before reaching down for her wrist. Her flesh was cool to the touch but not cold. A good sign. 

Thumbing back the lids, he inspected Kaitlin’s eyes. Blank and lifeless but there was a deep red around the iris where blood vessels had burst. A common side effect of possession, caused by extreme exertion. It’s what happened when two souls struggled for control within one body. From what Billie had told him, Kaitlin had lost the fight. But she was still alive, her pulse strong. 

He lowered her jaw and put his ear to her open mouth. With certain possessions, the trapped victim could actually be heard screaming for help. Nothing more than a faint whisper but it was there if one knew how to listen for it. He heard no such sound. The woman seemed free of whatever had taken hold of her. 

Easing her jaw shut, he leaned against the side of the bed and studied her. He had seen too much of this for one lifetime, people seized by something evil and tossed about like puppets only to be discarded, left broken. Even if Billie’s friend recovered, there was no guarantee that her mind would still be there. Most victims of possession were left insane, drooling in a catatonic state from the damage done. Much like Ellen had. 

He shook his head and pushed away any thoughts about Ellen. He didn’t have time to sink into that quagmire of grief now. He had work to do, a few precautions to protect the young woman from anything hoping to come back for her. 

Twenty minutes later he was back on the ground floor, crossing the lobby to the exit. He stopped just before the door and looked back. The security guard was reading a newspaper at his post and two women in scrubs were at the vending machines. Nothing more. He shrugged and passed through the door, thinking his radar must be off. 

There was a fourth person in the lobby, one who had ducked behind a large potted fern when he saw the Englishman crossing the floor. Watching from his perch, he waited until Gantry had left before dialling a number on his battered cell phone. 

“Hey. I need to talk to detective Mockler,” he said into the phone. He frowned at the response. “Then patch me through to him. Tell him Tapeworm called. John Gantry is back in town.” 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

COMING HOME TO AN empty house took some getting used to. It had been almost a week but Mockler was still surprised to find the house dark each time he returned. Turning on a few lights did little to improve the feel of the place. Half the stuff was gone. More than half, he suspected. The house looked gutted and neglected, an abandoned dwelling suited for vagrants and crack-heads. 

There were two chairs in the kitchen but the table was gone. Half the cupboards were empty and almost all of the decorations. Certainly anything that was nice or of good quality was taken down and packed up, shipped away. Christina was the artist, the one who had taste and style. He couldn’t match colours to save his life. The only framed picture he had owned when they moved in together had been a Hopper painting called Nighthawks. Christina had laughed at it when he showed her and promptly banned it from the house, declaring it pedestrian in the extreme. He didn’t know exactly what that meant, art appreciation not being a prominent part of his make-up. He hung it in the garage and left the decorating to her. 

Placing a bag of take-out on the counter, he looked at the two chairs and wondered where he would eat. The chairs looked lost and sad without the table. He turned on the radio for company but the chattering nonsense of the DJ was so grating that he turned it off again. The fridge, he learnt upon opening it, was like the rest of the place. Emptied. Condiments on the door shelves, a carton of eggs and a few bottles of pale ale. 

Snapping one open, he crossed into the equally ransacked living room. She had taken the sofa but left the love seat. He wondered if that was meant to be ironic. Or maybe cruel, since she knew it was too small for his frame and how he hated it. He sat down on it but the back wasn’t tall enough to lean against and the seat was too short for his legs. He got up again, sipped the beer and decided he would put the damn thing out on the curb the next garbage day. 

Crossing to the back of the house, he hit the wall switch and entered the studio. Or what had been her studio. It was back to being a plain old sunroom now. This room had been cleaned out completely, save for a tidy pile of debris swept into the centre of the floor. A few last things were still push-pinned to the wall. A vintage postcard from Arizona and a photograph of Emily Carr torn from a magazine. A small card with a picture of a fox on the front. He opened it up. It was from him to her, an apology for something he had messed up a long time ago. The screw-up in question wasn’t mentioned in the card itself and he couldn’t remember what it was now. He tore down the postcard and the Carr photo and tossed them into the pile on the floor. 

The studio still smelled of solvents and paint and linseed oil but underneath that was the smell of her. Smell triggered memory so he turned out the light and stepped out of the room, closing the door after him. 

The take-out from the Owl was cold by the time he got to it. Lacking a kitchen table, he took it out to the backyard and ate it at the patio table. Mercifully, nothing had been touched out here. The night had turned chilly and, alongside the cold dinner and beer, he shivered in the damp patio chair. Was this to be his future? Eating cold take-out on mis-matched furniture? 

His phone went off. He answered it. “Mockler.” 

“It’s your lucky day, detective,” rattled the voice on the other line. “Mine too.”

“Tapeworm,” groaned Mockler. “This better be something real, cuz if you’re trying to shake me down with another sob story, I will crack your skull open.” 

“Nah, man. It’s the real deal.” 

Mockler put the carton of short ribs on the table and pushed it away. “Okay. I’ll bite.”

“The white whale,” chittered the informant. “He walked right past me.”

Mockler sat up. “Gantry? Are you sure?” 

“Positive.” 

“Where are you?”

“Outside Hamilton General. You want I should follow him?” 

“No. Stay put. I’ll be right there.” 

Mockler dropped the cell back into his pocket and turned for the back door but then stopped. He ran to the garage and disappeared inside. Emerging a minute later, he carried something under his arm into the house. 

The eastern wall of the living room was the widest and, for that reason, the one where Christina had hung her favourite piece of art. An original Basquiat, framed and under glass. It was long gone now but the nail it had been suspended from remained in the wall. Sliding the picture frame against it, he hung his print of Nighthawks and took a moment to admire it before hurrying out the door. 

 

~

 

“You sure it was him?” 

“Do I wear glasses?” Tapeworm rubbed the knuckles on his left hand where John Gantry had once broken two of his fingers. “I’d know that son of a bitch anywhere.” 

They stood outside the hospital looking down Victoria Street. Mockler kept his distance from the police informant. The man reeked of something that had crawled up out of a sewer grate. Which, when Mockler thought about it, was why the man was such a keen gatherer of intelligence. Tapeworm slithered through the worst kinds of social strata. 

“Which way did he go?” 

Tapeworm chucked his chin in a southerly direction. “Toward Barton.”

Mockler cast his gaze at the intersection. Billie lived on that street. They were only six blocks from her building. 

“Aren’t you gonna go after him?” 

“No. But you’re gonna tail him.” 

Tapeworm turned his head to spit onto the sidewalk. “Tail him? The man’s a ghost. How am I supposed to shadow him?” 

“By being in the right spot when he pops up,” Mockler said. “You know the Hellfire club? The one no one’s supposed to know about.” 

“Never heard of it.” 

“Don’t jerk me around.” The club he was referring to was an organization of well-heeled Hamiltonians that were into the occult, based loosely on the infamous Hellfire Club of eighteen century England. Mockler had been doing his homework since the last time the slippery Englishman had been spotted in town. The club was known to be frequented by Gantry. The problem was that the club itself moved about the city, never occupying the same location for very long. “You know the one I mean.”

“I don’t want nothing to do with those freaks.” 

“Too bad,” said Mockler. “Find out where the club is meeting now. And set up camp.” 

Tapeworm scratched at his armpit. “That’s gonna take some time. Better be worth it.” 

“Don’t worry about that.” 

The police informant muttered under his breath and shuffled away. The detective turned around to take in the broad side of Hamilton General Hospital. The same hospital where both he and Billie had been stitched up after running into that freakshow cult at the Murder House. It was also the same hospital where Billie’s friend was recovering from a serious stab wound, her survival uncertain. Tapeworm had spotted Gantry inside. 

No way in hell that was just a coincidence. 

After finding the right floor, he identified himself to a nurse working the graveyard shift and was shown to Kaitlin Grainger’s room. He thanked the nurse and stepped into the room. 

Kaitlin remained as he’d last seen her, still and unconscious in the bed. The lighting in the room was dim but he could tell that her colour hadn’t improved since his last visit. She was pale. 

The nurse entered after him and bent over the bed, checking on the patient. 

“Is she all right?” he asked. 

“Stable. No change.” 

“But nothing’s been tampered with? All the tubes and stuff are fine.” 

The nurse double-checked the drip tube and the monitors. “All as it should be.” 

“Did you see anyone come in here tonight? A man, about six-three, skinny?” 

“No one but me has been in here all night,” she said, checking the dressing one more time. “Why do you ask?” 

“No reason. I’ll need a few minutes, if that’s okay with you.” 

The nurse told him to take all the time he needed and left the room. Mockler stood near the door and slowly scanned the room. Nothing looked out of place or even disturbed. The flowers in the vase were wilted and drooping. What had Gantry been doing in here? 

He checked the bathroom but there was nothing there. A toothbrush in a glass. He looked over the contents on the bedside table but saw nothing unusual. Turning to the young woman in the bed, he could see nothing out of place. Kaitlin’s hair had been brushed by someone and folded back from her face. An idea occurred to him. Taking her chin, he turned her head to one side then the other. 

And there it was. 

A small mark behind her left ear, tucked under the lobe. A symbol drawn with what he supposed was permanent marker. It resembled a crude cross but the lines were curved and one end of the cross-tree was an arrowhead. He had seen a mark like this once before, tucked behind the left ear of a dead woman in a tenement house. That was the first time he had crossed paths with John Gantry. He hadn’t a clue what the symbol meant, just more of the limey’s craziness. Had he snuck into the hospital, past all the staff at the nursing station, just to scribble this little mark on her? 

Realizing he should know better than to parse anything that crazy bastard did, he glanced up at the window and saw the same symbol there. Barely visible, it had been traced by a finger through the dust on the glass. The bent cross with the arrow point. 

He couldn’t help from trying to decipher it. Was the sign on the window meant to be seen from the street, signalling which room the woman was in? He dismissed that idea. The sign on the window was barely visible in the room, let alone from the outside, four floors up. He went over the room again but found no other mark. He scratched his chin and considered what to do next. 

Taking a tissue, he cleaned the window, obliterating the mark completely. Then he went to the bathroom to dampen a cloth and he scrubbed the mark from Kaitlin’s skin. Marker is hard to clean and he almost expected the woman to wake up from the exertion he was applying but her eyes remained closed, her breathing slow. 

The cloth was stained black by the time he was done but most of the symbol was gone. He tossed the cloth back into the bathroom sink and turned to leave but hesitated. 

Was it just his imagination or had it suddenly gotten cold in here? 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

“DID YOU FORGET ABOUT Thanksgiving again?”

Billie rolled her eyes to the ceiling. She forgot it every year. Aunt Maggie had called as she was getting ready to leave to ask if she had plans for the long weekend. “Yeah. I did.”

“It’s almost tradition,” Maggie said on the other end of the line. “I haven’t planned anything. I just wondered if you remembered.” 

Unlike the American tradition, Canucks celebrated Thanksgiving in early October and, every year since she had moved away from home, it always snuck up on Billie. Coming before Halloween, it just always seemed wrong to her. This year had proved no different, even though the holiday was clearly marked on the calendar in Billie’s kitchen. 

“Things have been a little crazy around here,” Billie said. “I haven’t even thought about it.” 

“I know. How is Kaitlin?” 

“She’s the same.”

Maggie sighed. “Well, at least she’s not gotten worse. That’s something.”

“I suppose,” Billie said unconvincingly. 

“It must be awful to see her in that state.”

“It’s scary, how lifeless she seems.” Billie eased into a chair and pulled on her shoes. “I’m just on my way to see her now.” 

“Send her my love. Did my flowers get there?”

“They did. They were beautiful.” 

“So,” Maggie said, “about Thanksgiving. Do you want to come here? I thought about inviting Dean from next door. I don’t know if his son is coming or not but this will be his first holiday without Barb.” 

Billie leaned back, thinking about Maggie’s house out near the beach. “I’d love to come home but I can’t. Not with Kaitlin in the hospital.” 

“No, of course not. Why don’t I come to you? Is your stove working?”

“You don’t have to come all the way out here, Mags. I know you hate city traffic.” 

“I’d like to see you, honey. It feels like it’s been too long.” There was a pause and then her aunt went on. “I’ll come up Sunday morning and we’ll cook. How does that sound?” 

“Great. But do you want to cook a whole bird if it’s just the two of us?” 

“I’ll get a small one. Invite the ladies over. I’d love to see them too.” 

“Okay,” Billie said. “I should run. Love you.” 

Her aunt returned the love and Billie hung up and headed for the door. The thought of seeing aunt Maggie was the first nice thing to happen in an otherwise terrible week. She was actually looking forward to it this year. 

 

~

 

Clutching a fresh bouquet of carnations and pansies, Billie checked in at the nursing station to see if there was any change in Kaitlin’s condition. When she was told it was the same, she reminded herself what Maggie had said about it not being worse. Crossing to Kaitlin’s room, she found both Tammy and Jen already there.

“Hey,” Billie said. “I thought it was my turn to sit with her?” 

“Could be,” Tammy said. “I’ve completely lost track of the schedule.” 

Billie looked at her other friend. “How are you feeling, Jen?” 

“Tired,” answered Jen. “I didn’t sleep much.” 

Billie looked back down the hallway. “Is Kyle here?”

“We haven’t seen him.” Tammy made room on the table for Billie’s flowers. “That was quite the blowout he had.” 

Jen glanced quickly at Billie before looking away. She didn’t say anything. 

“The nurse said there’s no news,” Billie said. “Kaitlin’s gonna keep us guessing, huh?” 

Tammy laughed. “Are you kidding? She loves the attention.” 

The tiny joke seemed to lighten the mood a little. Billie perked up. “Hey, what are you guys doing for Thanksgiving? Maggie’s coming to town. Why don’t you come for dinner Sunday?” 

“I gotta see my folks,” Tammy said. “That’s too bad. I miss Mags.”

“Jen?” Billie tried not to sound too hopeful.

“Oh, uhm, I think we have plans,” Jen said, her fingers fussing with the tissue in her hand. “With Adam’s family.” 

Everyone in the room knew it to be a white lie, probably even the unconscious woman in the bed, but Billie let it slide. 

Tammy reached down to pat Kaitlin’s hand. “She’s cold again. Should we get her a blanket?” 

“I’ll ask the nurse,” said Jen, standing up. “I need to get to the shop.” 

“I should go too,” Tammy said, checking the time. She turned to Billie. “How long are you staying?”

“The morning. Maybe longer.” 

“Okay. We’ll give you a call later.” Tammy gave a wave as she rushed to catch Jen. Jen hadn’t even said goodbye. 

Billie pulled the chair closer to the bed and plunked down, trying not be angry. What was Jen’s problem? She’d been so distant this past week but now she’d been downright rude. What, Billie wondered, had she done to piss her off so bad? She couldn’t think of anything besides Jen’s stance on her abilities. Jen dismissed any such notion, and had since the start. It had to be something more than that. 

“Heads up,” said a nurse sweeping into the room. She tossed a blanket to Billie and hurried on. 

“Thanks!” Billie called after her. She unfurled the blanket and draped it over her friend. Smoothing it down, she touched Kaitlin’s arm and felt the chilled skin. The girl was freezing. 

The chill spread rapidly through the room, like a window thrown open in February. Then a sound hissed from somewhere. It took a moment before she realized it was coming from Kaitlin. Her jaw had slacked, leaving her mouth open. The hissing issued from Kaitlin’s throat as if she had sprung a slow leak. 

The woman’s eyelids rolled back. The whites of Kaitlin’s eyes were blemished with burst blood vessels. 

Billie leapt from the chair, squeezing her friend’s hand. “Kaitlin?”

The hissing sound shifted, becoming a wet gurgle. 

“Kaitlin, it’s Billie. Can you hear me? Squeeze my hand, honey. Do something.” Billie turned to the open door and hollered for a nurse to come. When she looked back, Kaitlin’s lips were moving, but something wasn’t right. 

The voice was all wrong. 

…Billie…

Billie startled back to get away but Kaitlin’s hand sprang to life, locking onto her wrist. 

…did you think I forgot about you…

She tugged but Kaitlin wouldn’t let go. Or, the thing inside Kaitlin wouldn’t. “No,” she gasped. “Leave her alone.”

…we’re late, we’re late… said the voice hissing from Kaitlin’s throat. …for a very important date….

Thrusting her foot against the bed frame, she pushed off and broke free of the grip. Tumbling back, Billie collided straight into the nurse rushing in to see what all the hollering was about. 

 

~

 

Finding the club hadn’t been all that difficult. Getting past the doorman was another story. 

“Not gonna happen,” said the brute standing outside an old industrial building on Wilson. “Now get outta here. You’re making the place look shitty.”

Tapeworm seethed, even though he knew the doorman was right. He didn’t fit in with the posh crowd inside the club. Not in appearance anyway, with the labels on their clothes or the finery of their jewelry. Perversion and degradation, well, there he could match any of them. 

“Look,” Tapeworm pleaded, “I’m not crashing, I’ll stay out of the way. I’m just looking for a friend of mine.” 

“I won’t tell you again, bud. Clear off before you’re carted off in pieces.” The doorman moved forward, forcing Tapeworm to back away. “Go.” 

Backing up, Tapeworm heard a vehicle rumble up to his left. A black Escalade pulled to the curb before the entrance and when the doors swung open, a cacophony of heavy music blared out. Angry death metal. Tapeworm watched as two men exited the big vehicle. Their appearance matched the music blasting from the speakers and Tapeworm wondered if the new arrivals weren’t a band set to play at the club tonight. 

The doorman smiled at the short man who slid from the passenger side. “Marty, what a surprise. How have you been?”

“Still in the fight,” said the man named Marty. He was middle-aged and paunchy but clad in a black hoodie and rock Tee, giving him the appearance of a middle-aged man still dressing like he was in his teens. 

“Is the man himself here?” asked the doorman. 

“He is.” Marty opened the rear door. “But I’d like to keep this quiet, if we could.” 

“Of course.” 

Tapeworm watched from the shadows as a hulk of a man lumbered out of the back, the vehicle raising up an inch on its axle. The man was stocky with big arms, built like a power lifter. His appearance was downright spooky. Dyed black hair and white face-paint, like some kind of ghoul. Tapeworm recognized him instantly. Crypto Death Machine, lead singer in a death metal band of the same name. 

The doorman thrust his hand out in greeting. “Crypto, its nice to see you again. How—”

“Just get the fucking door,” Marty said. 

The doorman did as he was told and the entourage swept inside. As they did, the hulking man known as Crypto Death Machine turned and Tapeworm saw what had startled the doorman. The right half of the musician’s face was swathed in bandages. 

When the doorman followed the troupe inside, the police informant ran to catch the door before it latched shut and slipped in after them. 

 

 

The club was dark, lit only by candles and old-fashioned lamps. Navigating through the crowd, Tapeworm clung to the shadows to stay as an invisible as possible. Compared to the members of the club, he looked like some wretched urchin whom the streets had driven mad. Which, if he was honest with himself, was what he was. 

He followed Crypto and his entourage at a distance, careful not to get caught. He’d heard rumours that the death metal star had had dealings with John Gantry in the past and Tapeworm wondered if they would meet here in the club. The entourage moved across the vast floor to a sitting area near the back where Crypto took a seat across the table from another man. 

Skulking in as close as he could without being noticed, Tapeworm strained to hear the men over the noise in the club. 

“I need to find him,” Crypto said. “Quickly.” 

“So would a lot of people,” replied the other man. He wore a dark suit with a black shirt and tie, a single red rose peeking from the breast pocket. “The man has enemies.” 

“When did you see him last?” 

The man with the rose steepled his fingers together. “A week ago. Here, in the club.” 

“So, he frequents here?” asked Crypto. 

“He’s not a regular, but yes, he stops in now and then.” The man with the rose nodded at the bandages masking the musician’s face. “What happened to you?” 

“Mishap with a gun.”

The other man looked shocked. “Someone shot you in the face?” 

Crypto didn’t reply. 

Marty, his manager, paced the floor behind him, as if in hurry to be elsewhere. “Do you think he’ll show up tonight?” he asked. 

“I really can’t say.” A petal fell from the rose and landed like a blood drop in the man’s lap. He brushed it away and looked back to the musician. “I take it your ‘mishap’ had something to do with Gantry. And that’s why you want to find him?” 

“He tried to kill me,” said Crypto. 

Marty grew more restless, as if too much had been said already. “He’s not here. We should go,” 

Crypto leaned forward and placed a card on the table. “If he shows his face again, call me.” 

The other man took up the card, read the fine print and slid it away into a pocket. As the entourage rose to leave, he said “Do you know Szandor LaVey?” 

“No.” 

“He’s looking for the Englishman too,” said the man with the rose. “Another score to settle. He runs the church, not far from here. You might want to try him.” 

“Church?”

“The Church of Satan,” said the other man. “Our local chapter.” 

Marty grumbled something and then Crypto stepped away, his entourage following. 

Tapeworm slunk further into the shadows to stay out of sight as the men passed. Gantry was clearly in a lot of hot water these days. Everyone was after him. 

The police department, whom Tapeworm dealt with, only paid so much for information. Especially that prick, Mockler. If Gantry was really that much of a target, maybe he could translate his information to another buyer. One who paid better. 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

KAITLIN WAS STILL HAUNTED. That much was clear. Everything else was guess work, as far as Billie could see. 

Riding her bike back from the hospital, her hands froze as a cold wind swooped in off the lake and blew more leaves from the trees. After the unnatural voice had scared the bejesus out of her, Kaitlin had settled back into her coma-like sleep. The nurse assured Billie that Kaitlin was fine but before she could see for herself, Kyle had arrived and chased her from the room. She didn’t argue with him. 

She had heard that awful voice once before, when Kaitlin had disappeared. On a crackly phone line, the voice had whispered terrible things to her. It said it’s name was Evelyn. The woman from the Murder House. 

She didn’t know what to do or how to help Kaitlin. Gantry might know but as usual, she had no way of getting in touch with him. There was one other person who might help but the last time Billie had asked, it had ended disastrously. But, she reasoned, the woman might know something about Evelyn Bourdain and the Murder House. 

Rolling to a stop on Robert Street, she locked the bike against a pole and looked up at the sun-faded sign swinging in the wind. Madame Ostensky - Spiritualist & Psychic. She rubbed her hands together to warm them but made no move to knock on the door or ring the bell. She waited, wanting to see what would happen. 

The front door opened on its own, as it had the first time she had been here. A little girl with grey eyes stood behind the screen door. 

Billie tried to remember the girl’s name. “Hi. It’s Esme, right?”

“I remember you,” the little girl said. 

“Is your mom home?” 

The little girl looked over her shoulder. “I don’t think you’re supposed to be here.” 

“Esme!” A woman’s voice rang from within. “Who is it, honey?”

Marta Ostensky appeared in the doorway behind her daughter. Her dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail and she wore simple sweats and a T-shirt but like the first time Billie had seen her, she was struck at how stunning the woman was. Even with an oven mitt on one hand. Her expression turned cold when she saw who as at the door. “What are you doing here?”

“I need to talk to you.” Billie said. 

“I don’t have time,” Marta said. She began to close the door. “Goodbye.”

“Wait. Please.”

Madame Ostensky held the door. She put a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “Go play in the other room, honey.” 

The little girl disappeared inside. Her mother held the door but said nothing. 

“A friend of mine is in trouble,” Billie said. “I don’t know where else to go.” 

Marta sighed and pushed the screen door open. 

 

They sat in the front room where Marta received clients. The decor was austere. A vase of freshly cut flowers on the mantle. A white table with two chairs. The only odd thing in the room was the tacky-looking crystal ball in the centre of the table. It reminded Billie of the one her mother had. Marta motioned for her to sit. 

Billie stammered at where to start. She nodded at the crystal ball. “My mother had one of those.” 

“It’s just for show,” Marta said. “My clients expect something gypsy.” 

“I know.” 

Marta removed the oven mitt and placed it on the table. “I see you didn’t bring any dead people into my home this time.”

Billie rubbed her palms together. The woman across the table was polite, if not warm. “I’m getting better at it.” 

“As you should. It’s intense with you. That can be dangerous if you don’t know what you’re doing.” Marta clicked her nails against the table top. “So. Your friend?”

Billie took a breath and dove in. “Have you heard of the Murder House?”

“Who hasn’t?”

“What about about a woman named Evelyn Bourdain?”

Madame Ostensky stiffened at the name. She made a quick hand gesture, as if shooing away a fly. “Don’t mention her by name. Not in here.”

“But you know who I’m talking about.” 

“She lived in that house,” Marta said matter-of-factly. “She did terrible things. Like murdering her husband.” 

“What else did she do?” 

Marta shrugged. “She dabbled in things that she shouldn’t have. I’ve heard rumours that she tried to raise the devil. I’m not sure what to make of that story but she disturbed something. That house has been a magnet for evil ever since.” 

“She’s still there,” Billie said. “In the house.”

The woman didn’t reply but her lips pursed, as if troubled by the thought. 

“Bourdain possessed a friend of mine,” Billie went on. “And hurt her. I thought it was over but I was wrong. She’s still has a hold on her.”

“Your friend went to that house? Whatever for?”

“Does it matter?” 

“I suppose it doesn’t. Some are simply drawn to evil.”

“What does Bourdain want with her?”

“Only she could tell you that.” Marta folded her hands together. “She’s trapped in that house, I can tell you that. Her punishment for playing around with terrible things. She may be looking for a way out.” 

“Through Kaitlin?” 

“I don’t know. I’m sure the woman’s wits were stolen long ago. God only knows what she’s after.” 

“God,” Billie repeated slowly. “Where does God fit in in all of this?”

“Please don’t get philosophical. I don’t have the strength for those kinds of questions anymore.” Marta stood up. “I need to get Esme to swim lessons.” 

“Oh. Sure.” Billie rose and crossed to the door. 

Marta said, “I’m sorry I don’t have anymore to tell you. Other than to stay away from that house.” 

“Thanks. I appreciate it.” Billie stopped and looked back. “Can you really see the future?” 

“No. What I see is more of a probable path.” When the younger woman furrowed her brow, Marta elaborated. “I can see certain steps in a person’s past. Like a trail of pebbles. Judging by its trajectory, I can see the most likely path the future might take. But it’s not certain. Things change, altering the path ahead.” 

“Can you see my path?” Billie asked. 

“No. And I won’t try.” 

Billie nodded and opened the door. She tried not to look dejected. 

“There’s someone there for you,” Marta said. “Someone on that path that helps you when you need it.” 

“Does this person have a name? Is it a man or a woman?” 

“I can’t tell. But I think you could call them a guardian angel.” 

Billie waved goodbye and unlocked her bike. The idea seemed nice, if unlikely. 

 

~

 

“I hate to say I told you so, buddy.”

Mockler closed the folder and pushed it away. “Then don’t say it.”

“But I told you so,” grinned Detective Odinbeck. 

By rights, the two of them should have been gone an hour ago at the shift change when the graveyard crew came in to relieve the day-timers. Mockler had wanted to keep digging and cajoled the older detective into pushing past the clock. The bullpen of the Homicide Unit was quiet after shift change, with fewer working stiffs in the office. The two of them took another pass through the information they had. There were lots of blank spaces everywhere. 

“It just doesn’t make sense,” Mockler said. “There’s nothing on this guy, Riddel. No bank records, no employment records, no marriage record. Not even a death certificate.”

“He was missing,” Odinbeck corrected. “That’s why there was no death certificate.” 

“But still. All that exists is a driver’s licence and his name on Billie’s birth certificate. Not even a social insurance number. How is that even possible?” 

“Maybe Frank Riddel slipped through the system.” Odinbeck shrugged. “Small town, way back when? Coulda happened.” 

The individual in question, one Franklin Riddel, was the name associated with the human remains found under the basement floor of 47 Laguna Road. AKA the Murder House. Two dessicated pieces of identification had been found with the body, which the Medical Examiner had been able to piece back together. A driver’s licence and library card both bearing the name Franklin Riddel. An intensive search under that name had pulled up only two solid records. A Ministry of Transportation issuance of a driver’s licence and a birth registration to a child named Sybil Culpepper in 1985. The same Sybil Margaret Culpepper who, twenty-nine years later, broke open a concrete floor to unearth his remains for reasons she couldn’t quite explain. 

The word spooky had been uttered more than once by Odinbeck since then. The older detective didn’t like spooky and he didn’t like coincidences. Detective Mockler, on the other hand, was getting used to spooky. 

With the lack of any further documentation on Franklin Riddel, Mockler had taken a DNA swab from Billie and sent it to the Medical Examiner for testing against the remains. That, at least, would confirm it either way and give them the only solid piece of information in the whole incident.

“Any word from the police department in—” Odinbeck snapped his fingers, trying to recall something. “What’s the name of that town?”

“Poole,” replied Mockler. “And no. They still haven’t found the file.”

Odinbeck propped an elbow over the cubicle wall. “Small town cop shops? They might not even have it anymore.” 

“They have to have it.” 

“I’m just saying, prepare for the worst, bud. Cuz this case is all kinds of spooky.” 

Mockler rose out of the chair and stretched his back. “I’ll drive out there. Get to the bottom of it.” 

“Wait until Marla gets back to us with the DNA test. No sense wasting a day before we know for sure.” Odinbeck checked his watch and grimaced at the hour. “Mind you, the test may come back negative. It might not even be Riddel after all.”

“Then why was his I.D. with the body?” 

“More weirdo coincidence,” Odinbeck shrugged. “That happens a lot around this Culpepper woman, doesn’t it?” 

“I don’t know about that.”

“Are you shittin’ me?” Odinbeck exclaimed. “Two weeks ago, you’re working that case with the bodies in the walls. Which you bring her in as a psychic but your main suspect is untouchable. Then boom, the guy gets bricked up in the same hole where the bodies were found? And now this mess?” 

Mockler clamped his jaw tight. He’d had his suspicions over that too but hearing it aloud from Odin was another matter. “What are you getting at?” 

“Weird stuff happens around her, that’s all. Just be careful.” 

Mockler regarded his partner. This was new. Odinbeck complained and groused a lot but he rarely made it personal. Or specific. “You think she’s dangerous?” 

“I’ve seen the way you look at her.” 

“And how exactly do I look at her?”

“What are we, girls?” Odinbeck huffed. “I’m not getting into that. I’m just saying, be careful.” 

Mockler let it drop, unwilling to pursue it any further. However mangled the message came out, he knew Odin meant well. 

“Let’s scram, before the weekend vanishes altogether.” The older detective turned off the monitor and scooped his keys from the desk. “You got plans for Thanksgiving?” 

Mockler shook his head. “Nah. Watch the game, maybe.” The Ti-Cats were hosting the Argos. Again. 

“Are you still packing up the house?”

“That’s done. She’s all moved out.” 

Odinbeck stopped. “Shit. Sorry, bud. So you’re just gonna creep around an empty house on turkey day?” 

“No. I’m going to lay back on the stupid love-seat that’s way too small and watch the game. On my laptop.”

“She took the TV? That’s sad and pathetic,” Odinbeck said. “Come on over to the house, eat with us. We got a full house, one more won’t hurt.” 

“Thanks. I’m good.” 

“Aw come on. Don’t spend it alone.” 

“I’ll think about it.” 

Odinbeck walked away, calling back. “That’s all I ask. If you change your mind, just drop in.” 

A constable named Beck was crossing the floor, carrying a stack of paperwork under one arm. He nodded hello to Odinbeck as they passed and  hove up before Mockler’s desk. “Hey Mock,” he said. “Package for you.”

Mockler took the envelope from the constable. “Kind of late for mail, isn’t it?”

“It fell out of the bin in shipping. They just found it.” 

Mockler thanked him and looked at the plain brown envelope. It was from the Medical Examiner’s office. He tore it open and skimmed the details until he found the important part, on the second page. The test results between the DNA samples from Culpepper, Sybil and the remains found at the Laguna Road crime scene. 

They were a familial match. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

STEAM ROSE FROM THE pan as Billie opened the oven door. The turkey smelled delicious but it didn’t seem brown enough on the outside. “How do you know it’s done?”

Maggie leaned in for a look. “I can usually tell by the browning. But you can always use a thermometer to be sure.”

“My oven is kind of wonky,” Billie said. “We should probably use the thermometer.”

“Keep basting it.” Maggie checked the time and went back to fixing the salad. “Shouldn’t be too much longer.” 

Billie drenched the bird with the liquid in the pan. A few drops missed and hit the bottom of the stove where they sizzled and smoked. She closed the oven quickly before it triggered the smoke alarm. She liked having her aunt here making a big dinner, even if her kitchen was too small for more than one person to work in. Maggie had arrived hours earlier with a small bird stuffed, dressed and ready to be slung into the oven. 

“Do you think we could stop in to see Kaitlin tomorrow?” Maggie asked. “Before I go home?” 

“That would be nice.” Billie chewed her lip for a moment. “If Kyle isn’t there, that is.”

“Why would he mind?” 

Billie shrugged. “He doesn’t like anyone else there.” 

Her aunt shook her head slowly as she grated the carrots. “I’ve prayed for her every night. I don’t suppose you have, have you?”

Maggie was a devout Catholic and had raised Billie the same way. Once she had left home, she’d drifted away from it all. In fact, if pressed on the subject, Billie didn’t know what she believed anymore. “I’m kind of rusty on that.” 

“Such a terrible thing to happen. And someone so young too.”

Billie nodded in agreement but didn’t add to it. She hadn’t told her aunt exactly how Kaitlin had been injured, telling a white lie to cover the  frightening details. She didn’t need to worry the woman with the gruesome parts. 

Maggie wiped her hands on the towel and looked at the dishes. “What are we going to do with all this food? Are you sure the ladies can’t make it?” 

“They had other plans,” she said curtly.

“Oh?” Her aunt looked at her. “You sound doubtful.” 

“Things are weird. Have been for a while.” 

Maggie looked at her niece. “You mean since…”

“Yeah.” 

The unsaid matter. Aunt Maggie knew of her abilities but they didn’t discuss it. Billie could see how uncomfortable she was with it, so they did what families everywhere did. They pretended it didn’t exist. 

“I guess I can’t judge them for it,” Maggie said. “I’m not exactly blameless on that matter too.” 

“It doesn’t matter.” 

Her aunt draped the dishtowel on the hook. “Yes it does. But it’s a hard thing to accept. I think it’s like grief. Everyone reacts to it differently.” 

“I guess.” Billie fetched the wine from the counter. “Do you want some?”

“Please. You know you can talk to me about it. I don’t mind.”

“I appreciate that.” Billie dug the corkscrew into the bottle. “There is something we need to talk about.” 

“And what’s that?” 

“My dad.” 

The knife in Maggie’s hand clattered to the floor, narrowly missing her foot. She snapped out of her shock and bent to get it. “Look at me, being clumsy.” 

“Maybe we should sit down,” Billie said. 

“I’m not liking the sound of this, Billie. What is it?” 

They sat down at the small table. Billie handed her aunt a glass and hesitated over where to start. “When Kaitlin and Tammy and I were in that house I mentioned, the one where Kaitlin got hurt, we found a body. Well, I found a body.”

Her aunt’s hands covered her mouth. “What?” 

“It had been there for a long time. The police found a few pieces of I.D. with it. Frank Riddel.” 

The shock splayed in her aunt’s eyes went wider. It was quickly followed up by confusion and disbelief. “But how?”

“They don’t know. But they’re looking into it. The cop I mentioned before? Mockler? He’s the one handling it.” Billie sipped the wine and set the glass down slowly. “But there’s more to it. He wants to open up the case about mom.” 

Maggie took in the news like she was catching her breath. Then she nodded, as if in agreement. “Of course. I could see why he would.” 

“If he does, he’ll have lots of questions. For both of us.” 

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. Couldn’t he do without that part?”

Billie shook her head. “You and I are the only people involved in it. Who else would he talk to?” 

“I know but, still. Opening old wounds like that.” Maggie folded her hands together. “Do you think he could find answers now, after such a long time?”

“I doubt it. I don’t know if I even care anymore.”

Maggie set her glass down, watching her niece closely. “Don’t you want to know what happened?” 

“Would it make a difference? Now, after all this time?” Billie fussed with the napkin before her, folding it again and again. “It would open a lot of wounds and bring on a lot of tears but in the end, what would it change? Would knowing the details help in any way?” 

The kitchen faucet leaked, a slow drip that often faded into background noise. At this moment, as they pondered the question, it sounded like bombs. 

Maggie leaned in and patted her niece’s hand. “Sleep on it. We’ll talk it over in the morning. For now, let’s check the bird and figure out what we’re going to do with all this food.” 

“Fair enough.” Billie rose and pulled on the oven mitts. “I wonder if Bruce is around. He could join us.”

“The man downstairs who lets you borrow his cars?”

“You’ve never met him, have you?”

“No. Is he nice?”

“He’s a grumpy Gus who curses like a sailor,” Billie said. “You’ll like him.” 

 

Trying to sleep was uncomfortable. Not because she was sharing the bed with her aunt but because of the amount of food she had put away. It just wasn’t Thanksgiving unless you had to loosen your belt. 

There was also the sound coming from outside her bedroom. A dull clink of plates, the creak of the floor. Something falling from a shelf and rolling into a corner. She knew it was only Half-Boy, stirring as the night deepened. She was grateful that he had behaved himself by staying hidden until Maggie had gone to bed. It wouldn’t do to have her aunt come across a legless ghost scuttling over the ceiling like some enormous cockroach. 

The racket grew louder, as if the little ghost was picking up steam. Sighing, she rolled out of bed and padded out to the living room to shush him before he woke up Maggie. 

“What are you doing?” she whispered. The room was dark and she couldn’t tell where he was. “Keep it down out here.”

A scuttling noise behind her made her turn. More darkness. 

“Where are you?” 

She heard him scrabble across the floor before leaping onto the back of the couch like a cat. He looked at her but his face was shadowed under the brim of the threadbare cap. 

“I don’t care what you’re doing,” she hissed. “Just be quiet or you’ll wake my aunt.” 

He raised his hand and waved at her to come closer. 

She didn’t move. “What is it?”

His hand flopped around with more urgency. She crossed the floor and stood before him. “Are you all right?” 

The Half-Boy held up the other hand, balled into a fist like it held a surprise. He motioned for her to catch what was clutched in it. Placing her palm under his, she felt something cool and metallic snake into her hand. 

It was an old locket on a chain. A simple pewter heart. She looked at it without opening the clasp. She already knew what was contained within it. It had belonged to her mother. 

It had been lost under a floor board in the house where she had lived with her mother. Billie had visited the house during the summer, meeting the woman who lived there now. The locket had been found while renovating. 

She looked at the Half-Boy. “Why are you giving me this?” 

He said nothing. He never did, since his tongue had been cut out long ago. He reached out and folded her fingers over the locket in her palm. His hands were icy and when the tears from her eyes hit his knuckles, the little droplets crackled into ice and fell to the floor like tiny shards of hail. 

 

~

 

The hole in the wall was roughly the size of a fist. The old plaster had broken away and lay in dusty chunks on the floor, the wood lathe behind it  snapped through leaving a dark void. 

Mockler looked down at his right hand. The knuckles were red and swollen and they throbbed with pain. He blinked at it stupidly for a moment before doing the basic math. Sore knuckles plus one fist-shaped hole in the wall equals one drunken, stupid, self-pitying moron. 

The moron in question was paying the price now, his head throbbing in an evil pulse and his throat parched with a powerful thirst. The knuckles aching and stiff. He didn’t even remember punching the wall. 

Turning away from the damaged wall, he staggered into the kitchen and fumbled through the ritual of making coffee. Listening to the coffee-maker gurgle and steam, he felt the wave of shame that accompanies the morning after. He had gotten drunk, gotten maudlin and then morose. Had he shot himself in the foot by breaking up with Christina? They had been together a long time, a lot of it rough going. And for what? Because he had feelings for someone else? The half-empty house around him seemed to echo that, as if foreshadowing his future. Hollowed out and barren. 

Few things were as desirable as the thing that is gone. He had been seized by the idea that he had blown up his own life and the booze had simply thrown gasoline on the fire. The cold light of morning brought a new clarity, burning away the maudlin nostalgia. Their relationship had soured a long time ago and both of them had carried on in denial, going down with the sinking ship. It was for the best, even if it was painful. He just had to watch out for the backslide. 

The hole in the wall was troubling. He wasn’t a violent man by nature. He didn’t express his anger with his fist. At least, he thought, he never used to. Then why last night? He couldn’t even remember what had triggered the need to hammer his fist into the wall. How cliched. His father used to do such things and he remembered how it used to scare him back then, how it terrified his mother. He had sworn that he would never grow up to be like that, terrifying everyone around him through brute force. What had happened to that vow? The broken patch of wall turned his stomach but he decided to leave it like that, unrepaired and ugly, as a reminder. 

He froze when he heard the sound of the latch turning at the front door. Then a voice calling hello. Her voice. 

Christina appeared in the entrance to the kitchen. “Hi,” she said. 

“Hey,” he mumbled back, too surprised to speak. She looked stunning, as always. Dressed up like she was off to some fancy event. He hadn’t even looked in the mirror and wondered how wretched he looked. 

“Did I wake you?” Christina looked over the room like she didn’t recognize the place. 

“No,” he said. “Did you forget something?” 

“Just a box. Work stuff I’ll need for tomorrow.” 

He looked over the kitchen. “I don’t remember seeing it.”

“I left it in the dining room. I’ll get it.” 

Her heels rapped against the hardwood floor as she crossed into the other room. Mockler ran the cold water in the sink and splashed his face, needing to shock the cobwebs out of his head. Why was she here?

Christina returned with a box tucked under one arm. “So. How have you been?” 

The casualness of it was jarring. As if they were two acquaintances bumping into each other. “Fine,” he said. There was simply no other answer to that question. “You?” 

“Good.” She nodded quickly, as if in a hurry. “Busy. You know, moving and settling in.”

“You found a place already?”

“No.” She looked at the box in her hand. “I’m staying with a friend.” 

“Right.” 

Neither moved, like it was a game of brinkmanship and the awkwardness spread across the room like a foul smell. He wondered if she had seen the hole in the wall. 

“Did you see your Dad yesterday?” she asked.

“Nah. I didn’t want to have explain anything.” 

She looked surprised. “You haven’t told him yet?”

“I haven’t told anyone.” He put the mug on the counter. “Did you see your parents for Thanksgiving?” 

“No,” she said, eyes dropping to the floor. “Well. I should go.”

He followed her to the door. Her steps were quick, as if ready to run. 

“I think that’s the last of it,” she said, stepping out onto the porch. 

“Almost.”

Christina looked back to the kitchen. “No, I got everything.” 

“There’s the stuff in the garage.” 

Her face fell, remembering the skis and old art projects, the antique furniture she had been meaning to restore but never got around to. “I completely forgot about all of that.”

“Me too.” 

“Can it stay for now? I’m living out of boxes as it is and there’s no room at Carlos’ place. Maybe I can organize a yard sale and just sell it all. God knows I’ll never have the time to refinish any of that stuff. You could sell your old stuff too—” 

He held up a hand to slow her down. “Carlos?”

“I’m late. I should go.” She ran out the door and down the porch steps to her car. 

He closed the door, made a mental note to change the lock and went back into the kitchen. Something dark and foul began rumbling in his gut and he tried to push it back down. He was too hungover and too tired to let that particular chaos run amok. 

Carlos? The gallery owner?

His phone dinged. Picking it up, he saw a text from Billie. A single word:

Coffee?

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

“WHAT DO YOU NEED?” Billie asked. “From me?” 

Mockler blew the steam from his coffee. “Not much really. Just tell me what you remember about her.” 

They had decided on a coffee shop on John Street, one of the newer places that took their java seriously, and settled into a table near the window. Little was said in way of greeting when Billie walked through the door to find him waiting. She wanted him to re-open the cold case into her mother’s disappearance and said she would help in any way she could. 

“What changed your mind?” he asked. 

She dug into a pocket and laid something on the table. “This. It was my mom’s.”

Mockler picked up the locket and let the chain dangle between his fingers. “Can I open it?” 

“Yes.” 

He thumbed open the tiny clasp and halved the locket like a clamshell. “It’s empty.”

“Look closer,” she said.

Squinting, he saw the tiny strands of hair coiled up inside. “Is that hair?” 

Billie nodded. “Baby hair.” 

Mockler’s face lit up in a wide smile at the woman across the table. “Yours? Aww.” 

The smile was infectious and she felt oddly self-conscious. 

“Look at that. Gosh, it’s so fine. I bet you were a cute baby.” 

“All babies are cute,” she said. 

“I suppose.” He closed the locket and set it back down onto the table. “Did your mom give this to you when you were a kid?” 

“No. I wish she had.” Billie pulled the delicate chain into a straight line across the table. “Somebody found it.” 

“Billie.” Mockler squared her up, eyes on hers. “Are you sure about this? It might be painful.” 

“Yes. I want to know what happened to her.” 

“Do you mind if we start right now?” He produced a small notebook from his pocket and turned to a fresh page. “I’m sorry to make this look official and everything.” 

“The notebook’s almost cute,” she said. “Just like on TV.”

“It’s just for the details. Spelling and whatnot.” He scrounged his pockets for a pen. “Tell me about your mom. What was she like?” 

Outside the window, leaves tumbled in the breeze and Billie watched them blow down the street. She took a breath. “I used to be ashamed of her when I was a kid.” 

“Ashamed?” 

“Mom was the town crazy woman,” Billie said. “She could be a bit manic, outspoken. People talked about her behind her back. She’d call them on it. In the bank or the grocery store. I’d die of embarrassment and wished I was invisible. Kids would tease me about my crazy mom.” 

Mockler laid the pen flat on the table. “Do you think she was crazy?” 

“She was angry a lot. A single mom in a small town, the butt of people’s jokes. Mom was also the town psychic. After that, people would come to the house for readings. When they thought no one would see them.”

Mockler scribbled into his notebook. One word. Psychic. “What kind of psychic was she?” 

“Her main thing was the Tarot, but she did palmistry and tea leaves. Auras and past lives and stuff. She was even a haruspex.”

“Hair what?” 

“Reading animal guts. Mostly birds. She claimed she was the only one in Ontario who did it the old way. The way the Romans used to do it.” 

He asked her to spell it for him. “Did you ever see her do it? Kill an animal?”

“She wouldn’t kill it. The client would. Mom just divined from the way the entrails fell.” Her eyes took on a slight sheen, lost in memory recall. “No wonder people thought she was crazy.” 

“I’ve never even heard of that.” 

“That was mom. The thing is, all those people who dissed her were such hypocrites because they all came to see her. Even the rich snobs in town, they all came to mom in secret to find out if their spouse was cheating or why they got screwed out of an inheritance or how to get back at someone who betrayed them. They shunned her during the day but when the sun went down, they all came to her, hat in hand.” 

“Back up a second,” he said. “People came to see your mom to get back at someone? Like a voodoo spell or something?” 

“Yeah. Black magic. Mom never did it though. She said it was too dangerous, using it for hateful reasons. She said it would come back at you three times as hard. Like a boomerang.” 

She watched him scribble it all down. “Do you think that’s important?” 

“Everything is important at this stage. Go on.” 

Billie sipped her coffee then shrugged. “I’m not sure what else to say.”

“Did your mom know about your abilities?” 

“She used to make me run the Tarot for her. I hated that.”

“What do you mean ‘run the Tarot’? Tell her fortune for her?” 

“Sort of. Some nights she’d go crazy with it, running the patterns over and over. Then she’d make me do it. I couldn’t read the cards so I had no idea what they meant. I just laid them out in a pattern. She used to get scared by whatever was there.” 

He scribbled on and then looked up. “Do you think she saw her own fate in the cards?” 

“Maybe. She never told me what she saw in them.” 

“And what about Franklin Riddel? Your father?”

“Never knew him,” Billie said. “I vaguely remember him visiting once or twice. They would fight. But that’s all. I don’t even remember what he looked like. He turned religious at some point, like a  born-again Christian or something. Maggie could tell you more.” 

“Your aunt?” He put the pen down again. “Are you all right? We can take a break.”

“I’m fine. It’s just weird. I haven’t thought about any of this in so long. It almost seems like someone else’s story. Someone else’s life.” 

“What about the night she went missing? Do you remember what happened?” 

“She was fit to be tied that night. Angry. She made me run the cards a number of times. Whatever she saw scared her. A car pulled into the driveway and she told me to hide. So I did. There was a crawl-space under the floor. Something bit me when I was hiding there.”

“Bit you?” 

“I think. Or I cut myself on something.” She lifted her foot and looked at her ankle. A faint scar was still there. “I don’t remember what it was.”

Mockler leaned in. “Who came to the house that night?”

“Riddel. I recognized his voice.”

“What happened?” 

“I heard them yelling at each other. Then crashing noises, like they were fighting. I crawled out of the hiding spot and she was gone. They both were. The parlour was trashed. There was blood on the floor.” 

“How old were you? Eight?” She nodded and he exhaled. “That’s a terrible thing for a kid to see.” 

“I don’t remember anything that happened afterwards. Someone found me wandering around town. Maggie said I didn’t speak for a month after that.” 

“You were in shock,” he said. “Is that when you went to live with your aunt?” 

“She and uncle Larry. They were nice. It was so different living with them. They weren’t angry or paranoid all the time. I didn’t have to walk on eggshells around her, the way I did with mom. It was peaceful. And aunt Maggie, she—” 

Mockler dug a pack of tissues from his pocket and put it down before Billie. 

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Don’t be. Take a breath. There’s no rush.” 

Billie dried her eyes and crushed the tissue into a ball. “Maggie was so kind to me. So the opposite of mom, you know? I kept waiting for something to change, to get in trouble or watch Maggie blow up like mom used to. She never did.” 

“She sounds sweet.” 

“She is,” Billie said, smiling at the thought. Then the smile faded and she grew quiet. She dabbed at her eyes again.

He put his hand over hers. “What is it?” 

A couple at another table turned to look at them as Billie tried to stifle the tears. Mockler got up and touched her elbow. “Let’s get out of here.”

The sky was dark and the air held the threat of rain as they left the coffee shop and wandered down the side street. The chill air braced them both and Billie apologized again. Then she stopped and he stopped too. 

“I used to wish she wouldn’t come back,” she confessed. “Those first few weeks after mom went missing and the police were there and people were searching the woods and the river. I didn’t want her to come back.” 

“Do you remember why?”

“I wanted to stay with Maggie. I thought if mom comes back then I’d have to go live with her again but I didn’t want to. I liked it better being with Maggie. So I wished that she wouldn’t be found. God, what a horrible thing.” 

“You were a kid. And you were traumatized. Don’t beat yourself up over that.” 

Billie looked at her shoes. “I’ve never told anyone that before.” 

“Maybe it’s not my place to say but it sounds like you were better off with your aunt.” 

“We’ll never know,” she sighed. The confession had drained her, leaving her with a hollow feeling in her gut. She looked up from her shoes. “So what happens now?” 

“Road trip. I need to talk to the police in your hometown.” 

“Can’t you just call them?” 

“I have. They’re having trouble locating your mom’s case file in their archives. Showing up in person might hasten the search.” 

“Maggie’s place is just an hour outside of Poole,” Billie said. “You should visit her when you’re out there.” 

“I will. If you have her number, I’ll call ahead.” They doubled back toward John Street. Mockler dug out his car keys. “Do you want a lift somewhere?” 

Billie stopped. “I want to go.”

“I can drop you anywhere.”

“No. To Poole. I want to go with you.” 

His brow furrowed, like she had said something nonsensical. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

“I don’t care. I want to help.”

“I can’t involve you in a police investigation, Billie. You know that.”

“Who would know? Is your partner going with you?” When the detective shook his head, she pressed the issue. “Then no one has to know. Let me come with you.” 

“Aside from the trouble we’d both be in, it might be painful for you. I don’t know what I’ll turn up. There’s a good chance I won’t find anything at all.” 

“So that’s a yes?” She smiled when she looked at him. “When are we leaving?”

 

~

 

“You couldn’t find anyone else to do this?” grumbled the man behind the wheel. His name was Jameson. A well respected surgeon and stalwart pillar of his community. A man who carved his own path and found success through skill, determination and hard work. At the moment, he was playing chauffeur to a man wanted in four different countries for a string of crimes that ran from fraud to murder. 

“It ain’t so bad, is it, Jamie?” John Gantry smiled from the passenger seat of the Range Rover. “Not like you had anything better to do.” 

“I was hosting a party!” Jameson barked. “The faculty heads, all in my drawing room.”

“The missus will keep them happy until you get back.” Gantry stuck a cigarette in his mouth and patted his pockets for his Zippo. “Peggy’s looking awful trim these days. She playing tennis again?”

“Don’t you dare smoke in my car.” 

Gantry lit up. “I’m sure more than one of those stiffs in the staff wants to get his mitts in her knickers.” 

Jameson fumed, tapping his fingers against the steering wheel. “Where the hell are we going anyway?”

“Just keep driving. I’ll tell you when we’re there.” Gantry pointed at something ahead. “Left up here.”

The driver turned off the main artery onto a side road that veered into the dark trees of the mountain. “Knowing you,” he said, “is like having herpes. You always show up when you’re least wanted.” 

Gantry laughed and blew smoke through the cab. 

“If I had known,” Jameson went on, “that one mistake would turn into a lifetime of servitude—”

“It was more than one, Jamie,” Gantry interrupted. “And who was always there to bail you out? Hmm?” 

“If I had known how this would turn out, I’d have sooner made a deal with the devil.”

“Who says you didn’t, mate?” Gantry flashed a diabolical grin, then he pointed at something up ahead. “Slow down. There. Pull up to those gates.” 

The Range Rover slowed and hove up before a gate of wrought iron. Dead vines were woven through the bars. Past the gates and up a long drive, there was a house. Dark, no lights in the windows. 

Jameson’s face fell. “Oh shit. Is that what I think it is?”

Gantry swung out of the cab and looked up at the crumbling manor before them. “That’s it. The Murder House.” 

Jameson’s hands clung tighter to the wheel. “You’re not going in there, are you? What am I saying…” 

“I’ll be a few minutes. Keep the motor running.”

“Screw that,” Jameson said. He put the gear in reverse. “Mission accomplished. See you later.” 

“Sit tight. I just wanna have a look around.” 

He closed the door on Jameson’s griping and passed through the gate and took in the expanse of the house. It must have been grand at one time, with its massive pillars and tall windows. Now it looked like the empty husk of something that had died long ago. The front entrance was boarded up but he found a side entrance that was open. The ground was trodden down and strands of police tape were trampled in the mud. 

Stepping over the threshold was like slipping into a cold bath. The air was heavy and oppressive and it made his guts curdle. The sheer misery was overwhelming. Without a doubt, the place was haunted. He toured through the atrium and the grand hall, stepping over the debris and trash accumulated over the past century before cutting straight for the cellar door. The door itself had fallen from its hinges and stood leaning against the wall. Gantry scrounged up the small flashlight he’d brought and shined the light down but the beam didn’t penetrate very far into the darkness. 

Few things scared John Gantry anymore. He had seen more nightmarish, demented things in a week than most did in a lifetime but every so often he came across something that made him hesitate. Whatever it was that was slithering around down there in the dark, this was one of them.

“Rise and shine, arseholes!” he bellowed into the darkness. “The party’s here.” 

Something heard him. The bleeding sense of misery ratcheted up a notch while the temperature plunged even further. Down he went. 

Picking his way through the broken chairs and cast off furniture, he followed a well worn path through the cellar. The police had been all through here, some of their equipment left behind or forgotten in the dust. Stepping through a doorway he entered the larger chamber, his eyes immediately drawn to the open pit in the centre of the floor. 

He traced the circumference of the painted pentacle with the flashlight and knelt down to examine the glyphs. He clicked his teeth. “Someone’s been up to no good.” He looked into the pit where Billie said she had found the skeleton. The bones of her own father, no less. The pit was empty now, nothing but a little loose dirt inside. 

Rising to his feet, he threw the beam over the walls to read the runes painted there. Whoever had done this was into some serious shite. Some of the markings he could decipher, others were obscure or without reference that he could find. Some of it was utter gobshite, deranged doodles by brainless idiots. Not uncommon when it came to the black magic crowd. Most of them barely had a grasp of what they were doing. 

He went back to the five-pointed star on the floor, comparing it with the marks on the walls. Some of this was the real deal. Whoever this gang in the robes that Billie had described, someone with knowledge was guiding their hand. The pentacle, configured in this way, was a conjuring circle. Some bloody-minded fool was literally trying to raise hell. 

“You know I can feel you out there,” he bellowed without looking up. “In the dark, watching me. Don’t be shy. Step out and talk to me.” 

His voice echoed off the tiled walls of the cavernous chamber, bouncing back to him. Then a crack to his right, a dull knock to his left. A tinkling rattle, like broken glass, came from behind him. 

There was more than one. And they were all around him, down here in the dark where the weak flare of the flashlight barely cut through the pitch. 

Growing impatient, he lit a cigarette. “Come on. I don’t have all night. Step up.” 

More tinkling sounds. Sod this. Stepping back into the hallway, he picked a framed mirror from the junk and brought it back into the chamber. Settling it onto the brick ledge on the wall, he propped it there about eye level and stepped back. He saw his own reflection in the dusty glass and some of the space behind him. The darkness shifted about like smoke. Something was there, behind his back. 

A face appeared in the mirror. Horrid and pale, hovered behind him. It’s jaw opened slowly. 

“Tell me your name,” Gantry said. 

The face worked its jaw but no sound came out. 

“Your name,” Gantry barked. 

It’s voice was raspy and slow. “You shouldn’t be here,” it said.

Gantry studied the dull apparition. “You’re not the one who did this. But you’re stuck here all the same, yeah?”

“She won’t let us go,” the raspy voice said. “All of us.”

“How many are here?” 

“Too many,” it hissed. 

“What about a bloke named Albee. Is he trapped in here too?”

The face twitched. A flap of dessicated flesh fell from his cheek like burnt paper. 

Gantry blew smoke at the mirror. “You said she. Who is she? Tell me her name.”

“She doesn’t like people talking about her.” 

“Tough titty. Give me her name.” 

The apparition kept twitching and more of its brittle flesh fell away from the skull. “She knows your name. She knows all about you, John Gantry.” 

“Is that right? And how does she know that?” 

“We all know,” it hissed. “Ellen told us.” 

Gantry whipped around fast. “What did you say?”

The phantom was gone but it’s voice whispered to him from the darkness. 

“She’s here.” 

 

 

Jameson checked his watch for the tenth time. Dinner would already be underway at his house, Peggy moving the party along and wondering where the hell he’d vanished to. He didn’t have a clue what he was going to tell her when he got home. He wasn’t about to tell her about Gantry. 

He put his hand on the key in the ignition and considered just driving away. Leave the English bastard to whatever trouble he had walked into. His hand was turning the key when a noise from the house made him look up. 

Gantry, marching quickly down the driveway and through the gate. He slung into the passenger seat. “Go,” he said.

“What the hell happened to you?” 

Gantry looked down at himself. His jacket was burnt and still smoldering in spots. His knuckles were bloodied and he could feel his lip swelling up. “Dust up with the owner. She doesn’t care for trespassers.” 

“What owner?”

“Just go, for Christ’s sakes. Before she torches your motor.” 

Jameson turned the key and hit the pedal, the rear wheels spitting gravel behind it. 

Gantry rolled down the window and leaned out to take a last look at the Murder House before it disappeared behind the oak trees. In the upper window of the turret, a light glowed.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

THE BOOKS WERE NOT looking good and every time Jen sat down to balance them a knot twisted up in her guts. Was it possible to have an ulcer before one turned thirty? Since taking possession of the storefront, she had kept meticulous records of money coming in and going out and charted everything as best she could. October was her fifth month since opening the Doll House and she knew it was still early days yet. Five months simply wasn’t long enough to make any reasonable predictions but she couldn’t quash the feeling of dread every time she looked at the numbers. 

Her dad’s words rang in her head. “Hope is not a business plan.” It hadn’t been hers. She had planned out everything as best as she could and had saved up enough money over the last three years to run the business without a profit for eight months. The one thing she hadn’t foreseen in opening her own business was the toll it would take on her. Physically, emotionally and mentally, it drained every last reserve of strength that she had. She never stopped working, never ceased thinking about it no matter where she was or what she was doing. Adam was losing patience, frustrated at how her mind was always on the business and never in the moment. Sometimes while talking to her, he would catch her eyes glazing over as she thought about work and he would spin outrageous lies into whatever tale he was telling just to see if she was listening. She could only apologize so many times before Adam would simply walk away, leaving her to stew alone over the numbers running through her head. 

Worst of all, it was killing her creatively. Part of the reason for opening the Doll House was to showcase her own designs. Jen Eckler originals. The awful truth was that she hadn’t designed anything new in three months. Fretting over the business was consuming every last corner of her mind and there was nothing left to be creative with. It was like a vicious circle. The more she worked to keep the shop afloat so that she could create her own designs, the more the business end was killing her creativity. How did this happen? 

The bell over the door jingled. She looked up to see Tammy enter. 

“Hey,” Jen said. She looked at the time. “Aren’t you supposed to be with Kaitlin?” 

Tammy tossed her bag onto the church pew and leaned on the counter. “I was. Kyle showed up. Kicked me out.” 

“Again? Is he blaming all of us now?” 

“I don’t know. I guess he’s still in shock.” 

Jen closed the laptop. “Does he think he’s the only one hurting right now?”

“Easy, Jen,” Tammy said in a weary tone. 

“It’s not right. We didn’t have anything to do with why Kaitlin got hurt.” 

Tammy eased onto the bench. “You didn’t.”

Jen bit her tongue. Sometimes her anger flared hot and she spoke too quickly. “How is she?” 

“The same.” 

Coming around the front counter, Jen began re-folding the garments on the low table in the middle of the shop floor. “They’ve been saying the same thing for a week. Can’t they do anything for her?” 

“I don’t know.” Tammy rolled her eyes and leaned back. “Why don’t you go tell them how to do their jobs?”

Jen lowered the garment in her hand. “What’s the matter with you?”

“Nothing. We’re all frustrated and scared of what’s going to happen next.” 

“I’m aware of that thank you,” Jen said coldly. “What’s your point?”

“Bitching about something you can’t control doesn’t help. It just sets everyone on edge.” 

“Tell that to Kyle!” 

Tammy simply closed her eyes, unwilling to carry the conversation any further. Jen continued to refold perfectly folded garments on the display table. The clock ticked down a few minutes of silence before one of them blinked. 

Jen sighed, crossed her arms to keep them still. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to bitch at you. It’s just comes out that way.” 

“I know.” Tammy sat up. “I’m not myself today.”

“Another bad sleep?” 

The last two nights had been wretched for Tammy, thrashing herself awake from some of the worst nightmares she’d ever experienced. In her dreams, she was standing outside that awful house on the hill. Kaitlin was inside somewhere, crying out for help but Tammy was unable to move, frozen in a kind of paralysis. Too afraid to go further, too afraid to run away. When she finally broke the spell and ran inside, what she saw burned her eyes raw in horror. Kaitlin was strung up with wires, her limbs flopping about like a puppet while something unseen pulled the strings. The wires were laced so tightly round her limbs that they sliced the flesh and her friend was covered in blood. Kaitlin, helpless to save herself, stared at Tammy with eyes crazed with pain. Her mouth gibbered a single phrase over and over. Help me.

“Something like that,” Tammy sighed, trying to push the awful images out of her head. She had told no one of the nightmares. Jen most of all. “Have you heard from Billie?”

“No. Why?”

“I got a text from her. She said she’d be out of town for a day.”

Jen spun around. “Out of town? What for?”

“I was hoping you knew.” 

“How can she go away at a time like this?” Jen fumed. “With Kaitlin in the hospital. I can’t believe her.” 

“I’m sure she has a good reason.” Tammy watched her friend start refolding everything again and decided to swap out topics of conversation. Digging into her bag, she plucked out her Hasselblat. A clunker of a camera but she liked the pictures it took. “I brought the camera. Do you want to shoot some stuff for the website? Maybe some new designs?”

Jen soured on the idea. “There are no new designs.” 

Tammy aimed the lens at her friend. “Then why don’t you pout your lips at me and we’ll shoot some cheesecake.” 

Jen laughed and mocked a pin-up pose. 

The bell over the door rang again. A woman in dark bangs and black clothes crept inside and looked over the interior with a certain sheepishness. 

“Hi,” Jen said. “Can I help you find something?” 

“Maybe,” said the woman. “Do you know the psychic woman?”

“Excuse me?” 

“She was on the news a few weeks back,” the woman said. “She was helping the police in that awful case. I’m pretty sure she was at your shop when she was on the news.”

Tammy drew up alongside Jen, sensing trouble. Two weeks ago Billie had been ambushed by a reporter right outside the Doll House. 

The woman continued. “I think my place is haunted and I really wanted to talk to this woman on the news. Is she a friend of yours?”

“No,” Jen said. “I don’t know who you mean.” 

Tammy snapped her eyes back to Jen but her friend ignored her. 

“Oh,” the woman said, disappointed. “I’m pretty sure it was this store I saw.” 

“You have the wrong place.” Jen turned and went back to the counter. 

The woman seemed unsure of what to do next. She looked over the place one more time and then headed back out to the street. Tammy walked the woman to the door and then turned to look back at her friend. Jen gathered up some boxes and carried them to the back room without meeting the other woman’s gaze. 

 

~

 

Billie climbed into the passenger seat and smiled at the homicide detective behind the wheel. “All set?” 

“Yup,” Mockler said, pulling the car back into traffic. He handed across a map. “You navigate.” 

Folding the map into a manageable size, she pointed to the pinprick speck that was their destination. “It’s not hard to find. It’s just out of the way.”

“How long is the drive? Two hours?” 

“Almost,” she said. “It’s all country roads. I guess you’ve never been there, huh?”

He shook his head. “I’d never heard of it before this. What’s it like?” 

“Like any small town,” she shrugged. “Half of it is shuttered and boarded up. People moving away.” 

“Is there a bowling alley?”

“No. Why?”

Mockler smiled. “Doesn’t every small town have a bowling alley?”

“You’re such a city boy,” she said. “No. What every small town has is the Chinese restaurant.” 

“Get outta here.”

“It’s true. You know the old style Chinese restaurant? The kind that serves made-up stuff like chop-suey. Every one of them has a sign that reads ‘Chinese-Canadian cuisine’.” 

“And what exactly is Chinese-Canadian cuisine?”

“Egg rolls and french fries.” 

Mockler nodded as he turned the car onto Beckett Drive that would take them up the mountain. “I guess we know where we’re stopping for lunch.” 

 

 

Away from the city, the trees of the countryside had changed to deep hues of red and orange. They passed fields of hay bails and pumpkin patches and a few stands selling the last offerings of the pear orchards. They chatted about the farms they saw and the songs on the radio and what it would be like to abandon the city to live in the country. The day was fine and the company agreeable and for a time it felt like a simple road trip. The banter slowed and the mood changed when they passed a road sign welcoming them to the township of Poole. Pop 1680. 

The road carried them onto the main drag and Billie noted how little had changed in the town she had grown up in. A few more businesses had shuttered, their dusty windows placarded with ‘For Rent’ signs. 

Mockler slowed the car to take in the sights. “So this is it, huh? Hometown.” 

“Picturesque, isn’t it?” Billie gazed out her window. “I didn’t think it could get anymore grim but I may be wrong on that score.” 

“It looks like it’s seen better days. Where the Chinese restaurant you promised?” 

She pointed at something up ahead. “Kim’s is up here. On the left.” 

He pulled the car to the curb before a squat storefront of faded red with black trim. A weather-beaten statue of a dragon stood sentry outside the door. 

“Oh no.”

“What is it?” He leaned over to see what she was pointing at. A cardboard sign was taped to the inside of the window. Building for lease. 

Billie gazed at the padlocked front door. “Damn. Half my teenage life has been put up for rent.” 

“That’s a shame.” His face drew long, the breezy mood of the road vanishing quickly. 

“We can go somewhere else if you want?” Billie asked, feeling a need to make it up to him. 

“Let’s just get on with it.”

“Where to first?” 

“The police station. Is it near here?” 

She directed him another two blocks and then north on a side street called White Pine. The police station was a squat bunker of brown brick and dusty windows. Like everything else he had seen of the town of Poole, it was worn out and beaten down. 

Mockler killed the engine and looked at her. “Is there somewhere you can wait? I can’t bring you with me.” 

“Why not?” Billie studied the police station. “Tell them I’m your assistant or something.”

“That’s not going to fly. And you and I are in enough trouble from last time. Trust me on this, okay?” 

Billie soured but agreed. They climbed out of the car and he turned to her. “Where are you going to be?” 

“I dunno. I’ll go for a walk.” She strolled out of the parking lot toward the main strip and then called back. “Text me when you’re done.” 

 

The interior of the Poole Police Station was just as drab as its exterior and, at first glance, appeared to be deserted. The front desk was unattended and the office area beyond it looked empty. Weirder still was the quiet. There was no squawking police radio, no chatter of conversations or ringing of desk phones. Sitting on the counter of the front reception was an old hotel bell. Puzzled, Mockler scratched his chin. Was this town that quiet that the police left the reception manned by a hotel bell? He tapped it once and its sharp peel rang through the empty office. 

An officer came down the hallway behind the desk. Her shirt sleeves were rolled up and she was wiping her hands on a rag. “Can I help you?” she said, approaching the desk. 

“Hi.” Mockler reached into his pocket for his I.D. “Is officer Merrick on duty?” 

“Yes I am,” she said. “And you are?”

“Detective Mockler, Hamilton Police Service.” He stuck out his hand. “We spoke on the phone yesterday.”

“Oh right. I’d shake your hand but mine’s slick with motor oil at the moment.” 

“The mechanic call in sick today?” 

“No. I do double duty around here. Triple, quadruple, what have you.” Officer Merrick pushed the gate open and waved him through. “Come on in, detective.” 

She led him past reception to the office in the back. Vacant desks and empty chairs, house plants dried up and withered on the window sill. Mockler took in the deserted look of the place. “Where is everybody?” 

“Moved on, transferred or reassigned.” Merrick escorted him to the only desk in the room that looked occupied. “Have a seat.” 

Mockler’s brow arched. “You’re alone out here?” 

“Until I get reassigned,” the officer said. “The town couldn’t foot the budget anymore so we were folded into the Provincial Police. They started reassigning everyone. They’re keeping the lights on here as an outpost but they’ll eventually shut it down at some point.” 

Mockler whistled. “You’re the lonely lighthouse keeper. You must be busy being the only cop in town.”

“I manage. It’s a quiet place, as you can see.” Merrick stood up and crossed to a desk behind her. “Now, you are here for the old Culpepper case. I managed to locate the evidence box. What’s left of it anyway.” 

The officer returned and placed a cardboard storage box on the desk. It resembled a wilted cabbage. Crushed and partially collapsed, the cardboard showed signs of water damage and it smelled of mold. 

“What happened to it?” 

“A victim of the shrinking budgets. The archives went unattended for a couple years. Then a pipe burst during a deep freeze one winter. A lot of stuff got lost.” Officer Merrick removed the lid from the box. “This is all that was left.” 

Mockler peered into the crushed container. There was a slim folder of documents and a few materials sealed in evidence bags. He lifted out the bagged evidence. A woman’s shoe, a set of keys, a necklace and a crude looking knife. He put the material back and opened the folder.

“Not much to go on, is it?” he said.

“I’m afraid not.” Merrick took her seat and nodded at the box. “Why the renewed interest in an old case?” 

“We found the remains of her husband a week ago. He’s also the main suspect in Mary Culpepper’s disappearance.” 

“Wow. Where did you find him?”

“In the basement of an old house.” Mockler handed across one of the documents. “Two of the investigating officers are listed here. Do you know either of these men?” 

“Stanwyck and Croft,” she read aloud. “Stanwyck passed away a few years ago. Croft is retired now. He used to live on the other side of town.” 

“Do you have an address or phone number for Croft?” 

“If I don’t have it here, I’m sure I can find it for you. Might take a while. You’re welcome to stay.” 

“I think I’ll get started on this.” Mockler returned the paperwork to the box and handed his card to the officer. “That’s my cell. Can you call me when you have something?” 

Officer Merrick assured him she would and walked him to the door. Mockler thanked her for her help. “Where’s a good place to get some lunch?” 

“Try Kim’s, just up the road.”

“The Chinese place?” he said. “It’s closed down.” 

“It is? Damn. When did that happen?” Officer Merrick seemed genuinely saddened by the news. “The whole damn place is becoming a ghost town.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

BY NATURE, JOHN Gantry was wary of any and all law enforcement, but he knew that certain members of the thin blue line could be excellent sources of information. The next best thing to an active informant within the police department was an ex-cop with time on his hands and stories to tell. 

Nigel Walcott was just such a candidate. A retired homicide copper who had given up golf a long time ago when his knees blew out. He could still walk, just not very far. Fortunately for Gantry, the Burgundy Room was minutes from Walcott’s home. Gantry rang him up, asking if he could buy him a drink. 

“Hello Wally,” Gantry said as he waltzed into the backroom of the bar, drinks in hand. A scotch and soda for the old man and a pint for himself. 

Walcott looked up with rheumy eyes. “Johnny. I was surprised to hear from you.” 

“Why’s that?” 

“I’d heard you died in an explosion. In Norway, of all places.” 

“Just singed a little in the fire. How’s the knees?”

“Don’t ask.” The retired detective waved at the chair across from him. “Have a seat.” 

Gantry settled into the leather armchair, one of two positioned before a cold fireplace. It was early afternoon and the bar’s backroom was empty. They could talk discreetly here. 

Walcott took a sip from the glass. “What brings you back to the Hammer?”

“A girl.” 

The older man smiled at this. “Is she pretty? I bet she is.”

“Yeah, she’s a heartbreaker. A tad strange, but there you have it.” Gantry set his glass down on the table. “Listen, Wally. I came across something nasty and I thought you might have run across it before.” 

“Another girl?”

“A place. An old mansion halfway up the mountain called the Murder House.” 

The old man went still, his eyes narrowing at the name. “Nasty place. My advice, stay away from there.” 

“What do you know about it?”

“We had a body turn up there back in the early eighties. Poor bastard had been gutted. Awful.” 

“Who killed him?”

Walcott looked at the dead hearth. “Unsolved. Caused a real stink too because there was a spooky aspect to it. Devil worship stuff, pentagrams and whatnot. Remember, this was the eighties, right in the height of the Satanic panic that gripped the nation. The thing is, I looked into the history of that place and this poor bastard wasn’t the first to get killed there.”

“So the nickname is true.” 

“Yeah,” Walcott nodded. “But the murders were the same. Victim cut open in the middle of a pentagram.”

That made Gantry lean forward. “How many deaths?” 

“Half a dozen that I know about. There was a hippie kid in the seventies, then another one a decade before. One in the fifties and then two in the forties, around the end of the war. Although one of those was a disappearance, not a murder. At least they never found the guy. A writer, I think.” 

“H. G. Albee,” Gantry added. “He was a pulp writer.” 

The retired officer snapped his fingers. “That’s the guy.” 

“Is that where it started? With Albee?”

“No. The first murder was Edward Bourdain. He built the house back in the twenties for his wife. Evie or Ava?”

“Evelyn,” Gantry offered. 

“That’s her. Turns out Evelyn was into spooky stuff. Big into Aleistar Crowley and all that hocus-pocus. She killed her husband back in the thirties. Cut him open down in the basement, just like all the others. Same pentagram, just like all the others. Except she was the first.” 

“What happened to her?” 

“They put her in the asylum, the big one where the university is now. I think she was killed by another inmate a year later.” Walcott stretched his legs out to keep them from cramping. “Almost happened again too. Just last week. But this time the cops caught them in the act. I heard they arrested one kid but he doesn’t speak English. Was he Swedish?”

“Norwegian,” Gantry said. The old man was referring to Billie’s incident with that idiot, Mockler. “He died two nights ago in his cell. Choked on his own vomit.”

“Jesus. Did they get him to say anything?”

“No. The cops brought in a translator but the kid went mute.” 

Walcott sipped his scotch and soda. “And now you’re involved in this, aren’t you?”

“A friend of mine is.”

“The girl?”

“Yeah. I think she walked straight into something dangerous.” Gantry sipped his pint and mulled over the details the former police officer had told him. Some of the puzzle was filled in but there were still pieces missing. Big pieces, too. Like how Billie was connected to this old house and its barmy owner, Evelyn Bourdain. 

“Have you gone there?” Walcott asked. “The old house?”

Gantry thought back to the horrid face in the mirror and the thing that had attacked him. How it had tossed him about the cellar like a rag doll. He nodded. 

“Did you feel the misery inside that house? The whole place was like a black hole of despair.” Walcott shuddered, as if sensing it all over. “I still remember it. And that was almost forty years ago.” 

 

~

 

“That’s it?” Billie looked into the battered box again but there was nothing else in it. 

Mockler nodded. “Not a lot to work with, is it?” 

Billie looked over the contents of the evidence box. “There’s nothing here.” 

They sat in a booth near the back of the diner. The food was half decent but the coffee was little more than brown water in a cup. 

Billie looked over the articles sealed in evidence bags before her. “This is evidence? It looks like just random stuff.” 

“Most of it probably is random,” Mockler said. “It’s hard to tell at the scene so you take it all.” 

She picked up the bag containing a woman’s shoe. “This isn’t even her size.”

“Like I said, you grab anything.” He leafed through the brittle documents in the folder. “What do you make of the knife?”

She picked up another bag. The knife inside was big, the blade almost eight inches long. The wooden handle seemed damaged at first but when she looked closer, she saw markings carved into the wood. “Somebody carved stuff into the handle.” 

“What does it say?”

“It’s not letters. Just weird markings.” The plastic was cloudy so she unzipped the bag, took a napkin and removed the knife. She turned it over to examine it, pinching the blade between the paper napkin. “One of these looks familiar.”

“Which one?” He leaned in as she held the knife up for him to see.

“The spiral. It’s the same as the one in the Murder House. In the pentagram on the floor.” 

He took the blade from her and studied the whittled markings and then gave it back. “What do you make of it?”

“Can’t be a coincidence,” she shrugged. 

“What do you think it means?” 

“Search me.” She returned the knife to the bag and wagged her chin at the paperwork in his hand. “Anything in there?”

“Nothing useful. A few incident reports, just stating the facts from the first responders. You’re mentioned in one of them.”

“What does it say?” 

“They initially thought that you had been abducted too since they didn’t find you in the house. Says you were found later that night, wandering through town.” 

“Can I see it?”

He slid the paper to her and she read the report. No details, just clipped bulletin points. They had spelt her name wrong. 

“There’s nothing else really,” he said, leafing through the rest of the paperwork. “There’s an APB on Franklin Riddel and a description of his car.” 

“A Camaro?” 

“An eighty-one model,” he said, reading the report. “Black. You remember his car?”

“One of the few things I do remember.” Billie pushed the document away. “They never found it, did they?”

“Not according to—” The buzzing of his phone cut him off. He answered it, replying in curt one-word answers. 

Billie watched his face fall as he hung up. “Bad news?”  

“That was the officer at the station. She tracked down the retired officer who had investigated your mother’s disappearance.”

She brightened at the news. “Can we go talk to him?” 

“He’s in a care facility in Kingston. According to his family, he hasn’t spoken a word in ten years.” 

“We could still try,” she said, trying to hold on hope.

“It’s five hours from here, for nothing. Let’s make it a back-up plan.” He gathered the documents up and returned them to the box. 

“So what now?” 

“Not sure,” he said. “We could take a look at where it happened. Your old house.”

“I was there about three months ago. There wasn’t anything to see. The house has been renovated.”

“Three months ago? Why did you go?”

“After the accident. When I started seeing dead people. Whatever this ability is, I got it from mom.” 

He watched her carefully. “What were you looking for?”

“Answers, I guess. I didn’t find any.” 

The waitress buzzed by to clear the table and leave the bill. Both of them clammed up until she was gone. Mockler laid cash into the little plastic tray. “Can I ask you something?”

“Shoot.”

“With your ability, have you ever seen your mom?”

“No,” Billie said. “That’s why I went back to the house. But she wasn’t there.”

He looked up at her. “Why do you suppose that is?”

“I wish I knew.” Billie stacked the creamers into a tower. “I hate seeing spirits. They still scare me. But the one spirit I do want to see is never there.” 

“How far is your aunt’s place from here?”

“About an hour,” she said. “Is that our next stop?”

“May as well be. There’s nothing more to learn here.” He swept the rest of the articles into the box. “Does she know we’re coming?”

“I called her this morning. She’s making dinner.”

“She doesn’t have to do that.”

Billie slid out of the booth. “Try telling her that.” 

 

 

Turning onto the causeway that led into Long Point, Billie kept one eye on the scenery and one eye on Mockler. She wanted to see his reaction. 

“Wow,” he said, looking out at the tall reeds of the marsh swaying in the wind. “It’s beautiful here.”

“Isn’t it? And you haven’t even seen the beach yet.” An odd feeling of relief settled over her at his reaction and she realized that she had worried over what he would think of this place that meant so much to her. She didn’t expect him to care the way she did, but she felt better knowing he liked it, too. Why did that matter to her? It was just a place. 

“Must be nice in the summer,” he said. 

“It’s gorgeous in the summer. Peaceful too.” 

“Do you come up here a lot?” 

“Every chance I get. Check out the cottages.” 

The road curved and they rolled down the main strip that ran the length of the point. Mockler slowed to look at the houses on both sides of the road. Some were quaint and rustic, others newer builds with all mod cons. Billie pointed out a few of her favourites, along with the marina and the ice cream shop. 

“Look at that,” he said, pointing to one of the short canals that bisected the backyards of two rows of houses. “You can drive your boat right up to your backdoor.  Does your aunt have a canal like that?” 

“No, she’s landlocked. Just up ahead here, on the left.” 

He pulled into the driveway of a small house with faded blue clapboard. Climbing up the creaky porch steps, he said “It’s nice.”

“Be sure to tell her that,” Billie said. 

Mockler stopped to look at the cobwebs woven all over the exterior. “What’s with all the webs?” 

“Spiders. They thrive here.” Billie opened the door and called out. “Mags? You here?”

Aunt Maggie hurried over from the kitchen and caught her niece in a tight hug. “Hi, honey. So nice to get an unexpected visit.”

Mockler stood inside the door and waited. Billie flashed him a smile until she could pull out of her aunt’s arms. “Maggie, this is Ray Mockler.” 

Aunt Maggie shook her guest’s hand. “Yes, the detective. It’s nice to see you again.”

“How have you been?”

“Wait.” Billie’s brow wrinkled. “You two have met?”

“In the hospital,” Maggie said. “When your friend here almost killed you. You were unconscious, of course.”

Mockler smiled at Billie. “Not the best circumstances. Your aunt looked ready to knock my head in at the time.”

“And I would have, too, if she hadn’t woken up.” She waved them in. “Come in, come in. How was your drive?”

“It was fine,” Billie said, not wanting to talk about this morning’s excursion just yet. “How’s the leg?”

“Acting up, what with all the rain we’ve had.” Maggie took the kettle to the sink to fill it. “And how are things with you, Raymond?” 

“I’m good, thanks. Busy.”

“Oh, I’d imagine. They must keep you busy being a policeman in that awful city.” 

“Maggie. It’s not that bad. Hamilton’s changing.” Billie gave Mockler a look, as if to excuse her aunt. “Aunt Maggie doesn’t think too highly of where we call home.”

The detective played for diplomacy. “It still has plenty of rough edges.”

“Well I’ve seen it at its worse and that city will have to polish up every rough edge for me to change my opinion.” 

“Charming, isn’t she?” Billie teased. She felt her cheeks tingle oddly and didn’t know what to make of it until she realized that she’d been smiling the whole time. She tried to dim the smile but it proved hard to quell. 

“What are you making?” Mockler asked, nodding to the big pot on the stove. “It smells great, whatever it is.” 

“Just a stew. I like it on a cold day.” Maggie lifted the lid and gave it a stir. “How did it go in Poole today? Did you find what you’re looking for?”

“No, not really.”

“That’s too bad,” Maggie said. “I hope it wasn’t too upsetting for you.” 

Billie dismissed the notion with a wave of her hand. “I’m fine.”

Sensing an opening, Mockler spoke up. “There’s a lot of gaps in the information. I’m hoping you can fill in some of those.” 

“I can try. But not till after dinner. Getting upset on an empty belly makes it all worse.” She turned to the counter, where she was trimming vegetables for a salad. “Are you hungry? We can eat whenever you like.” 

“Not just yet.” Billie shot to her feet. “I want to show Ray the beach before it gets dark.” 

“Bundle up, the wind coming off that lake is lethal.” 

 

Even in the cold gusts of late October, the beach was spectacular. They trudged over the dune to where the surf rumbled up the sand and the horizon over the water was endless in all directions. Mockler gazed down one end of the shoreline and then the other and saw nothing but white sandy beach. 

“Wow,” he said.

“Pretty awesome, huh?”

“I had no idea it was this big. It looks like the Caribbean.”

“See?” Billie felt her cheeks hurting again, unable to stop smiling. “I knew you’d love it.”

“It must be beautiful in the summer.”

“I’m glad we came. I really wanted you to see this.” 

He turned to her. “Why is that?” 

“I don’t know.” She tried to stifle a shrug but it was useless. “I love this place. And I thought you would, too.” 

“I’m glad you did.”

A gust of wind screeched in off the water and blew them off balance in the soggy sand. He caught her and she slipped her arm around his and they huddled close for a moment. She felt her breath catch and she didn’t know what she was doing but she didn’t let go. 

He bent low to her ear to be heard over the boom of the surf. “What did you say this was? A sand spit?”

“Yeah. The whole thing, it juts out into the lake like a finger.” She pointed at the beach. “The spit runs way out there for a long stretch but you can’t see it from the water. A lot of ships ran aground here.” 

“How many is a lot?”

“Hundreds of them,” she hollered. “I forget the actual number but I think its the worst place for shipwrecks out of all the Great Lakes.” 

“I didn’t know you were an expert on maritime history.”

“I’m not. I’m an expert on this place. In fact, if I—” 

She cut herself off, not wanting to kill the mood. He nudged his shoulder into hers. “What is it?” 

“Nothing.” She tried to wave it away. “It’s just, the thing. You don’t want to know.”

“Yeah, I do want to know. So cough up, Culpepper.” 

She laughed at being addressed by her surname. “Okay. If I open up, you know, to the other side? I can see all those dead mariners out there. Walking over the water.” 

His eyes cut to the waves and the horizon beyond, as if there was something there to see. She fumed for a moment, thinking she had ruined the moment but he turned back to her. “You’re getting better at it, then?”

“Better?”

“Opening up to it. To the ghosts or whatever. And closing it off.” 

“Yeah. I guess so.” She tilted up to see his eyes. “You don’t sound so skeptical anymore.”

“I’m not,” he said. “Not after all this.” 

They watched the waves for another minute and then Billie shivered. “I’m cold,” she said and they turned and walked back up the beach to the house. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

MOCKLER HAD NEVER BEEN fond of stew. Too many bad memories of his father’s mangled version of it but the dish Billie’s aunt prepared changed his mind on the subject. Finishing a second helping, he leaned back in the chair with an odd feeling of utter content. Maggie was sweet and chatty, inquisitive but polite. Billie seemed content, her face lighting up in a bright smile that he was unfamiliar with. From outside, he could hear the gentle roll of the surf as it tumbled up the beach in its lulling rhythm. It was easy to understand Billie’s love for the place. 

The dinner felt like a regular family visit and when he remembered the reason why they were here, he was reluctant to get started. 

“That was delicious, Maggie,” he said. “Thank you.” 

Maggie smiled. “It’s nice to cook for someone other than myself. There’s lots left over if you want to take some home.”

He rose and cleared the table. “I just might.”

Over the clatter of dishes in the sink, Maggie leaned in to speak quietly to her niece. “Your friend is very nice.”

“I knew you’d like him,” Billie agreed. 

“I haven’t seen you smile this much in a long time, honey.” 

Billie flustered. “What? I am not.”

“You’re practically glowing, sweetheart.” She patted Billie’s hand. “It’s nice to see.” 

Billie felt her cheeks burn as Mockler returned to the table. Maggie got to her feet and said, “Does anyone want coffee?”

They both did. Maggie went to the kitchen and Mockler checked his watch and then looked at Billie. “I guess we can’t put this off any longer, huh?” 

“I suppose not,” she sighed. “Too bad, really. I was having a nice time.”

He smiled at her. “Me, too.” 

 

 

“I never liked Frank Riddel,” Maggie said. “I never understood what my sister saw in him.” 

The dishes had been cleared away, the coffee made. Maggie brought out the pie she had baked earlier and once it had been served, the detective asked her what she remembered about Billie’s father. 

Billie picked at the slice of pie on her plate, not saying anything. 

Mockler dug out his notebook and placed it on the table. “What was he like?” 

“He could be charming,” Maggie said. “Not with me but with Mary Agnes, of course. He seemed lost to me.”

Billie looked up at that but remained quiet. Mockler noted her reaction and said, “What do you mean lost?”

“He seemed to be looking for something. Spiritually, I mean. He was always into some new movement and then he’d abandon that when he found something else.” 

“He kept switching religions?” 

“I wouldn’t call them religions,” Maggie said. “Trends or quack cults. One week it was numerology, then it was Buddhism and then the Kabbalah or psychology or Wicca. He was all over the place.”

Mockler jotted down a single word on the notepad. Wicca. “But he never committed to one thing?”

“No. I guess that was his problem. Because he never committed to Mary Agnes either.” Maggie pushed her plate away. “They were happy for a short time, Mary and Frank. It was nice to see my sister smile like that. But things changed when she became pregnant. And they got worse once the baby came.” 

Billie lowered her eyes to the table. 

Maggie put her hand over her niece’s. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. That came out wrong. It wasn’t your fault.”

“But it was.” Billie’s voice was barely a whisper. “That’s pretty clear.”

Maggie shook her head. “No. It just hastened things, that’s all. Life-changing moments, like having a child, that brings character to the fore. And I’m sorry to say this to you about your own father but Frank Riddel was low character.”

Billie shrugged. “Don’t apologize. He’s nothing to me.” 

Mockler felt a twinge cut through him as he looked at Billie. The look on her face betrayed her own words. He could see the muscle in her jaw flex, gritting her teeth to keep her game-face on. “Having a baby is tough on every couple. What happened after Billie was born?” 

“Frank left.” Maggie patted Billie’s hand again. “You were four months old. He just picked up and left. That became his pattern after that.” 

“What did Mary Agnes do?” Mockler asked. 

“She came to live with us. Larry and I. It was rough for a while, the four of us in a small apartment. It almost put the kaibosh on me and Larry. But we carried on. Things got better when we found a house for us all to live in. Billie was a joy to be around.”

Mockler smiled at that. “Got any baby pictures?”

“No!” Billie said. 

The mood lifted a little, giving a moment’s respite for Billie and her aunt to compose themselves. Mockler went back to his questions. “How long did Mary and Billie stay with you?”

“Almost two years,” Maggie said. “Mary Agnes started her business, much to our father’s chagrin. He hated what she did. Then she found a house for the two of them. It was just around the corner from Larry and I, so it was ideal that way.”

Mockler scratched his chin. “Mary’s business? This was the psychic consultations?”

“Yes. And then this pattern developed. Mary would be doing well and then Riddel would show up. And mess everything up. It was like he sensed when she was happy and came back from wherever he had disappeared to just so he could throw Mary for another loop. They’d be happy for a day or two and then the fighting would start. A week into it and Frank would disappear again.”

The wind rattled the glass in the window pane. Maggie sighed and continued. “It was so frustrating to watch it happen. Mary would swear it was the last time, curse his name. Six months would pass and then Frank would come roaring up the driveway with flowers for Mary and presents for Billie and some newfangled religion that would solve all their problems.” 

Mockler doodled absentmindedly on the page. “How bad did these fights get? Was Riddel ever violent?”

“He had a temper on him. I never saw him get violent.” Her eyes shot to her niece briefly. “But I think he did hit her. Mary would never admit to it but I had my suspicions.”

“What do you remember about the night she disappeared?” 

“The phone rang in the middle of the night. It was the police. They wanted me to come pick up my niece. She was found wandering the street alone at three in the morning. I took off at a dead run, in my nightgown. Larry had the wherewithal to get me in a jacket and drive to the police station.” 

“Was Billie hurt when you got to her? Did she say anything?”

“She had a bad burn on her ankle but I don’t from what.” Maggie dabbed a tear away and then sat up straight. “Billie didn’t say anything. She didn’t speak a single word for the next three weeks.” 

“Was Riddel back with Mary at this time?”

“No. He’d been there the week before. The same pattern. Flowers and teddy bears. Some new cult thing he was following, wanting to introduce Mary to it. He picked up and left. Two days later, the incident happened.”

“Was Billie’s mom upset or concerned before that? Was she afraid of Riddel?”

“She was a bit manic. More than usual. She told me that she felt something bad was going to happen. And Mary’s feelings were eerily accurate.” 

“What did she think was going to happen?” 

“She didn’t say.” Maggie lifted her cup but the coffee had gone cold. “After that, it was kind of a blur. The police didn’t seem to be doing anything. Larry got frustrated with them and organized his own search party. He wanted to search along the river bank and down at Lookout Point.” 

“Lookout Point?” Mockler asked. He scribbled the words into his notebook.

“A scenic spot in Poole. The only one. A bluff that overlooked the river. Kids used to go parking there. Mary and Frank would take Billie there for picnics.” 

“The search your husband organized, did it turn up anything?” 

“No. The police stopped it. They told Larry he was interfering. He had a few choice words for them.”

Mockler looked at his notes. He was surprised to see that he had doodled a pentagram on the paper. He scribbled it out before anyone saw it. “So after that, neither Mary nor Riddel are seen again.”

“No.” 

The room grew quiet again. Then Billie looked up at her aunt. “What about Hamilton? Did my dad ever mention it? Did he live there when he wasn’t parachuting into mom’s life?” 

“He did. Among other places. I don’t know if he was living there when the incident happened.” 

Mockler tapped the pen against the notebook. “You said Riddel was always into some new religion or movement. Do you remember what he was into before he vanished?”

“He was into something but I don’t remember what it was. The name of it. But as usual, he was convinced it would solve all of their problems. There was a woman, I remember that. The leader of whatever movement he was into at the time. He wanted Mary to come to Hamilton to meet her.” 

“What was her name?” Billie asked.

“I don’t remember. I don’t even remember what the religion was. It could have been the Hari Krishnas for all I know.” Maggie dried her eyes and caught her breath.

Mockler closed the notebook. “I think that’s enough for now. I’m sorry this was upsetting, Maggie.”

“I’m fine,” she said. “Do you want more coffee?”

“No thanks.” Billie looked at the clock. “It’s getting late. We should go.”

“Back home?” Maggie protested. “Why don’t you stay the night? Leave in the morning.”

“I can’t,” Mockler said. “I need to be at work early tomorrow.” 

Maggie tried her best to change their minds. When that failed, she packed tubs of leftover stew for both of them and walked them outside. 

“Thanks, Mags.” Billie hugged her aunt tight and kissed her cheek. 

Mockler held out his hand to shake but Maggie pulled him in for a quick hug. “It was nice to meet you, Raymond.” 

“Likewise. And thanks for everything.” He opened the car door and called back. “If you think of anything else, give me a call, okay?”

She promised she would and waved from the porch as they drove away. 

Both of them were quiet as they drove back through town. 

“You all right?” he asked.

“Yeah. Just a lot to think about.” 

Her cell went off. She answered it. It was her aunt. “Hey,” Billie said. “Did we forget something?”

“No,” answered Maggie. “I just remembered the name of the woman that Riddel was on about. The one he wanted Mary to meet.”

Billie flashed a smile at the man behind the wheel. “Oh? What was her name?” 

The phone dropped from Billie’s hand and bounced on the floor when she heard what it was. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14

 

THE MISKATONIC BOOKSHOP SMELT of old paper and musty book jackets. Located on the basement level of a building on Sherman, the dampness of the cellar had to be mitigated by humidifiers and fans to protect the massive collection of vintage pulp magazines and paperbacks. The shop also sold comic books, manga and toys, which helped keep the business afloat since dealing with vintage pulp fiction was not exactly lucrative. 

Lars Cranston did what was necessary to keep his business running but he truly despised the comic book buyers. Not the casual buyer but the  know-it-all loudmouth who loved nothing more than to argue about who was the most powerful character in the Marvel universe or what the dream-team lineup of the Avengers would be. These guys, and they were exclusively men, drove Lars up the wall with their ridiculous detail and endless top ten lists. Top ten non-flying mutants in the X-men, go! 

He had suffered through a number of them today and wanted them gone so he could close up shop. A collection of rare pulps had arrived in the mail and he eagerly wanted to examine and catalogue them. The superhero list-debaters finally made their purchases and left the shop. Lars locked the door after them and gave a sigh of relief. Finally, he could get to the parcel of new pulps. 

“Hullo Lars.”

Lars felt his stomach drop. There was one person left in the shop. How could he have missed them? He spun around to see a tall man leaning on the front counter. The man’s tie was a little askew. 

“How’s the wank mag business?” the man said.

“You,” Lars stuttered. “You’re John Gantry.”

“You remembered,” Gantry said. “That’s sweet.”

“I remember you stomping that kid’s head.” Lars had run across Gantry a few weeks ago. The man had been pestered by some teenager who treated the Englishman like he was a rock star. Lars had asked around after that, trying to find out who this Gantry character was. Most of what he’d heard was not good. “I’m closed for the day,” he said. “You’ll have to come back some other time.” 

“That’s why I came now.” Gantry approached the shop owner and spun around the little open/closed sign on the door. “I need some help on a little project of mine.” 

“I have work to do,” Lars said. “Come back tomorrow.”

“You still the expert on H. G. Albee?”

Lars nodded. Albee was a pulp writer and historian who called Hamilton home before mysteriously disappearing back in 1943. Lars had been collecting his work for the last six years, buying up everything he could get his hands on. 

“Show me,” Gantry said. 

“My collection?”

“Yeah. All of it.” 

The shop owner led Gantry past the counter to the rooms in the back where he lived. The apartment was cramped with bookshelves and curios. Stacks of books teetered in piles on the floor. Lars stopped at a large desk where a number of pulp magazines lay preserved in plastic sleeves. “I have most of his published works here. The pulp magazines he wrote for and his non-fiction work.”

Gantry looked over the material. “Non-fiction?”

“Albee was an historian and expert on the occult. He wrote about his investigations into spirit mediums and seances, haunted houses and stuff. What is it you’re looking for?”

“I’m looking into the history of the Murder House. Where Albee lived when he disappeared. Let me see the non-fiction stuff.” 

Lars took down a few slim volumes from the shelf. “Why are you researching the Murder House?”

“I think Albee got up to something dodgy when he was living there.” Gantry pushed the books away. “What about his correspondence or personal documents. Do you have any of that material?” 

Lars slid two boxes onto the desk and removed the lids. Bundles of old letters and paperwork lay stuffed within. “I’ve collected quite a bit of it over the years. I’m writing a book about Albee.” 

“Sounds gripping.” Gantry lifted out a handful of letters and began sifting through them. “What year did Albee move into the house on the hill?”

“Nineteen forty-one.” 

“That narrows it down then.” He handed a bundle of the old missives to the shop owner. “We can split up the work. I need everything from the time he moved in to the day he disappeared.” 

“Look man,” Lars protested. “I have work to do.”

“Yeah, this is it.” Gantry settled into a chair and began pouring through the letters. “Don’t you want to know what happened to the old bastard?”

Lars gave him a skeptical look. “You’re gonna find that out?”

“That’s the idea.” 

The shop owner sat down at the desk and sifted through the pile Gantry had given him. “Besides the time frame, what are we looking for?”

“Anything about what he was doing in that house. Or any mention of it’s past. Any mention of a woman named Evelyn.”

“Who’s Evelyn?” 

“The ghost that dragged his carcass to hell,” Gantry said, unfolding a letter. He looked at Lars. “This might take a while. How about you make us a cup of tea before we crack on, yeah?” 

 

~

 

“Who was that?” Mockler asked. 

Billie retrieved the fallen phone from the floor well. She killed the screen and stared out the window. Night had fallen and there was little to see. 

Mockler steered the car onto the main road and looked at her. “Billie, what’s wrong?” 

“Maggie remembered the name of the woman that Riddel wanted my mom to meet.” 

“Who was it?”

“Her name was Evelyn.” She leaned back against the head rest. 

Mockler drove on in silence for a moment, mulling over what she had said. “Evelyn’s a common name. It could have been anyone.”

“But it wasn’t just anyone,” she said. “My father died in Evelyn’s house. Who else could it be?” Billie looked out at the road ahead. Then she pointed at a cut off. “Take a left here.”

He looked at the road signs. “I thought we stay on the twenty-four until we hit highway six?” 

“We do if we’re going home but we’re not. We’re going back to Poole.”

“For what?” 

“There’s still something there.”

“Billie, we checked it out. There’s nothing more to learn.”

“Can you just humour me? Please.” 

There was an urgency in her tone so he made the turn and gunned the engine. 

 

With little traffic on the empty country roads, he pushed the speed limits and they made the trip in half the time. Rolling down the main drag of Billie’s hometown, the empty street and darkened stores gave the town an ominous and forlorn air. 

“Jesus,” Mockler said. “This place really shuts down after dark, huh?”

“That’s small town life for you. Quiet.” 

There was a single stop-light in town, at the central intersection. Mockler stopped and waited for the green light. It seemed silly to wait, considering there wasn’t a single other car to be seen. “We’re here. What now?” 

“Take a left after the bridge,” Billie said. “Just follow it along.”

“Where are we going?”

“Lookout Point.” 

Every town, no matter how small, has some secluded spot known as Lover’s Lane. A place where, since the invention of the automobile, couples have gone to try their luck in the backseat. Lookout Point was a gravel lot on a bluff that overlooked the river below. Billie and Mockler climbed out of the car and walked to the fenced edge where the bluff plummeted down into a thicket of forest and the creek beyond it. 

“Is this where kids go to watch the submarine races?” he asked, kicking at a crushed beer can on the ground. 

Billie folded her arms against the cold breeze. “Or get knocked up and ruin their lives.” 

“Why did you want to come here?”

She shook her head. “There’s something here.” 

“Like what?” 

“I don’t know. But it’s down there.” She pointed down the bluff into the trees below. “Maybe we can look around.” 

There was little to see in all that darkness. A faint ripple of light where the creek reflected the stars above. “It’s too dark,” he said.

“We’ll use flashlights.”

“Even with flashlights, we’d be stumbling through thick brush. It’s not worth it.” 

“I’m not leaving without seeing it. You can go if you want to. I’ll take a bus home or something.” 

Mockler leaned on the fence post. “How do you know there’s something down there?”

“I don’t know,” Billie said. “I just do. It might even be her.” 

He almost asked who she was referring to. “Okay,” he finally said. “We wait until morning, then come back when it’s daylight. Deal?”

“Thank you.” 

Her teeth began to chatter. They climbed back into the warm car and Mockler checked the weather forecast on his phone. “Sunrise is at six-twenty tomorrow morning.” 

“That’s a lot of time to kill.” 

He started the car. “We’ll find a motel, get some sleep. But I want be back here at first light.” 

She smiled as he pulled back onto the road. “I didn’t think to pack hiking boots.” 

 

The Moonbeam Motel sat just down the road from Main Street where it overlooked the river. It was open but six of its seven rooms were sealed for the coming winter. The two of them stood in the motel office looking down at the old-fashioned register book. 

“One room?” Mockler asked again.

The motel-owner, an older man with a ponytail, shrugged. “Once the summer season is over, we keep one room open during the winter. And even that sits vacant until April.” 

Billie looked at the names written into the book. The last guest had been on Labour Day. She looked at Mockler. “We could drive back to Maggie’s? She wouldn’t mind.”

“Then it’s another hour there and back.” He took the pen and signed the register. “We’ll make do.” 

The room wasn’t much to look at. The decor looked like it hadn’t changed since the time Trudeau was in office. They had nothing to unpack so they closed the door and walked up the street to a podunk tavern called the Winchester Arms. The regulars glanced up briefly as the strangers entered the bar and then turned back to their drinks. 

The taps looked sketchy so they ordered beer in bottles and found a table. The first sips loosened the tension in Billie’s shoulders and she let out a long sigh. “This,” she said, “has been one very long day.”

“You holding up?”

“I just feel kind of numb right now.” She picked at the label on the bottle. “All cried out.”

He studied her for a moment. “Have you always been this strong?”

“What do you mean?”

“What you went through as a kid. Growing up with that. And then today, digging it all up again. That takes strength.” 

“I’m not sure if that’s what I’d call it.” 

“Right. I forgot,” he said. “You hate compliments.”

“Don’t tease me. I’m too tired to fight back now.” 

He propped his elbows on the table. “I’m not teasing. It must be hard dredging up all this stuff about your parents. That’s a hell of a thing, what you went through as a kid.” 

“It was.” She leaned forward, as if they were sharing secrets. “I feel bad.”

“Why?” 

“I think I’ve judged my mom too harshly in the past. Without knowing the facts.”

“We all do that,” he said quietly. 

“Do we? Why?” 

“I don’t know. I guess we all expect childhood to be perfect. But there is no such thing.” He watched her pick away at the label on the bottle. “It couldn’t have been easy for your mom, being a single mother in a small town.” 

“You know what my biggest fear used to be? That I’d end up going crazy the way she did. I thought it was finally happening when I… started seeing stuff.”

“I don’t think she was either. Eccentric maybe, but not crazy.” 

Billie looked at him. “Do you judge your folks too harshly?”

“I did. Unfairly.” 

“Are they still alive?” 

“My dad is,” he said. 

“Really?” She didn’t know why she felt surprised at that. “Are you two close?”

“I don’t see him very often.”

“Oh? How come?”

“We’ve never gotten along.”

Billie tilted her head a little. “Because you’re judging him too harshly.”

He laughed. “Touché.” 

“I’d like to meet him some day.” 

Mockler didn’t know what to make of that. He couldn’t picture it ever happening. “Why?”

Billie shrugged, unsure of the answer herself. A waitress walked past without looking at them. The sharp crack of a break sounded from the pool table in the corner. 

Billie chewed her lip, mulling over a question that had long been nagging at her. She looked at the man across the table. “Can I ask you something?” 

“Anything,” he shrugged. 

She took a breath. Here goes nothing. “What happened to Christina?”

His elbow slipped from the edge of the table. “She moved out.” 

“I know but, you were engaged. It’s just—” She cut her words short, waving a surrender with her hand. “I shouldn’t pry. It’s none of my business.” 

Mockler sipped his beer and set the bottle down precisely in the ring of condensation it had left on the table. “Something changed,” he said quietly. “It wasn’t the same as before. We couldn’t fake it any longer.” 

More questions came bubbling up but she stifled them down and became very very still. 

“I told you about her depression. She’s struggled with it her whole life but the last round was prolonged. It went on for over a year. I guess it just became the new norm for us.” 

Billie remembered. She also remembered that there were mitigating circumstances to Christina’s depression. Namely, a malignant ghost in their home that was tormenting both of them. 

“But then she came out of it,” Mockler went on. “I thought things would go back to how they used to be. It didn’t happen. Things had changed between us. It was as if we were just trying to survive the depression. To just get through another day. When it finally lifted, we were almost strangers.” He let slip a tiny chuckle. “Like empty-nesters when the kids leave home.” 

“That must have been hard,” Billie said. 

“It is what it is,” he shrugged. “But there was more to it. There was someone else in the picture.”

Billie froze up. “What do you mean? She met somebody?”

“No. I did.” 

Her guts dropped through the floor and her heart paced up a notch. What he was saying didn’t make sense. He was seeing another woman? Wouldn’t he have told her about it? Weren’t they friends? After all this? “Who?”

His eyes rose up to meet hers. “Billie…”

“No,” she said. “Don’t.”

“It’s you.” 

She felt a tiny bit seasick, like the rug had been pulled out from under her. Not knowing which way was up. It was similar, she thought, to the time he had knocked her into the harbour and she sank below the dark water. Discombobulated. Unsure of which direction to swim.  

Something touched her elbow and when she turned, he was there, taking her by the arm. 

“Let’s get out of here.”

 

They walked through the parking lot in silence. A fence hemmed the sidewalk where the ground dropped to the creek below. Her balance was still off, making each step uncertain. She stopped and then he did the same. 

“Come here,” she said.

His hands wrapped around her biceps. His head bent down and she went up on her toes and their lips met. The kiss went on and on, neither wanting to break apart or come up for air. The wind picked up and tussled her hair over both of their faces. Their lips came apart with a small wet smack, the pupils in their eyes dilated with delight. 

She took his hand and they continued on up the road to the motel. Their room was the last one on the end. He unlocked the door and pushed it open. The room looked as hideous as it had before but neither cared. They stepped inside and Billie closed the door behind them. 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

THE ROOM WAS STILL dark when she opened her eyes. She wondered why her bed felt so lumpy and then remembered that it wasn’t her bed. She was in a crummy room at the Moonbeam Motel in her hometown. And she just spent the night with the man she’d been smitten with for the last four months. The grin that broke over her face was so wide it hurt. 

“Hey,” she said, rolling over. 

The other half of the bed was empty. She ran her hand over the sheet but it was cold, as if no one had been there at all. Had she dreamt the whole thing? She sat up and her body confirmed that it hadn’t been a dream. Her lips felt raw and there were spots all over her skin that felt bitten and scratched and gripped and kissed. The grin on her face kept growing wider. 

She turned on the bedside light. “Ray?” 

The bathroom door was wide open, the light off. Climbing out of bed, she wrapped the sheet around her and checked the bathroom just to make sure. Where had he gone? 

Chilled, she hopped back into the bed and pulled the ratty bedspread over her. Had he just left? Did something happen? Maybe he had changed his mind after spending the night together and got into his car and drove away. She got up again to check to see if his car was there when the door swung open, allowing an icy blast of air into the room. 

“Morning,” Mockler said, quickly shutting the door behind him. “Did I wake you?”

“Where did you go?” 

“To get provisions.” He held up a tray of coffee and a paper bag damp with grease. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he handed her the coffee. “How did you sleep?”

“Like a log,” she said, almost surprised at her own answer. She took a sip from the cup. “Thank you.”

He opened the lid from his cup and blew away the steam and fitted the lid back. Then he finally looked at her. “We’re okay, right?” 

“Yes! Great even.” Panic fluttered somewhere in her belly. “Aren’t we?”

He leaned over and kissed her. Coffee dripped onto the bedspread. 

“I feel happy,” she said. 

“It’s nice to see.” He lifted up the paper bag. “You hungry?”

“Not just yet.” She opened the bag and looked inside. “Donuts? You’re such a cop.”

“It was the only thing open this early.” He dug into the bag and plucked out a cinnamon dusted one. “The sun’s up. Get dressed.” 

He didn’t move or turn away. She raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you just gonna sit there and eat your donut and watch me get dressed?”

“Yup.” 

She shooed him away. “Go look out the window or something.”

“After last night?”

“I’m not quite there yet. Go on.” 

He groused but crossed to the window and pulled the curtain open. Billie snatched her clothes from the floor and tugged them on. “Is it cold out?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I guess we didn’t dress for this, huh?” 

“We’ll make do.” 

“Billie,” he said, gazing out at the parking lot. “Are you sure you still want to go back to the Lookout Point?”

“Of course. Why?”

“Are you dressed?” She said she was and he turned to look at her. “What if we find something down there? Are you ready for that?”

“I guess we’ll find out.” She ran her tongue along her front teeth. “I hate not brushing my teeth.” 

Mockler reached into his jacket pocket and produced a white paper bag. He tossed it to her. “Catch.”

Inside were two new toothbrushes and a travel-sized tube of toothpaste. He nodded at the bathroom. “Ladies first.” 

 

 

Pulling into the gravel spot on the roadside, it was easy to see how the Lookout Point got its name. The bluff dropped away into a wooded ravine where the creek trickled away and beyond that, a pastoral glen of rolling fields. 

Billie stood at the edge and looked down. “How thick is the brush down there?”

“Thick enough,” he said, coming alongside of her. “You sure about this?”

“Yes.” She looked around the gravel spit for a trail or walkway. “How do we get down there?”

There was a footpath back near the road, little more than a rutted track of dirt cutting through the ferns and snaking down into the ravine. Mockler went first, pushing back the branches of pine that blocked their way. Once at the bottom they were drawn to the creek where the water gurgled over the stones. They were both a little out of breath. 

“Well,” he said, looking back at her. “Which way?” 

Billie rotated slowly on her heel, squinting her eyes as if trying to peer through the dense foliage. “This way.” 

“Lead on,” he said. 

They pushed on through the thicket until the brush lessened and the bare trunks of trees stood under a canopy of pine boughs overhead. A clearing of sorts ran through the trees. 

“Is this a road?” Billie asked. 

“Looks more like a logging trail.” Mockler looked around. “Are you onto something?” 

“Yes. It’s close, too.”

She pressed on, following the trail. They ascended a rise and came down the other side and then Billie stopped. Up ahead on the trail was a massive pile of dead branches and timbers. Not a natural tumble of deadfall but something constructed with purpose. 

“What is it?” he said. 

“I don’t know. Looks like a beaver lodge.”

“Stay here.” 

Mockler approached the pile of dead foliage, snapping twigs under his feet. He started to pull the branches away and toss them aside. After a few minutes of hard going, he stepped back and ran a hand through his hair. “Billie?” he called out.

“What is it?”

“What kind of car did your father drive?”

“A Camaro. Black.” 

Detective Mockler looked at the ground and shook his head. “Son of a bitch.” 

Billie marched forward, her eyes going wide. “You’re kidding me…”

“Don’t come any closer,” he warned but she ignored him. Peeking through the tumble of leaves and mud was the dusty skin of a car door. Black. 

Billie stomped over the thicket and pulled away more of the dead foliage, carefully at first, then urgently.

He took hold of her arm. “Billie, wait. You don’t want to do this.” 

“Yes I do. Help me.” 

Together they cleared the tangle of sticks from the portside of the vehicle. The tires were blown, the Camaro sunk into the mud below. The windows were cloudy with dust and pollen, concealing the interior. The detective gripped the door handle. He looked at the woman quickly before pulling the door until it squealed open. 

The cab was empty save for a noxious smell and an old blanket strewn across the backseat. Billie leaned in closer, squinting into the darkened interior. “There’s nothing here,” she uttered. 

Mockler took a breath and swung into the driver’s bucket seat. He searched the glove box and folded down the sun visors and reached under the seats. Scrambling out, he took a deep breath. “Nothing,” he gasped. “It’s been cleaned out.” 

“This is crazy.” 

Mockler straightened up. “Is it his car?” 

“It has to be.” Billie stepped around to the back of the vehicle and pulled away more of the deadfall. Tossing away the last of the sticks, she stepped back and they both looked down at the trunk. 

“Shit.” He pressed in and tried the trunk but it was still locked. Stepping back, he kicked at the weeds on the ground. “I need a rock or something. A big one to smash the lock. 

Billie bent low and reached her hand into the rear wheel well. 

“What are you doing?”

She came away with a small metal cannister and twisted it open. “Hideaway key,” she said, pinching the spare car keys from its receptacle. She handed it across and he slotted the key into the lock. It was rusted and he twisted it back and forth until it clicked. 

Mockler looked at Billie. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

“Open it.” 

The trunk lid sprang up and bounced on its hinges. Billie had steeled her nerves for the sight of a body hidden under a tarp or bare bones or a mummified hand stretching out but none of that materialized. The trunk was empty save for a bald spare and an old jack. 

Mockler turned his head and spat into the weeds in disgust. Then he kicked the bumper. 

Billie simply sat down, crunching into the dry twigs under her. Her arms flopped to her sides, palms up to the sky, a dull sheen of disbelief glazing her eyes. 

 

~

 

The notes made no sense. A frenzied scribble of mad ideas, ancient rituals and odd symbols. Gantry laid the mess down and ordered another drink. This nonsense might take all night to decipher. If, he thought to himself, there was anything here at all besides the barking mad ravings of some lunatic hack. 

He had spent almost two hours with the book dealer, Lars, and that proved tortuous. After getting over his initial wariness, Lars turned out to be quite the chatty lad, blathering on about the most dreary minutiae of the pulp era. More than once, Gantry had considered murdering the geeky mouth-breather with his bare hands, if only to stop the chatter but he needed the windbag’s expertise. They sifted through the man’s collection of works and letters by the pulp writer, Howard Gunther Albee, lately of the Murder House on Laguna Road. 

The man was prolific, publishing yarns in over a dozen pulp magazines between the late twenties until the middle of the Second World War. And all types of stories too, from Westerns and detective yarns to science fiction and jungle adventure but his true forte were tales of horror and the supernatural. Alongside the pulp stuff was the non-fiction. Books and articles about magic and the occult, historical studies of witchcraft and religions, and essays about spirit mediums and seances. The man was an early investigator into the occult and the paranormal, travelling the world to track down any hint of the other world. Leafing through the material, Gantry had developed an affinity for the mad bastard and his work. A colleague from an earlier time. 

Until something went off the rails with Howard Gunther Albee, right around the time he took possession of the abandoned property on the hill. Narrowing their search to the years between 1941 and the man’s death, he and Lars had still unearthed a tidy pile of articles and stories to go through. There was also the man’s correspondence. Albee had been drawn to the Murder House because of its haunted status and apparently decided on a whim to purchase the place on his first visit to the property. He began documenting all paranormal phenomena, becoming obsessed with unlocking its secrets. His wife of the time apparently didn’t care for rattling around in a haunted house and left him five months after they moved in. Albee became something of a recluse after that, rarely leaving the grounds of the former Bourdain manor. 

Among the piles of letters and notes that Lars had collected, Gantry had taken away a notebook and a few letters. Needing to get away from Lars’s chatter, he quit the book collector’s place to find a quiet bar where he could pore over the material. Even after an hour of studying the scribbled pages, he still wasn’t sure what Albee had been after. There were written requests to professors and antiquities dealers for information on Sumerian pottery, ancient Jewish mystical practises and Vatican materials on demonic possession. Most of what he collected was cobbled together into one document that looked like the lunatic ravings of some demented charlatan. The pages were crammed with notes in different languages and dotted with arcane, bizarre symbols. Gantry couldn’t make much sense of what it was. His best guess was that Albee had been trying to concoct some kind of spell or ritual, the main purpose of which was to scrape the soul out of a living person. The thought of some poor bugger emptied of his or her own soul like a hollow eggshell gave Gantry the shudders. 

A trick like that, he concluded, would take real power. Not unlike the awful thing that had kicked his arse around the cellar of the Murder House the night before. Whatever was slithering around that dilapidated house, it had power in spades. 

The anti-smoking laws that infested every city he travelled in were getting on his nerves. It was a cardinal sin to deny a man the right to murder himself with nicotine while enjoying a pint at the same time. To drive him out into the cold just to indulge his habit seemed petty, if not downright rude. He folded the papers into a pocket and went out the side door exit. 

His steps echoed around the vacant alley as he lit up and made his way south to King. He was still parcing the bizarre scratchings of Albee when the hair on the back of his neck stood up. Trouble about. He could hear them, skulking through the darker shadows of the alley, trying to be quiet to ambush him but they were clumsy and loud, telegraphing their every move. 

Six in all. Four of them stepped out of the darkness to block his path forward. He didn’t need to turn around to know there were two more cutting him off from behind. Gantry sneered, blowing smoke out of his nostrils like some pale dragon. He wasn’t in the mood for this bullocks tonight. He had work to do. 

“You better have a damn good reason for getting in my way, lad,” he grumbled. 

Three of them were armed with baseball bats. All of them looked like ghouls from a B-movie. Black and white face paint covered their features, dried up and cracked over their skin. Clad in black with their hoods pulled up over their heads, they had the look of a junior-league Satanic cult. 

One stepped forward, taller than the rest. “His Worship wants a word with you.” 

That’s when it hit Gantry, the familiar face-paint. These goons were fans of the death metal star Crypto Death Machine. He had dealt with Crypto a few times in the past. The man had an interest in the occult that went beyond the set dressing for his act. His fans were known to paint their faces in the same style as their hero. They were also notoriously cult-like in their following and known to be extremely violent. 

“I’m busy,” Gantry said. “Now piss off.” 

The goon out front reached behind him and came up with a gun. A nickel-plated semi automatic. “You think you can try and kill Crypto Death Machine and get away with it? Asshole, you got another thing coming.” 

“Is that idiot off his meds again? If I tried to kill your little hero, son, he’d be fucking dead.” 

“So you meant to just disfigure him,” the goon said. “Is that it? Make him suffer that way?” 

Footfalls crunched behind Gantry. The rest of the goon squad was closing in. “What the hell are you on about?”

“His face,” spat the goon. He raised the gun and aimed the barrel at the Englishman. “What you did to his face.” 

“You stupid little boy.” Gantry took a step closer, right into the line of fire. “Does she know what you did?”

The goon bared his teeth like a dog. “The fuck are you talking about?”

“Your mum?” Gantry said. “Does she know what you did to your little sister?”

“Shut up!” 

Gantry smiled. “She’s gonna know now, mate. They’re all gonna know.”

The gun in the goon’s hand began to tremble. “Shut the fuck up!” 

One of the others moved in. “Greg, what the fuck, man? Do him!”

The goon with the gun didn’t hear his friend. He was too busy listening to what the Englishman was whispering to him. 

The others reared back when the goon named Greg pulled the gun up and pointed it at his own head. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” one shrieked. 

The tears running down Greg the goon’s face smeared the paint, giving him a sad Pagliacci look. His whole body was racking with sobs and then the gun went off.  Greg fell and the others rushed in with their weapons held high, ready to do some real damage. 

It’s been whispered that anyone lashing out at the slithery individual known as John Gantry was prone to extremely bad luck. Try and stab the bastard with a knife, one would most likely find said knife stuck in their own guts. Whether or not any of the Crypto goons were aware of this was unclear as they rushed in headlong in a berserk rage to club the man to death. The first one stumbled and took down the second. Another swung hard only to bludgeon his mate’s skull. The last man skidded to a stop with the baseball bat poised high but his target had vanished. 

“Oy,” said the voice behind him. 

The impact broke two ribs. The goon doubled over and looked up just in time to see Gantry swing the bat down hard. He shrieked in pain as his knee was shattered. 

Gantry tossed the bat away and it rattled over the pavement. He turned to the one named Greg and kicked him onto his back. He was still alive. His hand had trembled so badly that he’d missed his own skull entirely. He had only managed to blow off his own ear. 

“That’s a shame.” Gantry knelt down to take a closer look. Blood trickled from the mangled flesh and dribbled onto the dirty ground. A shredded piece of the man’s ear lay on the pavement. Lifting it up, Gantry let the wet thing dangle between two fingers and spoke into it. “Can you hear me?”

The young man whimpered, begging for help. 

Gantry flicked the ear away. “I suppose not.” Reaching down, he turned the man’s face to one side, jamming the destroyed ear into the pavement. Then he barked into the man’s good ear. “Listen up, son. You tell Crypto to stay the fuck away from me. If I see him or any of you other little sycophants again, he’s gonna rue the fucking day. You got all that, mate?” 

The injured man curled into a whimpering ball and called for his mother. Gantry stepped over him and marched out of the alley, patting his pockets for his cigarettes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16

 

 

THE DAY WAS EATEN by details and procedure. After climbing out of the ravine, Mockler called into the station to get the forensic team out here to go over the vehicle hidden in the thicket. The area needed to be searched properly and, once that was done, the car would be towed back to the garage at Division One where it could be searched thoroughly. 

Billie stayed out of the way as the crew arrived and went to work, to avoid any questions of her presence on the scene. By the time the forensic truck appeared, a number of locals had stopped to see what the fuss was about and Billie simply blended in with the others. Mockler went back down into the ravine to find the overgrown logging trail that led to the vehicle. Getting the vehicle towed out of the brush and up the incline proved tricky. The day burned away as Billie watched the crew work. She had once asked Mockler what detective work was like and he had replied that it was often slow and tedious. Hurry up and wait, he had added. She understood what he meant now. 

It wasn’t until late in the afternoon that they returned to the city. He was going to take her home but she asked him to drop her off at the hospital. She wanted to check on her friend. Opening the passenger door, she turned to him. “Are you going into the office?”

“Yeah. I’ve still got a full day ahead of me.” He looked out at the street. “I’ll check in on you later.” 

“Do that,” she said. 

“Will you be all right?”

“Yeah. It’s just been a weird day.” 

He nodded in agreement. Billie dithered, unsure of how to say goodbye. Everything had changed but sitting here outside of the hospital, it seemed as if nothing had changed. She turned to him. “Not bad weird though. Right?”

“No.”

“Good.” She leaned in to kiss him quickly and then climbed out of his car before she dithered any longer. 

The fluorescent lights of the hospital hurt her eyes as she made her way up to the fourth floor. She stopped outside of Kaitlin’s room when she saw Kyle was there. His feet propped up, asleep in the chair. Tiptoeing inside, she looked down at her friend. Kaitlin looked peaceful. There was no sign of the awful seizure she had suffered earlier. Billie couldn’t tell if it was just the lighting in the room but Kaitlin seemed to have regained some of the colour to her face. 

“What are you doing here?” Kyle sat up, rubbing his eyes. 

“Has there been any change?” Billie asked. 

“You’re not wanted here,” he grumbled. 

“I came to check on my friend, Kyle.” Billie smoothed a hair out of Kaitlin’s face. “You’re not the only one who’s worried about her.” 

“Like you haven’t done enough already?” 

Something snapped. It may have been the exhaustion or the turmoil of the last few days dredging up her past, but Billie’s patience had run thin. “That’s enough. I didn’t do this to her so stop blaming me.” 

Kyle clenched his teeth. “You sure as hell didn’t help. All your voodoo bullshit.”

“Did you help her? Did you see this coming or were you too busy with your buddies to see there was something wrong?”

Kyle grumbled under his breath but she didn’t hear what was said. She looked at Kaitlin again. “Has the doctor said anything?” 

“No.”

“She looks better,” Billie said. “Her colour’s back.” 

He turned to look but didn’t respond. 

“Do you want me to stay with her? You could go home for a bit. Take a shower or whatever.” 

“I’m fine,” he said. 

Billie bit her tongue and patted Kaitlin’s hand. Then she turned and left the room. 

 

~

 

A noise from the kitchen. Billie opened her eyes. She was still on the couch, the TV blaring. She had meant to take a shower after returning from the hospital but had chosen to flop in front of the idiot box first. If the clock was right, she’d slept for an hour. Groaning as she sat up, Billie zapped the television off. In the ensuing quiet she could hear the rattle of a dish in the sink. 

Half-Boy, she thought. Haunting the kitchen. She rose to shush him up, smirking at her little pun and startled at the man rooting through her refrigerator. 

“Gantry!” she barked. “What are you doing here?”

“Making sarnies,” he said, piling chilled items onto the counter. “You want one?” 

“How did you get in here? I bolted the door.”

“They haven’t invented the lock that can keep me out, luv.” Opening a plastic tub, he brought it to his nose and sniffed. “How old is this turkey?” 

She snatched the tub from his hands. “Hey. There’s no open door policy here. You can’t just come and go as you please.” 

“How am I going to look out for you, then eh?” He held out his hand for the tub. “Now, do you want me to make you a sandwich or do you want to pout?” 

Billie grimaced but handed back the turkey. “Extra lettuce, easy on the mayo.” 

He got to work on the grub and nodded at the fridge. “I spotted two cans of lager in there. Pour us one, yeah?”

Her grimace sharpened but she got the cans and popped them open. Settling into the kitchen chair, she watched him build the sandwiches. With his sleeves rolled up and his tie tucked into his shirt, he looked halfway normal, like he’d just come home from work.  What was it about this man, she wondered. He charmed his way through everything and had somehow become part of her life now, coming and going as he bloody well pleased. And she still didn’t know anything about him. She couldn’t make up her mind if he was this powerful figure in some hidden occult underworld or if he was a complete fraud. 

“I stopped in last night but there was no one home. Not even that little bastard you keep as a pet.” He turned his head and smirked at her. “Were we up to no-good last night?” 

“I was out of town.” She sipped her beer, unwilling to elaborate any further. 

“And?” 

“And nothing.” 

Gantry slid the plate before her. “You’ve got a wee twinkle in your eye, Sybil Culpepper. The twinkle of someone who got lucky.” 

“Please…” she said, rolling her eyes. 

“Ha! You’re a crap liar, you are. So who was it? Is he a nice boy?” His laugh cut short and his face paled by a degree. “Oh shite. Tell me it wasn’t Mockler…”

He was right, Billie thought. She was a crap liar. No poker face. How the hell did he know? 

“Are you totally deranged?” he sputtered. 

“Shut up,” she shot back, unconvincingly. Something was off all of a sudden. “Wait—”

Gantry ranted at her. “Set aside the fact that super-cop is a complete and utter wanker, he has as much charm as a dead log. Christ—” 

“Gantry,” she said, cutting him off. “You’re tie’s on fire.” 

He looked down. The end of his tie was blazing orange with flame, as if erupting from spontaneous combustion. Cursing a stream of obscenities, he lunged to the sink and ran the tap, dowsing the flames. The smell of wet charred fabric poisoned the air. 

That’s when Billie caught sight of the culprit behind the immolation. Half-Boy watched the Englishman flail with a vicious glee in his beady little eyes. In his hand was the lighter he’d picked from Gantry’s own pocket. 

When it came to seeing the dead, Billie thought she was singular in that talent but certain circumstances challenged that notion. Gantry, for reasons she couldn’t explain, could see the legless ghost of Half-Boy with ease. Snatching up the sandwich he’d made, he flung the plate at the grotesque ghost, followed by another volley of profanities. 

“You fucking little turd! I’m going to skin you alive!” 

Half-Boy galloped into the next room on his hands. Gantry gave chase, plucking the large butcher’s knife from the block as he flew by. 

Billie ran after them, barking for them to knock it off but a general chaos was already in play in the living room. Furniture hurtled across the room. Gantry ducked and stabbed at the phantom, wielding the knife with a flair that suggested familiarity with blades. A potted fern spun end-over-end and broke over Gantry’s head, knocking him to the floor. Rolling with the impact, Gantry threw the knife at Half-Boy. The blade passed through the ghost to tear apart the fabric of the sofa. 

“Enough!” Billie dove between the two combatants like a referee stopping a fight. The legless sprite taunted his enemy while Gantry continued to poison the air with a string of obscenities. 

Above it all, Billie heard her name being called and then her door popped open. Mockler skidded into the room, breathing hard as if he’d run the whole way here. The look on his face was almost comical as he laid eyes on the murder suspect topping his personal most-wanted list. 

Detective Mockler had never liked carrying his service issue, a standard nine millimetre Glock, common to law enforcement agencies around the country. He often kept it locked in a drawer in his office or stored at the armoury rather than keep it holstered on his belt, something his sergeant had chided him about in the past. This was not one of those days. He drew and aimed the weapon in one fluid movement. Aiming along the foresight, he drew a bead squarely on Gantry’s torso. 

“Get on the ground, you son of a bitch!” he barked, still shocked at his luck. 

Gantry’s face fell. “Shit and fried eggs.” 

Billie suddenly felt sick to her stomach. She couldn’t keep up with the chaos, wondering who else might crash the party. Her small apartment had turned into a war zone. “Mockler, stop! Put the gun away.”

“Billie, what the hell is he doing here? Are you hurt?” 

“I’m fine. Just put the gun down.” 

Gantry got to his feet and rotated his head to work out the kink in his neck. “What is it with all the guns in this town?”

“Get down!” The detective pressed in, all but shoving the barrel into the suspect’s chest. He wondered momentarily if a bullet was enough to stop the spooky Englishman’s heart. He should have brought a wooden stake. 

“The problem with guns,” Gantry snarled, “is that they jam all the time. Just like that one is about to.” As if to test that theory, Gantry lunged at the detective. 

Mockler fired but the trigger piece locked into place, the round jamming in the chamber as foretold. Faster than a heartbeat the two men were at each other’s throats and crashing through the apartment. 

Billie watched in horror as her flat was destroyed a second time. Screaming at them to stop, she dove between the men to break it up but both combatants were too intent with murdering the other to pay any attention. 

The Half-Boy, who had scaled the wall to look on from his perch on the ceiling, watched with glee as the two men collided. He blanched the moment Billie threw herself into the fray. Scrabbling down the wall, he leaped between the men, pushing them apart. 

Billie gasped as something icy sliced through her back. The men broke apart as if zapped by an electrical jolt, each one tumbling backward. 

Mockler looked at his hands, unable to move his fingers. “What the hell was that?” 

Gantry cursed some more, shaking his hands as if he’d burnt them on something hot. Having experienced dead energy before, he recognized the unearthly sensation for what it was. “You legless little shit!” 

Billie squatted on her knees, her arms clutching her stomach like she was going to be sick. Her whole frame shivered as she rode out the unnatural flash-freeze that occurred when the dead passed through one’s bones. 

Scrambling to her side, Mockler wrapped his numb hands over Billie to calm the quaking. “Easy,” he cooed. “You’re okay.” 

“Stop,” Billie chattered. Mockler pulled back, thinking she didn’t want to be touched but her eyes rolled up to meet his. “Stop fighting,” she continued. “Both of you.” 

Mockler’s jaw muscles clenched. “Billie, you know what he is.”

“No, I don’t.” A little of her strength coming back in her voice. “But he’s not a killer.”

He looked at the suspect across the room and a murderous intent gleaned in his eye. It was clear that she was not changing the detective’s mind.

Gantry exhaled with a sigh. Wincing from pain, he leaned back against the wall and regarded the two of them.  This woman who could chat with the dead and her hapless detective friend. “I think you’re in a world of trouble, Billie.” 

“Thanks to you, asshole,” Mockler snapped. 

Billie gripped his wrist. “Don’t.” 

“This thing, whatever it is, is way worse than I thought,” Gantry said, jamming a cigarette between his lips. He lit up. “And I think your mate, Kaitlin, is in real fucking danger.” 

“The woman’s struggling to survive,” Mockler barked. “That part’s pretty obvious.”

“I’m not just talking about her life,” Gantry said.

Billie straightened up. “Gantry, don’t talk in riddles. Not now.”

“I mean her soul. That part is in danger.” 

“Oh come on.” Mockler stomped away in disgust. “I’m not listening to this bullshit.” 

“Ray, wait.” Billie hated this role she was forced into, playing peacemaker between these two. She turned to Gantry. “What do you know?”

“The thing in that house. It wants something specific from your mate in the hospital bed.” 

“Like what?” Billie asked. 

Gantry shrugged. “I’m still trying to figure that out.” 

Mockler groaned with disgust. Crossing to the table he disassembled his weapon to clear the jammed round. 

Billie rubbed her eyes. “How do we protect her?” 

“I took care of that,” he said. “I placed a few protection glyphs on her and around the room. It should hold for the time being.” 

Mockler spun back. “Protection? You drew on her with marker.”

Billie looked confused. “How do you know?” 

“Because I saw the marks. Just more of his bullshit.” 

The Englishman sat up. “Mockler, what did you do? Tell me you didn’t muck with them.”

“The girl’s been through enough,” Mockler fired back. “The last thing she needs is to see your voodoo schtick painted on her own skin.” 

“You fucking idiot.”

Billie blanched, remembering how Kaitlin had seized up with the awful voice of that woman from the Murder House. Gantry and Mockler started cursing one another again and over the din of that, she heard her phone ringing. She looked at the screen. Tammy. 

“Tammy?” she said, answering it. “Is everything all right?”

“Are you?” Tammy said. “What’s all that racket?” 

“Nothing. What is it?”

“You need to come to the hospital right away.”

Billie felt her stomach drop. “Oh God, what’s happened? Is Kaitlin okay?”

“Billie, she’s awake,” Tammy sobbed. “Kaitlin’s awake!” 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

 

THE SMALL ROOM WAS crowded when Billie arrived at the hospital. Jen, Tammy and Kyle hovered around the bed while a doctor and nurse tended to the patient. All turned around as Billie ran inside. The teary smiles and expressions of relief playing over the faces of her two friends and the boyfriend almost bowled Billie over. 

The patient sat upright in bed, propped up against a pillow, with an almost amused flush as if she couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about. Her eyes lit up when she caught sight of the latest visitor. “Billie!” she smiled. 

Billie rushed to her side and clutched her friend’s hand. Seeing Kaitlin awake and smiling, she felt her own eyes break with relief like the others in the room. “Oh my God, Kaitlin,” she gushed. “It’s so good to see you.” 

Kaitlin seemed bemused by it all. “So everyone keeps telling me.”

“How do you feel?” Billie turned to the nurse who was adjusting the drip feed in the patient’s arm. “Is she going to be okay?” 

“I think so,” said the nurse. “If she survived being mobbed like this. Can we clear the room, please. It’s far too crowded in here.” 

Billie leaned back, not wanting to leave just yet. Kaitlin gripped her hand. “You stay.” 

Kyle hesitated, shooting a dirty look at Billie before turning to Kaitlin. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Let me talk to Billie for a minute.” 

Kyle nodded his head and reluctantly followed the others from the room. 

“Just a short visit,” the nurse said to both patient and visitor as she left. “I don’t want Kaitlin to overdo it so soon after recovering.” 

Grateful to have a moment alone, Billie took Kaitlin’s hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I can’t tell you how good it is to see you smile, Kaitlin. We were all so worried.” 

“I can see that,” Kaitlin said. “I’m still not sure what all the fuss is about but it’s nice to see.” 

“Are you in pain?”

“A little,” Kaitlin said, her free hand wrapping over her stomach. “The doctor said I was stabbed.” 

Billie chewed her lip, not wanting to upset her friend. “You were. Back at that house. Don’t you remember?”

“I don’t. The last thing I remember was being questioned by the police after you found that skeleton in the floor.”

“You don’t remember anything after that?”

Kaitlin shrugged. “It’s all a blank. What happened to me?”

 

 

Mockler waited in the hallway outside of the patient’s room, wondering where the hell Gantry had disappeared to. A momentary truce had been called after Billie received the good news about Kaitlin. He said his car was parked just outside, he could get her to the hospital in two minutes. By the time they hit the street, the Englishman had vanished. 

Mockler looked up as everyone shuffled out of the room. He said hello to Billie’s friends. “How is she doing?”

“She’s great,” Jen beamed. “The doctor said she’s out of danger now.”

“That’s good news,” Mockler said. “You must be relieved.”

“We are,” Tammy spoke. “It was just weird the way she woke up like that.” 

“Did she say what happened to her?” he asked. Back on the job, with a million questions that needed answers. “Or where she had gone when she disappeared?” 

“No. Nothing about that,” Jen said. 

Another voice sounded behind them. “Did she say who she was with?”

As grating as fingernails on a chalkboard. Mockler turned to see Gantry coming up the corridor.

“Hi John,” Tammy said, giving the man a warm smile. “How have you been?”

Mockler hid the surprise from his face. Tammy knows Gantry too? 

“Happy your friend is recovering,” Gantry said approaching them, nodding to Mockler. “Hullo detective.” 

Mockler did his best to ignore the smug bastard but his hand balled into hard fist all the same. He looked at the two women. “Does Kaitlin remember anything about what happened to her?”

“Nothing,” Tammy answered. “Not since the night we saw you at that house.”

Gantry broke in. “The night Billie found the body?”

“Yes. Are you a detective too, John?” 

Mockler answered for him. “No. He isn’t.”

Billie came out of the room and stood before them. “I can’t believe how well she’s doing.” 

Mockler touched her arm. “Is she resting?”

“No, but I didn’t want her to overdo it. She seems confused about everything.” 

“Excuse me,” Gantry said as he marched to the room.

Mockler barked at him. “Where are you going?”

“I just need a minute with her,” Gantry said, closing the door behind him. 

 

Kaitlin lifted her head when she heard the door click shut. She couldn’t make out who it was. “Kyle?”

“He’s just outside the door, luv.” Gantry stepped into the light of the bedside lamp. “You gave everyone a good scare.” 

“I didn’t mean to.” Kaitlin squinted at him. “You’re Billie’s friend, aren’t you?”

“That’s right. It’s good to see you again, Kaitlin.” He stood before the bed. “Do you mind if I have a look at you?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “You’re a doctor?”

“No. Just nosey.” He placed his hands on the side of her head. “Turn to the light for me and open your eyes.”

“I must look awful.”

“Pretty girl like you? It’ll take more than a hospital stay to change that.” Gantry scrutinized her eyes for something. He placed the back of his fingers against her brow to test her temperature. Then he took her hands and studied the palms. “So you don’t remember what happened to you?”

“No. And no one will tell me.”

“That’s because they don’t know either. You were missing for a few days.” He rubbed his thumb over her palm as if to clean it. 

Kaitlin furrowed her brow at him. “What are you looking for?”

“Your future.” He traced a finger down one of the creases in her palm. “Says here you’ve got a long life ahead of you. Lie back and look at the wall.” 

Kaitlin looked up at him. “You’re like Billie, aren’t you?” 

“Not exactly,” he said. “But I work in the same field, so to speak. Kaitlin, will you trust me on something? Even if it seems barkers.”

“I guess.”

“I’m going to draw something on your skin. Very small, no one will notice. Will you promise not to wash it off until I tell you to?” 

“Okay,” Kaitlin said without hesitation, as if she heard this request all the time. 

Gantry produced a pen. “Good girl.”

 

 

Billie cooled her heels in the corridor with the others, wondering what Gantry was up to. Keeping one eye on the detective as he paced the floor, she watched Kyle break down again, burying his face in his hands. Tammy went to comfort him, leaving Billie alone with Jen. 

“Where’s Adam?” 

“He’s busy,” Jen said.

Jen remained rigid and Billie felt the cold front coming off of her oldest friend like a Nordic gale. She still couldn’t account for the cooling of affections between them. In an odd way, Kaitlin and Jen had almost changed places, her oldest friend pulling away while the newer friend drew close. Billie didn’t understand it and she was too tired to hash it out on her own. She tried for small talk. “How’s the shop?” 

“It’s attracting weirdos,” Jen said. 

“What do you mean?”

Jen folded her arms. “People who saw you on the news. They keep coming into the shop looking for the ‘psychic woman’.” 

“Oh,” Billie said. “I didn’t realize.” 

“As usual.” 

If there had been a soundtrack, it would have screeched to a halt like a needle scratched across vinyl. “What is that supposed to be mean?” 

“Don’t think you’re off the hook just because Kaitlin woke up,” Jen said. 

“Jen, what did I do that pissed you off so bad?” 

Jen turned stony for a moment. Then she looked at Billie. “Which one of us is next, Billie? Tammy? Me?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Which one of us is going to get hurt next because of you?” Jen pivoted on her heel and walked away. “Have you thought about that?”

Billie was left gaping, unable to respond. Gantry emerged from Kaitlin’s room. “We need to talk.” He glanced at the other people in the hallway. “But not here.” 

Gantry banged open the stairwell door and went down. Mockler went after him, dialling his phone. 

“Who are you calling?” Billie asked.

“Back-up.”

“Don’t,” she said. “We need to hear him out.”

The detective’s jaw clenched. “You listen to him. I need him locked up.” 

“Ray, do you trust me?”

He stopped halfway down the stairs. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“It’s a simple question,” she said. “Do you trust me?”

The heat in his eyes blew off. “Of course.”

“Then trust me now. Okay?” 

He didn’t like any of it but he relented at her urgency and followed Billie down the stairs. 

 

 

“This is bad,” Gantry said when they stepped outside. “Worse than bad.”

They stood in the courtyard off Copeland Street. The trees were bare, the flowerbeds tilled and covered in burlap. A cold wind riffled their clothes. 

Billie zipped her jacket up. “Is Kaitlin still in danger?” 

“I replaced the marks to protect her.” Gantry cupped his hands around his lighter but the wind kept blowing out the flame. “But she’s not out of the woods. That thing still wants her.” 

“Evelyn Bourdain? What does she want with Kaitlin?” 

“I think she wants your friend’s soul,” Gantry said. 

Mockler exhaled in disgust. “Here we go…” 

Gantry finally got the smoke lit. “That’s it, chum. Keep sneering. That’s gonna help a boatload now.” He dug into a pocket and produced a folded sheet of paper. “There was a bloke who bought that house back in the forties. A pulp writer by the name of Albee. You know the one?”

“He disappeared,” Mockler answered. 

“That’s the one. He was into all sorts of occult stuff. I think Evelyn was using him. He was working on this when he vanished.”

Billie took the paper from him and unfolded it. Mockler looked over her shoulder at the strange markings and foreign words. “It’s gibberish,” he said. 

“It’s dead lethal is what it is.”

“I recognize some of these symbols,” she said. “From the cellar in the Bourdain house. What is this?”

“It’s a ritual,” Gantry spat. “A fucking deadly one too. Albee cobbled it together from a number of different sources. It’s meant to rip the soul out of someone.”

The severity of Mockler’s sneer hardened. “Soul?”

“Like scraping an oyster from its shell.” 

Billie swallowed. “What does Bourdain want with Kaitlin’s soul?” 

“I haven’t the foggiest. Is she psychic, your friend?”

“I don’t know,” Billie answered. “She might be. Is that why Bourdain went after her?” 

“It’s a blind guess.” Gantry dragged on the cigarette. “What really slays me is the connection to you. How the hell did your old man end up in that house?” 

“He knew her,” Mockler said.

That raised Gantry’s brow in surprise. “How the hell did he know her?”

“I don’t know,” Billie said. “He must have come under her influence. He wanted to take my mother to her.” 

“Christ, this just gets weirder and weirder.” Gantry ran a hand through his hair. “Is that when he kidnapped her?”

Billie nodded her head. “We found his car hidden in a ravine. I thought I finally found her.”

Gantry looked to the detective. “She wasn’t there?”

“No. The car was empty.” Mockler twisted up his mouth like he’d tasted something sour. “Supposing you’re right, as ridiculous as it sounds, why would the Bourdain woman want Billie’s mother?” 

“Beats me.” 

“I need to find out what happened to my mom,” Billie said slowly. “She’s been lost for so long. I need to bring her home.”

Neither man knew what to say. Words, being clumsy things, often fall short of what’s required or intended. Mockler put his hand on the small of her back and she leaned into him. 

Gantry let the moment run out before speaking. “There might be a way to find out. If you’re serious about finding out what happened to her.” 

“How?” she asked, her eyes perking up. 

“It’s a bit gruesome. And it might hurt, Billie. But we could try.” 

Mockler felt his patience running thin again. “What are you suggesting, Gantry?”

“Where’s her old man’s bones?”

“At the morgue.” 

“And you can get us in there, yeah?”

“And do what?” Billie asked. 

“We ask Dad what he did with her.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18

 

THE MORGUE ATTENDANT GLANCED warily at the three individuals before the desk. As a matter of routine, he didn’t get any visitors at his station. “I’m sorry,” he said. “You want to see what?”

Mockler slid his ident card back into his pocket. “Remains brought in two weeks ago. My name’s on the report as investigating officer.”

The attendant scrolled down the computer screen. “I see it here,” he said. “And you want to see the remains?”

“It’s important.” 

The attendant regarded the two people with the homicide detective. “And they are?”

Nodding to Billie, Mockler said, “Family of the deceased.” He tried not to sneer when indicating Gantry. “Friend of the family.”

“Bit late for a viewing, detective,” the attendant grumbled as he gathered up some papers. 

“Unusual circumstances. So, can we get this moving?”

“Give me a minute to pull the remains.” The attendant slid a clipboard across the counter. “Fill this out first. I’ll be a minute.” 

Mockler grimaced as he looked over the form. More goddamn paperwork. 

 

The attendant escorted them to a brightly lit examination room that smelled cloyingly of disinfectant. Billie looked over the white-tiled walls and the drain in the floor. A stainless steel gurney was positioned in the centre of the room, draped with a plastic sheet. There didn’t appear to be anything underneath it. A few lumps in the fabric, nothing more. 

The morgue attendant stood near the door. Mockler turned to him and said, “Thanks. We’ll take it from here.”

“I have to be in the room. Procedure.” 

“Not today it isn’t.” Mockler opened the door for the man. “The woman would like a moment in private.”

The attendant glanced at Billie and Gantry before shrugging and exiting the examination room. 

“Quite a stickler for the rules, he is.” Gantry crossed to the autopsy table and lifted a corner of the sheet. “Not much left of him, is there?”

Billie was reluctant to venture any closer. She didn’t like this room or the way it smelled or the thing on the gurney. “What exactly are you going to do?”

“First we’re going to kill these lights. Too bloody bright in here.” Gantry crossed to the workbench and turned on the desktop lamp. He looked at Billie. “Turn off those overheads, yeah?”

She hit the wall switch and the room plunged into darkness. The single lamp gave a sombre glow to the austere surroundings. 

“That’s better,” Gantry said. Reaching into his jacket, he produced a handful of short candles and returned to the gurney. He looked over the room, as if deciding where to place them. “Which way is north?” 

“There.” Mockler pointed to the wall behind him. “Make this quick, Gantry. My patience is running out.” 

“Keep your knickers on, mate. This is tricky business.” Gantry placed the candles on the floor around the gurney, one each to the four points of the compass. Lighting them all, he returned to the gurney and folded back part of the sheet. “Now the tricky part.”

Billie tried to see what he was doing but Gantry kept his back to her. His hands worked at something under the crinkly sheet and she could hear him muttering something under his breath but she couldn’t make out what it was. It didn’t sound like English. After a moment, he covered the remains again and stepped back from the table. 

“Billie, come over here,” he said. 

She didn’t move. Up until now she didn’t think Gantry was serious. Or that he would pull some stunt. “Were you serious about what you said?” 

“Dead serious. But all I can do is set the stage. You need to do the rest. Come on.” 

“Is it dangerous?” Mockler took Billie’s arm. “This parlour trick you’re about to pull?”

“It can be,” Gantry said. “You need to stay back. Billie, I need you here.” 

Her gut was telling her to turn around and leave but she quashed the panic and approached the table. “I don’t think this is a good idea, Gantry.”

“It’s daft as hell but if it works, you’ll have some answers.” Gantry touched her arm. “Do you want to know what happened to your mother?  Yes or no?” 

“Yes.”

“Then all you have to do,” he said, “is put your hands on the table.” 

“That’s it?” 

“You’re the conduit, Billie. Seeing the dead is just one small part of what you can do. They channel something through you. Energy, power, whatever it is. You make them solid.” He drew up the sheet to reveal the end of the gurney. “Put your hands on the table. And don’t let go until I say so.” 

He took a step back. She glanced over her shoulder to Mockler and then took a breath and placed her palms flat on the gurney. 

Nothing happened. The metal was cool against her hands and the smell of disinfectant was noxious but that was all. 

The seconds ticked on. Mockler clicked his teeth. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this bullshit.”

The anticipation dropped from Gantry’s face. He scratched his head. “Shite. Maybe I got the order wrong.”

The plastic crinkled. 

Everyone shut their mouths and held their breath. Billie startled, instinct telling her to back away. 

“Keep your hands there, Billie,” Gantry hissed. 

Something moved under the sheet, the plastic rising and falling as if something slithered underneath it. Then came the clicking sound. A snap and tick, the sound of dry sticks rattling together. Billie felt her stomach turn, realizing that the bones were clicking back together. The sheet rose  from the table, tenting upward until it fell away and Sybil Margaret Culpepper came face-to-face with her father. 

It was ghastly to behold. A puppet of dusty bones sitting upright on the metal table. The skull tilted to one side and the empty eye sockets seemed to stare at something on the floor. 

Billie felt the table vibrate under her hands as the energy passed through them. The metal grew frigid against her palms. 

The skeleton moved. A series of clicks sounded, as if animated by gears, and the skull rotated slowly and those sightless sockets drew a bead on the young woman. The jawbone fell open. 

Sharp as a razor, the terror in her blood was paralysing. Billie felt her tongue turn dry, unable to speak. She felt Gantry at her side. 

“Tell us your name,” Gantry said. 

The jaw squeaked as it moved, the bone grinding in its dry socket. Billie…. Is it really you?

Her knees became jelly. Gantry drew in and whispered to her. “Hold fast, Billie. Don’t let go.” Then he addressed the deceased. “Are you Frank Riddel?”

Billie, it creeched. Step into the light. I can’t see you. 

“He won’t speak to me,” Gantry said. “You have to talk to him.”

Billie shook her head. “I can’t.” 

You’re all grown up now, said the dead man. “So much time…”

Billie swallowed hard and forced herself to look at the thing before her. “What did you do to mom?”

The skull dipped. “Don’t ask me that.” 

“I have to know,” she said.

“Tell me about you. Are you happy?” 

“You took my mom away when I was eight. What do you think?” Her molars gritted together. “Now tell me what you did. You owe me that much.” 

“I did something bad, Billie. I can’t undo it.”

“What happened to you? Who buried you in that house?”

The bones rattled, as if the corpse had felt a sudden chill. “She did. The lady of the house. She reached into my chest and crushed my heart with her bare hands.” 

“Why?” 

“I disappointed her. She promised me so many things. And I let her down.” 

The chill from the table crept up Billie’s arms and numbed her hands. She felt her warmth draining out of her. “Why did you take mama away?” 

“She wanted her.” 

“Who? Evelyn Bourdain?”

The bones flinched. The dead man covered his skull with his bony hands as if to protect himself. “Don’t speak her name. It will only draw her out.” 

With her knees buckling and the iciness stinging her hands, she didn’t know how much longer she could keep this up. Billie took a breath. “What did she want with her?” 

The bones of Franklin Riddel said nothing. Billie tried again. “What happened that night? When you took mama from me?”

“It all went wrong. She didn’t understand. I tried to convince her but she wouldn’t listen. We fought. That woman had a temper on her.”

“You killed her,” Billie said. 

The corpse lowered its head. “I tried to convince her. Mary lashed out. I went too far.” 

“What did you do with her?” 

“I buried her. In the ruins of a church.” 

“What church? I need to know.” 

“Come closer. Let me see you.” 

“Tell me where you buried her. Please.”

The empty sockets raised up. “It’s so awful here. So cold. Billie, give me your hand.” The skeletal fingers reached out for her. “If only for a moment, let me feel some warmth.” 

The finger bones clicked as they stretched out. A fine dust fell from the dry phalanges grinding together. Billie felt her insides churn, nausea coming on quickly. 

“Please, Billie. Forgive me.” 

Her father’s hand reached for her. Was it too much to ask? She tore her right hand from the table and reached out to him. 

“No!” 

She felt herself scooped up by powerful hands. She caught a glimpse of Mockler’s face as he pulled her away. Her hands slipped from the metal table with a soft popping sound and the skeleton collapsed in on itself. The bones of Franklin Riddel tumbled from the gurney and clattered across the tiled floor. 

Gantry watched the brittle pieces scatter over the room. A fragment of bone knocked against his shoe and he kicked it away. “Cor,” he grumbled. 

“Gantry!”

He turned to see the young woman on the floor, cradled in the arms of the detective. Billie was convulsing wildly, her whole frame twisting and jerking. 

“What’s happening to her?” Mockler bellowed. The detective was a big man. Powerful, yet he was struggling to keep the woman still as her body quaked in spasms. 

Gantry took hold of her head and thumbed open one eyelid. “She’s having some kind of fit.”

“I can see that!” Mockler’s eyes flashed in rage. He snatched the Englishman by the collar and shook him. “How do we help her?” 

“This is new, mate. I don’t have a clue.”

“Fucking useless!” Mockler hurled him across the floor and gathered up the woman again. The seizure hit harder and he struggled to keep her still. “Easy, Billie. Easy.” 

Gantry cursed but he scurried back. He fumbled something from a pocket. “Open her mouth,” he barked. 

“How is that going to help?” Mockler fumed, but he forced open Billie’s jaw all the same.

Gantry took his wallet and jammed it between Billie’s teeth. “We need to keep her from biting her tongue off.” 

True to form, Mockler released her jaw and Billie chomped hard into the leather. “There’s gotta be something we can do.”

“I’m out of tricks. I’m sorry, Mockler.” 

The detective seethed harder but when he looked Gantry in the eye, he could see that the man was earnest. 

“Just hold her still like that, so she doesn’t bash her head on something,” Gantry said. “She’ll just have to ride it out.” 

Mockler pulled her tighter into himself but he could already feel the woman’s tremors losing strength. He fired Gantry the most hateful look he could muster. “If anything happens to her, I will tear you into pieces and feed you to the dogs.” 

Gantry swallowed, believing every word. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 19

 

LARS CRANSTON DID NOT have a lot of friends. The few that he had were quiet, unsociable types like himself, unlikely to ring him up unannounced. That’s why he jumped when the doorbell rang. The only person he thought it could be was the spooky English dude, back to rummage through his private collection of pulp fiction. 

Lars was a trusting sort. The kind that didn’t bother looking through the peephole before opening the door. “Who is it?” 

As soon as he turned the latch, the door burst open against his face. He tumbled back as three figures rushed inside and overpowered him. The punch to the nose stung so hard he was unable to open his eyes. He heard the door slam shut, then hands grabbing him and dragging him back up the stairs. 

Thrown to the floor, he rolled onto his knees and wiped the tears from his eyes but his vision was blurred. He saw three men in dark clothes. 

“What is all this shit?” said one of them. 

A second one picked through his collection, flinging the vintage publications across the room. “Old magazines and junk.”

“Like Playboys and shit?”

“Nah,” said the one tossing magazine after magazine into the air. “Not a titty picture in the bunch.” 

“Stop!” Lars cried, blinking his eyes to clear his sight. “Please. I have a little money on me. Take it. Just don’t wreck my stuff.” 

“Is this shit worth something?” grunted the second man. 

“It’s vintage stuff,” begged Lars. “Please.” 

“We don’t want your shit, dude. We’re looking for a friend of yours.” 

Lars wiped a hand across his eyes. In his blinded state, he had thought the intruders were wearing masks. Leering caricatures in black and white. He could see now that these men were wearing make-up. “What friend?” he whimpered. 

“Nasty fucker named Gantry.” 

Lars backed away. “I don’t know where he is. I swear.”

All three of the men were wearing old police boots. The kind with steel-toes and hard rubber soles. The kind meant for maximum damage. The first kick walloped his guts and stole his breath. Gasping for air, the vintage pulp collector was unable to even beg for mercy. 

It didn’t last long. The invaders trashed the entire place, kicking over every stick of furniture and tossing his collection across the room. Shreds of musty old magazines floated through the air like confetti. One of the men giggled like a buffoon when his companion produced a bottle of lighter fluid and sprayed the accelerant over the mess. He saved the last dregs of the bottle for Lars himself, curled into a ball on the floor. 

“If you see that limey fuck, tell him we’re looking for him,” said one man, snatching up one of the magazines. 

Lars noted the cover. True Detective, number seventy-three. May 1940. It’s lurid cover was warping under the drizzle of combustible fluid. Lars heard the flick-flick of a cigarette lighter but never saw which of the three had started the fire. 

 

~

 

Mockler felt unglued from all of reality. Everything he knew to be true and real was collapsing under his feet like rotten floorboards, dropping him into a dark rabbit hole. 

The morgue attendant had burst into the room, wondering what all the racket was about. He stammered when he saw the young woman seized in a fit and the bones of the deceased scattered across the room. Gantry covered for them, rattling the attendant with a tale that Billie was an epileptic who went into seizure seeing her father’s remains. Her flailing had knocked the bones about and he apologized as Mockler lifted Billie off her feet and carried her out of the room. The last thing Mockler heard was the attendant barking at Gantry to put out the cigarette he’d just lit. 

He didn’t know what to do with Billie. The seizures had stopped and she had passed out. Gantry’s wallet fell from her mouth but Mockler just kept moving, banging out the exit door to the street. He bundled her into his car and drove off.

Fifteen minutes later, he ferried her up the three flights of stairs and set her gently down onto the bed. He eased her out of her jacket, slipped the shoes from her feet and covered her with a blanket. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he brushed the hair from her face and spoke her name. She didn’t respond. Checking her pulse and feeling her brow for fever, he determined that she was simply asleep. 

A rattle of dishes sounded from the kitchen, then a scratching sound behind him. He looked but there was nothing there. Billie had mentioned a cat once, but he’d never seen it. Maybe he was imagining things. Considering what he’d witnessed tonight, there was a good chance he was simply losing his mind. 

Planting his elbows on his knees, he rubbed his eyes and tried to clear his head. Had he really just witnessed the unconscious woman next to him raise the bones of her dead father? Had the dead man actually spoken to her? How was it possible for someone to have that power? He looked back at Billie. Asleep, she looked guileless and peaceful. An innocent in a very bad world. Did that even exist anymore? Did he really know who she was? He had fallen for Billie, then denied it was happening and then fell harder. They had slept together two nights ago, something he’d thought of a million times before then. He had come to know her in a whole new way and he was hungry to know more. Or he was until he had seen her raise the dead. 

Who was she? 

And then there was Gantry. Gantry, with whom she was friends with, whom she had defended. He, of all people, had gone along with John Gantry’s screwy trip to the morgue to speak with a man long dead these twenty years. For Billie’s sake he had agreed to an unseen truce with a wanted murder suspect that he’d been chasing for two years. 

How the hell did everything get so turned around and mucked up? Insanity, no matter how he cut it, didn’t seem that unlikely after all. 

He heard the door open, followed by footsteps in the other room. Gantry materialized in the door, leaning against the jamb. 

“Thanks for waiting for me back there, mate.”

“Go to hell,” Mockler said. 

“She all right?” 

“She’s sleeping.” 

“She’ll sleep a good while, I imagine,” Gantry said. “That kind of thing takes it out of you.” 

Mockler tore his eyes from the woman in the bed and rolled them over to the abhorrence in the doorway. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t ring your motherfucking neck.” 

“You need me, sonny Jim. Our friend there is up to her eyeballs in trouble.” 

The detective grumbled under his breath. He knew the English prick was right but his hands still itched for the man’s throat. 

Gantry wiped his mouth. “Do you have my wallet? The one she was chomping on?”

“Lost it.” Then with another sneer, he said, “Did it have your I.D. in it?”

“It had someone’s info.” Gantry leaned over to take a look at Billie. “She’s out like a light, isn’t she?”

Mockler stood up and moved aside. He disliked being this close to the man. “Are you sure she’ll be okay?”

“She might need a day or two.” Gantry looked out the window for a moment. “Her old man mentioned some ruins. Where he killed her mum. Do you know where they might be?”

“No. It could be any place between here and her hometown.” Mockler scratched his chin. “You think he buried the body there.” 

“Probably. Hard to tell with a nutter like that though.” 

Billie stirred and both men shut up. She rolled onto her side but did not wake. 

Gantry piped up. “D’you think if we got a map, we could find this place?” 

The detective turned the idea over in his mind but didn’t answer. That’s when he knew he was going batshit crazy; contemplating the idea of working with John Gantry. 

 

~

 

The service entrance to the Murder House lay on the east side of the building. It was here that servants and delivery men had once passed to and fro when the house was alive and bustling with life. A strip of yellow police tape stretched across it now, barring the public from its rotting interior. It was pulled away by the two men as they passed inside. 

The flashlights came on as they picked their way over the debris-strewn floor. Owen passed his light over the peeling walls and crumbling frescoes painted on the ceiling of the great house. “She’s not gonna be happy about this,” he said. 

“She’ll know what to do,” said Justin.

“Or she’ll tear our heads off,” Owen griped. “Literally.” 

To his credit, Owen was aware enough to be scared. The woman, although beguiling and fascinating, could flip between hot and cold in an instant and he didn’t want to witness that again. It had been almost three weeks since he and Justin had encountered the woman and nothing had been the same ever since. Anything before that time seemed vague and hollow, memory a fog bank where his old life was recalled only in haze. 

They had been ghost hunters once. Investigators of the paranormal and the unexplained. They filmed and produced their own web series called Paranormal Trackers. They were obsessed with finding proof that another world existed beyond this one, that death was not the end and that contact with the other side was possible. It seemed almost funny now, when he thought about their old obsession to uncover proof of the paranormal. They had it in spades now, here in this house, under the tutelage of a woman who had been dead lo these past eighty years. 

The house was decrepit with filth and rot, utterly dark save for the twin beams of the flashlights. Justin came to a stop and called out. “We’re here!” 

His voice bounced over the walls and echoed through the vast chambers of the dark house. Then a light appeared, further down the corridor. Justin marched for it. Owen followed but then stopped. 

“Do you hear that?” 

Justin stopped. “Hear what?”

A sound filtered down from the room ahead where the light emanated. Music. An old jazz number from another era. The sound of it was muffled and tinny, as if amplified through a hollow tube. 

“Come on,” Justin growled impatiently. 

They went on, moving toward the light in the darkness. When they came to the threshold of another chamber, Owen’s breath was stolen at what he saw. Gone were the peeling walls and warped floor and noxious smell of decay. They stood before a grand ballroom, brilliant with light and festooned with fresh flowers. Twin chandeliers twinkled overhead from the vaulted ceiling, casting light over the paintings on the wall and a floor of polished granite. Sideboards were aligned down two sides of the ballroom, all overflowing with platters of food and bottles of wine. Crystal glassware was set up before buckets of ice-chilled champagne. 

A small stage held command at the far end. Chairs and music stands were set up, instruments left out and waiting as if the band had stepped away for a moment. The music lingering through the room came from an old Victrola near the stage. A thick wax platter spun on the crank-driven turntable, the sound amplified through the wooden horn that bloomed from the deck of the Victrola.

Owen hesitated outside the door. Justin entered the room and hissed at his colleague to follow. Owen stepped over the threshold and a heady feeling of glee tickled his belly. The air was fragrant with the smell of lilacs and the food on the boards. The fire in the immense hearth warmed his skin. It was like being high, he thought. Only better. Magic. 

The song whirling on the Victrola ended in a crackling hiss as the needle bumped against the final groove. Both men turned to see the shapely figure of a woman bent over the phonograph. Their jaws fell open and a heady combination of lust and wonder flashed hot in their eyes. 

“This music,” said the woman without turning around. She moved the needle and lifted the wax disc from the table. “It becomes cloying after a while. I am so tired of hearing them all.” 

The men shared a nervous glance before looking back to the woman. Justin cleared his throat. 

“Well,” the woman said. “Is she dead?” 

“No.” 

“Pity.” Evelyn Bourdain spun about with a liquid grace. The jewels of her dress caught the light from the chandelier, dazzling the two scruffy men before her. Her dress was emerald in colour, straight cut with bare arms and the waistline cinched just below her hips. Her dark hair was bobbed short and tucked beneath a headband of diamonds. “Where is she?”

Unable to think clearly, Justin forced himself to look away. “She’s still at the hospital.”

“But she’s awake,” Owen added. 

Evelyn turned the platter over, slotted it onto the pin and swung the needle arm onto the groove. “And is she lucid? What has she said?”

“Nothing,” Justin said. “She doesn’t remember anything.” 

“That’s fortunate.” The woman stepped away from the phonograph as the music played. Crossing to a sideboard, she picked through a vase of white roses. “For now at least.”

“Can you still reach her?”

“Maddeningly no,” the woman said. Plucking the roses out, she gathered up a large pair of metal scissors and began trimming the stalks. “Something is shutting me out. I think that damned Englishman has meddled with her somehow.” 

Owen blinked. “Meddled?”

“A protection seal or some such thing. It’s blocking me.” 

Justin watched the clipped ends of the green stalks tumble down to the floor. The blades of the scissors foaming green as she trimmed one after another. “If we knew what to look for, maybe we can remove them.”

“No,” she sighed. “The girl is useless to me. I realize that now. But she will need to be silenced.”

Owen swallowed hard. “Her memory is gone. I don’t think she’s a threat to you.”

“She’s a loose thread in this. And loose threads get tugged until they unspool the whole tapestry. I won’t have it.” Her head turned and she looked directly at the two men. “If neither of you are butch enough to trim the thread, speak now.” 

“It’s taken care of,” Justin said. 

White petals from the flowers fell across the board as the woman cut each stem and returned the flowers to the vase. “You have to understand, I cannot be trapped in this wretched house any longer. And so many attempts to escape have gone wrong. I will not suffer another failure.” 

Owen removed his cap and held it in his hands. “Don’t you need Kaitlin?” 

“She’s not strong enough. Just like that little Norwegian tramp. No, I need someone with real talents.” She swept the petals to the floor. “I need the gypsy girl.”

“Who?” Owen stammered, shooting a look at his friend. 

“Kaitlin’s friend,” Justin growled. “Billie.”

“Yes. She’s got real power, that one.” Evelyn Bourdain stepped over the petals and walked to the doorway, her heels clicking against the marble. “You need to bring her to me. Can you do that?”

“We’ll think of something,” Justin said. 

“Good. Now you must go before the guests arrive. I’m afraid you won’t like them very much.” She stopped at the threshold of the room and touched Justin lightly on the cheek. “God speed.” 

Owen watched his friend almost swoon at the woman’s touch. Justin all but clicked his heels in salute and left the room. Owen turned to follow. 

“Owen?”

He stopped but averted his eyes. Looking directly at her was too much. His brains seemed to jam up if he beheld her beauty for more than a heartbeat. “Yes?”

“Trust in your friend. He knows what he’s doing. Make me proud.” 

“I will,” he stammered.

“Do this,” she smiled, “and we will all be together. In the flesh.”

He nodded and stepped out of the ballroom. Back in the crumbling corridor, he spied a framed mirror on the floor. The glass was broken, with jagged pieces missing. Propped up against the wall, it reflected the ballroom but Owen startled at what he saw there. Gone was the brilliant cheer of chandelier and flowers and banquet. Like the rest of the house, it was decayed and dark and filthy. And the vision of the woman standing there in her putrid flapper dress was so abhorrent that he felt his scrotum shrivel up inside his drawers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 20

 

NEEDING ELBOW ROOM, Mockler took the map to an empty task room and spread it over the long table. Setting the laptop to one side, he  called up the database he needed. From there it was just a matter of tediously cross-checking records and marking coordinates on the map. 

Detective Odinbeck stuck his head in the door. “Hey chief, do you remember the witness in the Prambo file? She lived on Beechwood, just off Gage?” 

“She had a little boy, didn’t she?” Mockler said, looking up. “He kept kicking you in the shins.”

Odinbeck snapped his fingers. “That’s her. Did we get a follow-up statement from her?” 

“Someone did. Ask Latimer. He was assisting that one too.” 

The older detective looked over the map on the table. “What’s all this?”

“Sifting the database for decommissioned churches.”

Odinbeck took one of the dossiers from the table and read the title. “Historical Society, Heritage buildings. What’s this for?”

“Possible lead in the Riddel case.” Mockler closed the laptop and started folding the map back up. “It’s a total longshot but I’m trying to find where he buried the Culpepper woman.” 

“Billie’s mom, right? Man, what a messed up case that is.”

“You’re telling me.” Mockler tucked the map under one arm and gathered up the rest.

“Hey, you want some help with the search?” 

Mockler headed out the door. “Nah, I’m good. I already got some help with it.”

Detective Odinbeck watched his colleague march off in a hurry, wondering if he had been assigned a new partner. 

 

~

 

“Don’t you dare light that.”

“Relax. I got the bloody window open.”

“I don’t care,” Mockler barked. “You can’t smoke in my car.” 

“Don’t be a fucking baby,” Gantry sneered, lighting it up.

This wasn’t worth the aggravation, Mockler thought. Driving down backcountry roads looking for ruins with this asshole in the passenger bucket. 

“Besides,” Gantry said, folding the map across his lap. “All this clean country air will neutralize the smoke. Saw that on the science channel once.” 

Mockler indulged momentarily the idea of drawing his service issue and simply putting a bullet through the bastard’s head. “How far until the next one?”

Gantry scrutinized the map. “If I’m reading this right, just up ahead. There.”

Mockler slowed the car and turned onto a dirt road flanked by a forest of pine and birch on the north side and a field to the south. Great round bails of hay were scattered through the meadow, waiting to be collected and stored for winter. 

“Which one is this?” asked Mockler. 

“Saint Lucia, deconsecrated in fifty-three,” Gantry said, consulting the list. He checked the map and then back to the road before them. “We ought to see it by now.” 

“I see it.” 

The shape of it rose from the trees as they approached, a dark silhouette against the twilit sky. Mockler eased the car onto a rutted path overgrown with weeds and the two men clambered out. Flashlights came on as they trudged through the knee-high strands of heather and foxtail to the ruins rising up out of a hedgerow. 

All that remained of Saint Lucia’s church was the stone foundation, the walls rising up into the sky. The roof was gone, along with any sign of the doors and windows. The brickwork was stained black with soot. The men trampled the weeds until they came to the main entrance. All that remained of it was a squared gap in the masonry. 

“It must have burnt down,” said Mockler, training his lightbeam over the framework. 

Gantry went on, following a worn footpath along the western rim of the church. “There’s a graveyard here too.” 

Headstones rose up from the tall weeds like broken teeth, some standing plumb and others tilting this way and that. The inscriptions were worn away and dotted with lichen as each was lit up in the beam of Gantry’s flashlight. A few of the family names were still legible, all Scots and Irish from the look of them. 

Gantry straightened up and hollered back to the church. “Find anything?”

Detective Mockler stepped over the threshold onto the uneven ground inside the church walls. Above him the night sky opened up, a few early stars twinkling against an October sky. Testing his footing, the ground gave away here and there and his shoes sunk into soft loam. There was a thin crust of soil and moss carpeted over what he could now see were the broken timbers and ash of the old roof. Progressing slowly in this way, he traversed the perimeter of the walls until something flared up in the beam of light. 

Gantry appeared in the doorway. “Did you not hear me?” 

“Take a look at this,” Mockler replied. “Watch your step.” 

“Cor,” Gantry griped as his shoes sunk into the soft ground. “What is it?”

“Found this.” Mockler pulled something out of the ground. A spade. The wooden handle had broken apart and the blade was dark with rust. 

Gantry swept the ground with the light. “You think she’s buried here?”

“The ground is soft for digging. And this spot is on the way from Poole to Hamilton.” Mockler let the spade fall back to the dirt. “It’s the best lead so far.” 

Gantry surveyed the uneven earth inside the church walls. “That’s what, two thousand square feet? That’s a lot of ground to dig up. She could be anywhere in this mess. If she’s here at all, that is.”

Mockler studied the ground and then looked at the Englishman. “Can you, uh, sense anything? Pinpoint it?”

“I’m not the psychic, mate.” 

“Do you think Billie could find it?”

“To the square inch.” Gantry kicked at the loose moss with his shoe. “The question is, will she?” 

 

~

 

The room was dark when Billie opened her eyes. A thin wedge of pale light bled in from the window. She reached over to draw the blind and immediately dropped back down from the pain. Everything hurt. Riding it out, she counted to three before trying again. Her muscles ached but she drew the blind up, letting the morning light in. It was pale grey, like a storm was on its way. 

The ache nettled every inch of her frame and scrambled her thoughts. It took five minutes just to sit upright and blow out the cobwebs in her head. Memory came back in flashes; the morgue, the bones clicking together, the seizure. Overriding all of that was an awful dread that she had done something she shouldn’t have, that a cardinal sin had been committed for which there would be some terrible reckoning. A bible story came to mind, a shred of memory from the Sunday school sessions that aunt Maggie insisted she attend as a child. It was about a king and a witch and the summoning of the dead. If she remembered her lessons correctly, King Saul had been punished for his act of blasphemy. 

Jesus, she thought. How Catholic of me. 

Maybe her wretched state was punishment enough. Close contact with the dead drained her but the experience in the morgue had left her absolutely wasted, like she’d been beaten black and blue with a stick. Simply sitting up was torture. Making it all the way to the bathroom would be a Bataan Death March. 

She noticed her nightstand had been tidied. Where there was usually a pile of paperbacks and trashy magazines, there was now only a bottle of water, a bottle of orange juice and a container of aspirin. Also a note. She picked it up. 

 

Morning. You’ll need fluids. Drink them all. 

I’m out looking at churches with your asshole friend. Be back as soon as I can. —M

 

Asshole friend? It took a moment before she realized he must mean Gantry. How nutty was that idea? Would the two of them kill each other on the way? The church reference had her wrinkling her brow until she remembered what the reanimated bones of Franklin Riddel had said. About burying her mother in the ruins of an old church. And here these two men, the detective and the wanted suspect, were out trying to locate it. For her. It was almost too much to bear; that act of kindness was not something she was accustomed to and she scolded herself for getting maudlin about it. 

What was it Marta Ostensky had told her? That she had a protector. A guardian angel who would watch out for her whenever she needed it. The question was, which one was it? Mockler or Gantry? Both had been there when she needed them, both had helped and protected her with no prompting or request. Gantry, she reconsidered, had also left her in the lurch a few times so the scales tipped more toward the detective. Still, the wily Brit had, despite all his gruff, helped her navigate this weird path in a way no one else could. 

She parched her thirst with the water, dropped two of the aspirin and polished off the orange juice. Her guts rumbled uneasily but a small patch of fog dissipated from her head. Emboldened, she swung her legs off the bed and planted her feet on the floor. 

The bedroom door clicked and creaked back. The Half-Boy pushed it open all the way to clear a flight path for her to stumble through. She smiled at him. “Thank you,” she coughed, trying to work up the energy to stand but the phone rang, postponing the effort. 

“Hello?”

“Billie?” said a man’s voice. “It’s Kyle.”

That was a surprise, she thought. Even under the best of circumstances, Kyle barely paid any attention to her. Now this. “Is everything okay? What’s wrong?”

“Everything’s fine,” he said. “Can you come to the hospital?”

“Yes. Of course.” Maybe she could snag a hospital bed for herself, considering how wretched she felt. “Why?”

“Kaitlin needs to talk to you.” 

 

~

 

It was difficult to tell if Kaitlin had taken a turn for the worse or if she was simply pale with fright. “Billie,” she whispered, “I’m so sorry.”

“You’ve got nothing to be sorry for.” Billie pulled a chair to the bedside and took Kaitlin’s hand. “Did something happen?” 

Kaitlin looked out at the corridor where the staff were passing by her room. “Shut the door,” she said. 

Billie did as she was asked. “What is it?” 

“I remember,” Kaitlin whispered, even though they were alone in the room. “Not everything, but pieces here and there.” 

Billie slipped her hand into her friend’s. “Okay. Take it slow. Tell me what you remember.” 

“I tried to kill you. With a big knife. God, it was awful.” Kaitlin covered her mouth, as if afraid to say more. “Why did I do that?”

“You didn’t,” Billie said, wondering how to explain it when she herself didn’t understand it. “It wasn’t you. Not in that moment, anyway. The look in your eye, that was someone else.” 

“But I remember thinking it. I had all these awful thoughts. I was furious at you for interfering but I don’t remember what for.” 

Billie smoothed her thumb over Kaitlin’s knuckles. “Tell me what else you remember. Anything, no matter how crazy.” 

“There was a woman. She said she was trapped and lonely. She begged me to help her.”

“What was her name?”

“I don’t remember. She told it to me but, it’s lost.”

“Okay,” Billie said. She didn’t want to lead Kaitlin falsely, so she kept quiet about the woman’s name. “What else?”

“She wanted something from me. I don’t remember what but she promised me anything if I would give it to her.” Kaitlin closed her eyes, trying to recall more. “I wanted to help her. I told her I’d do anything to save her. The rest is a blur. I was back in that cellar. There were other people in the room, standing around a circle but I couldn’t see their faces. We were doing something important, all of us. And then you were there. I had a knife in my hand. And I suddenly wanted to stab you with it.” 

Billie fetched the tissues and Kaitlin dried her eyes. Then she looked at Billie. “I didn’t, did I? Stab you?” 

“No. We fought, then we fell into the pit.” 

Kaitlin began rocking back and forth. “Oh God. I’m scared, Billie.”

“You’re safe now. No one’s going to hurt you.”

“No, you don’t understand” Kaitlin said, shaking her head. “I messed with something I shouldn’t have. And I’m afraid I’m going to go to Hell for it.” 

Billie’s first instinct was to dismiss her friend’s fears, to shoo them away as nonsense, but she could not. Despite everything she had witnessed and experienced since her abilities had bloomed unwanted in her heart, she had no idea if there was such a place as Hell or who was destined there and who was not. So she did what people do; she lied to allay her friend’s fears. “That’s not going to happen. Not on my watch. Do you remember my friend, Gantry?” 

“Yes. He was here. He put something on me.” Kaitlin drew her hair back to reveal the mark blazoned there. 

Billie examined it and then smiled. “That’s for protection. He knows this stuff. So don’t worry.” 

Kaitlin sniffled and tried her best to return the smile. “I hope so.” 

“Why don’t you rest. I’ll send Kyle back in.” She adjusted the pillow for Kaitlin to settle into and then turned to leave the room. 

“Billie?”

“Yes.”

“I just remembered her name. The woman in the house.” 

“That’s okay. I already know her name. Get some rest.” 

 

Walking past the nurses station, Billie was surprised to see Mockler there. Waving to her, he ended his call and met her halfway. 

“What are you doing here?” She couldn’t have stopped her face from beaming if she tried. 

“Looking for you.” He took her chin in his fingers and examined her features. “You look a little piqued. You should be resting.” 

“I’m fine,” she lied. An old habit with her, always saying that she was fine. She could be bleeding to death and her response would be the same. “I missed you.” 

His eyes lit up and he ducked low for a quick kiss to her lips. “Ditto.”

She pulled back. “Did you really go road-tripping with Gantry?” 

Mockler lowered his head in shame. 

“See? He’s not so bad, is he?”

“He’s lucky I didn’t murder him,” he said. “So don’t think I’m going to change my mind about him. But I took him along. For you.” 

If asked about her nature, Billie would probably answer ‘jinx’. A rolling tide of bad luck and bad news her whole life. This wasn’t morose or glum or depressive. It was simply fact, something that she had accepted long ago. Not now, not this moment. Words failed, as they so often did, so she simply fell into him and wrapped her arms round his back and held on. She buried her ear against his chest and heard his heartbeat and she told herself to remember this moment. Carve it into stone like some new covenant and keep it tabernacled in her bruised heart. Keep it there for the times to come when she would need it. 

She felt his fingers trace through her hair. Then his voice. “Billie, I think it paid off.”

She came up for air and tilted her head up. “What do you mean?”

“I think we found it. The place where your mom is.” 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 21

 

SITTING IN THE PASSENGER seat of the car, Billie couldn’t get over the strange company she travelled with. Mockler behind the wheel and John Gantry in the backseat. They had been at each other’s throats for two years now but here they all were, driving out of town like they did this all the time. On a quest to locate her dead mother’s remains. How had the world gotten so turned around? 

The trees of the countryside rolled past in the window, red and gold and bare. She felt Mockler touch her arm.

“Are you all right?” 

“Yeah,” she said. 

“You’re awfully quiet.”

“Just thinking,” she said. “How weird this has turned out. The three of us here. Where we’re going.” She looked out the window again. “Makes me wonder about fate.”

“You think this was meant to happen?” 

Billie shrugged. “Yeah. What if it was supposed to be this way?” 

“What’s the purpose behind it?” he said. “If this was meant to happen, then that suggests someone has planned it out beforehand.”

“You mean like a higher power?” 

“Sort of. Fate suggests there’s a plan at work here but I don’t see any sense to it.” He draped his arm over the wheel and drummed his fingers along the dashboard. “The way this has all played out, it seems arbitrary and meaningless. Cruel even.” 

“I used to think it was meaningless too. Now I’m not so sure. There just seems to be too many coincidences.” Billie glanced over her shoulder. “Gantry, what do you think?”

“Don’t ask him,” Mockler chided. “Unless you want an earful of nonsense.”

There was no response from the backseat. Billie turned around. “Gantry?”

The expatriate lay sprawled in the backseat. Eyes closed and out cold.

“He’s asleep,” she said.

Mockler adjusted the rearview mirror. “Who would take a nap at a time like this? Wake him up.”

“Why? Let him sleep.” 

“Because we’re here,” he said. 

 

 

“This is it,” said Mockler as they stepped through the brick doorway of what was once a place of worship. He carried a spade in his hand.

Billie took in the ruins of the church, the bare expanse of exposed earth squared in by the four crumbling walls. Her heart was already thumping. “What was this place called?” 

“Saint Lucia,” Mockler replied. 

Gantry came up behind them, holding another shovel and a lantern. “Saint Lucia of the Holy Unseen.”

“Unseen?”

“Aye,” Gantry said. “She gouged out her eyes because some bloke fancied them.”

“You’re making that up,” the detective sneered. 

Gantry flashed a wide grin. “God’s truth. She gave them to him on a plate.” 

“Saint of the unseen,” Billie repeated. She looked at Mockler. “More coincidence?” 

Mockler looked up at the sky. “We’re losing daylight.” 

Gantry stood the shovel against the sooty brick and turned to Billie. “You ready?” 

“I need a minute.” Billie took a breath and closed her eyes. Opening herself up to the other side took little effort. When she opened her eyes, the dead were there. 

Gantry watched her. “What do you see?”

“There’s a man by the far wall. He’s not happy about us being here.”

“Who is he?” asked Mockler. 

“Judging by his clothes, I’d say he was a priest.” She scanned the walls reaching up to the open sky. “There was a fire here.”

“Back in the fifties,” Mocker confirmed. “Burnt to the ground.” 

“He died in the fire,” Billie said. “I think he started it too.” 

Gantry almost laughed. “Why do you say that?”

“Because the guilt rolling off of him is almost toxic. He’s denying it all, of course.” 

“Did he have anything to do with Riddel or your mother?”

“No. The fire happened before that. He’s just tied to this place, because of what he did.” 

“Maybe he saw what Riddel did,” Gantry suggested. “Ask him.” 

“He won’t talk to me now,” she said. 

“To hell with him then.” Mockler held his hand out to her. “Are you ready?”

She took his hand and stepped down from the stone threshold. Her feet sunk into the soft earth and she gripped Mockler’s hand tighter until she gained her footing. 

Gantry came alongside. “Are you picking up on anything?”

“Don’t talk.” Billie took a step out. “Stay here.” 

The two men did what was asked, watching the woman tread carefully over the uneven ground to the centre of what was once the church floor. She stood still for a long time, then her head cocked to one side as if listening for something. Billie pivoted on her heel, tramped nine paces east and then four strides north and stopped again. She looked back at the two men. “Here.”

Fetching the tools and the lantern, the two men looked down at the spot where Billie’s feet were planted. 

“Are you sure?”

“Something is here.” 

Gantry rolled up his sleeves. “But is it your mum?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I can’t sense her but something is pulling me to this spot.” 

“Let’s take a look,” Mockler said. Billie stepped back and he sunk the spade into the dark earth, driving it down with his boot. 

The sense of anticipation was electric as Billie watched the men dig. She brought the lantern closer as the spades dug deeper and a pile of earth and broken wood timbers piled up beside the hole in the ground. Then the minutes ticked on and the hole became deeper and the hot flush of expectation cooled to the same cold feel of the stones in the walls about them. The men dampened with sweat and their hands were blackened with soil and they alternated the task, one excavating while the other caught his breath. 

Kneeling beside the yawning pit, Billie felt hope wither inside her heart and blow away like chaff in the wind. Gantry’s arms slowed as he flung another spadeful of soil out of the grave. Stabbing the shovel into the dirt, he leaned back and left dirt stains on his shirt as he scrounged up his cigarettes. 

“Five feet,” he said, coughing as he lit up. “So far, nothing.” 

“Six feet,” Mockler said. “That’s the standard for burial. We keep digging.”

Gantry shook his head. “I dunno, mate. You think Riddel took the time to dig that far down? After what he just did?” 

Both men glanced up at Billie, as if looking to her to cast the deciding vote. “Let me dig for a while,” she said.

“No.” Mockler snatched up his tool, ready to jump back into the hole. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I want to.” She clambered into the pit and took the shovel from Gantry. “Go on.” 

Gantry shrugged and climbed out. Mockler handed across the only bottle of water they had between them and the two men watched the woman dig. 

She grunted and strained, heaving spadefuls of earth out of the pit until she was as sweaty and dirty as the men above. Mockler knelt down and urged her to take a breather but she refused and redoubled her efforts until the spade cracked into something solid. Droplets of sweat fell from from the tip of her nose. She gently scraped a layer of dirt away and then set the shovel aside. Dropping to her knees, Billie sunk her fingers into the earth and dug with her hands. 

The men leaned over the edge. “What is it?” Mockler asked. 

“I need the light,” she said without stopping or looking up at them. 

They slid down into the pit and knelt beside Billie as she scooped more of the raw soil away, her hands black to the elbow. Mockler angled the lantern over them. 

The bones were there. Damp and stained, the brittle slat of a ribcage poked through the earth. Billie’s grimy hands began to tremble. Mockler set the lantern aside and all three dug in and clawed the earth back, flinging it feverishly like it was a race, until the entire skeleton was exposed to the night air. 

She lay on her side with her knees tucked up to her chin in a touchingly fetal position. Mary Agnes Culpepper; survived by a daughter, Sybil Margaret, and a sister, Margaret Anne. 

No one in the grave said a word. Billie reached out a quaking hand and placed it on the ribcage, over the spot where her mother’s heart used to beat. Her hand withdrew and she curled into a ball, her shoulders wracking from the sobs. Mockler put his arms around her and held on. 

Gantry leaned back against the wall of exposed earth and said, “I’m sorry for your loss, Billie.” 

 

 

The wind blowing in off the field was brisk as it scattered a few remaining leaves from the trees, sending them hither and yon over the broken church walls. Billie sat on the ledge of the foundation feeling neither the chill nor the damp or anything at all. Her expression was void, her eyes lifeless. 

The men stood apart, sensing the woman’s need for privacy. Gantry cupped his hands to light the cigarette against the wind. “Will she be all right, you reckon?”

“She’s tougher than she looks,” Mockler said, pulling his jacket back on. 

“No argument there. Still, that’s a hell of a reunion.” Both men glanced over to the woman sitting alone, each gauging how much time she would need. Gantry leaned against the fender of the car. “So what now, chief?” 

“I need to make a few calls. Get the forensic truck out here.” 

“Is that necessary?” 

Mockler looked at the Englishman like he was drooling from a lobotomy. “We just uncovered a body. A murder victim no less. It’s a police matter now.” 

“Does it have to be? What’s the point? We know who did it.”

“What are you suggesting, we just pack her up and drive home?” 

“Why not?” Gantry said. “Mucking it up with all the police to-do won’t help Billie.” 

“It will help her put a proper end to it.” 

Gantry flicked the ash from his cigarette away. “I doubt that.” 

They approached the young woman seated on the foundation. Mockler knelt down and touched Billie’s arm. “Time to go.” 

Billie flinched, as if woken from a dream. “Go where?”

“Home,” he said softly. “I need to call in some people so we can bring her out properly. But you and Gantry shouldn’t be here when they arrive.” 

Billie looked over her shoulder at the open grave inside the ruins. “And leave her all alone?” 

“She’ll be looked after properly. I promise you.” 

“Will you stay with her?” she asked. 

“Every step of the way.” 

Billie nodded and looked up at the dark sky. There were no stars now. “I thought I’d see her tonight.” 

Mockler paused, unsure what she meant. “You did. We all saw her.”

“Her spirit,” Billie said. “I thought that she would come if I found her. That there would be some connection to her. Like she was waiting for me all this time. But there was nothing. Nothing at all.” 

Her head lowered. Mockler looked to the other man. Gantry knelt down, scrounging for some way to console her. “Maybe she’s not here because she’s moved on. To a better place.” 

“I hope that’s true. But it doesn’t feel that way. She’s just gone.” Rising to her feet, she wiped her eyes dry and looked at the detective. “Maybe you’re right after all.” 

“About what?”

“Fate, purpose.” She shrugged and started for the car. “Maybe it is all meaningless.” 

 

~

 

Kaitlin stared up at the same patch of ceiling that she had looked at for days. The same squares of tiles, the same brown spot of water damage in the corner. She hated looking at it and she hated being in the hospital. Between the medication and being bedridden for so long, she hadn’t slept properly since regaining consciousness. Never fully awake nor properly asleep, she drifted along in a fog that muted everything around her. 

More than once she had thought about simply leaving this awful place. If she could only step outside this overly bright, antiseptic building, she could clear the fog from her head and feel normal again. It was a fantasy, no more. Just sitting up was torture, pain rippling its way through her body from the wound in her stomach to the tips of her toes. 

There was also danger that lurked outside of this room. After Billie’s friend had left, she had studied the odd symbol John Gantry had drawn in the dust on the window. She had no idea what it meant but when the custodian had attempted to clean the window, she had asked him to leave it. The same held for the mark he had drawn on her skin just below the ear. She forbade the nurse from washing it off. Opening the mirror in her compact, she checked the mark in its reflection. The mark was smudged a little from her own carelessness. Was it still effective? Her nightmares had, if not ceased altogether, lessened significantly since Gantry was here. She still had the odd dream of the dark-eyed woman in the flapper dress coming for her. She whispered terrible things to her while she laid there, helpless and unable to move. The woman’s words weren’t threats or curses but rather secrets. Awful secrets and obscene notions. These secrets never stayed with Kaitlin. Upon waking, she could never remember what Evelyn Bourdain had whispered to her. All that lingered was this sickening feeling that she had heard things no one was ever meant to know. 

Staring up at the hated ceiling tile, Kaitlin wondered if she was dreaming now. A powerful sense of dread was creeping up her spine. Then she heard the door click open. 

Two figures entered the darkened room and closed the door behind them. Neither of them reached for the light switch. 

“Yes?” she said, lifting her head from the pillow.

“Shit,” said a man’s voice. “She’s awake.”

“Doesn’t change anything,” said the other. 

Their voices were familiar but she couldn’t pull their names from her hazy memory banks. “What do you want?” she said, her hand bashing at the bedside lamp. 

The two men appeared in the light. One big and bulky, the other thin. Neither looked friendly. 

“Hello Kaitlin.” 

Justin. Their names returned the instant she saw their faces. Justin and Owen. The ghost-hunters she had gotten involved with a month ago.  They had wanted her to be their medium on their investigations. They had wanted Billie, she recalled, but had settled for her. She was with these two when she got her first look at the Murder House. 

“What are you doing here?” She sat up, gritting through the pain. 

“We came to see how you’re doing,” Justin said. The smile on his face looked contrived. “You look much better.”

She looked at the time on the clock. “Isn’t it past visiting hours?”

“We snuck in.” Justin took a step closer. Owen remained at the door. 

Panic was bristling up her nerve endings but she tried not to show it. Helpless didn’t begin to describe how vulnerable she felt. She glanced at the nurse-call depressor, hanging from a cord beside the bed. She reached for it but Justin snatched her wrist. 

“No need to narc on us, Kaitlin.” He moved the cord out of her reach. “We just wanted to pass on some well wishes from a friend.”

His eyes were intense, the glare hard, like he was tripping on something. Owen, on the other hand, avoided all eye contact with her. He looked ready to run. He was the one to reach. 

“How are you, Owen?” she said, hoping he would look at her. 

“Fine,” he mumbled.

Think fast. She tried to remember something about him. “How’s your mom doing? Is she still on you to get her garage back?”

Owen’s eyes flashed at her then away. “Always,” he said. He looked over to his friend. “Dude, maybe we should let her rest.”

Justin fired the nastiest of glares at his companion, then he shook his head in disgust. “Grow a pair. Or leave the room.” 

Chastised, Owen lowered his head and spoke no more. Kaitlin knew there would be no help from him now. 

Justin swivelled his gaze back to her. “It’s a shame this didn’t work out, Kaitlin. We really hoped you’d be part of the team.”

“I don’t think I was cut out for the Paranormal Trackers.” She tried to sound friendly. She needed to keep him talking so she could think. 

“Oh, I didn’t mean the trackers,” he said. “That’s old news. Owen and me, we found something much better.”

“Yeah? What’s that? A new outfit?”

“Don’t you remember? You were a part of it for a short time. You had your place on one of the cardinal points of the pentacle, just like me and Owen.” 

An image flashed hot and bright through her mind. Five chanting figures, a painted circle at their feet. Her face, like the others in the ring, was shadowed under the hood of the robe she wore. 

“But you betrayed the covenant,” Justin sneered. “Didn’t you?” 

There was a blade in Justin’s hand. She hadn’t seen him draw it. His hand was empty one moment and then it wasn’t. The lamp light reflected off the sharp metal. 

“Don’t do this, Justin.” She looked at the other one. “Owen, please. You don’t have to do this.”

Owen turned away. “Just get it over with for fuck’s sakes.”

Justin placed his hand over Kaitlin’s brow in an almost tender manner. He smiled. “Evelyn sends her love.” 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 22

 

NO ONE HAD MUCH to say on the drive home. Both Mockler and Gantry tried to gently prod her into conversation but Billie remained mute, staring out the window as the scenery tumbled past. After a while the men stopped trying and they drove on in silence into the heart of the Ambitious City. 

The car pulled up before her building and everyone climbed out. Gantry backed off when the detective nodded at him, indicating he needed a minute. 

Pulling Billie aside, he lifted her chin up until her eyes met his. “I need to get back to meet the forensic team. Will you be all right?” 

“I’ll be fine,” she uttered in a flat tone. 

“Is there someone who could stay with you? Jen or Tammy?” Mockler wagged his chin at the Englishman waiting by the car. “Even Gantry.” 

Billie flattened her hand against his chest. “I’m okay, honest. I just need time to let it sink in.” 

“I don’t think you should be alone right now. And I’ll be busy the rest of the night.” 

A smidgen of a smile brightened her face. “I’m fine. Honest. I’d be awful company right now anyway.”

Craning her neck up for a kiss, she patted his chest and stepped back. “Don’t let me keep you. You’ve got a long night ahead of you.” 

He broke away, glancing over to Gantry. “See her home,” he said. It wasn’t a request. 

 

Up the three flights, Billie pushed open her door. 

“You don’t bother locking your door?” Gantry said. “Is that wise in your neighbourhood?”

“No need.” She peeled off her jacket and draped it over a chair. “I got something way more effective protecting my place.” 

Gantry stopped cold, scanning the room warily. “Where is that little shit anyway?” 

“I don’t know,” she said, crossing into the kitchen. “He’s usually here at night.” 

Gantry relaxed and joined her in the kitchen. Opening the fridge, he said, “Why do you keep that legless freak around anyway?”

Billie ran the tap and scrubbed her grimy hands. “I’m kind of fond of him now. He’s the best roomie I’ve ever had.” 

“You got nothing to slake the thirst?” Gantry groused, scrounging through the fridge. “Remedy that for next time, yeah?” 

“There’s some bottles on top there. You can fix a drink, if you want.” 

“Never mind. I need to run anyway.” He let the refrigerator swing closed. “You’ll be alright, yeah?”

She assured him she would be and saw him to the door. Gantry gripped the knob but hesitated. “Can I ask you something?”

“Shoot.” 

“When we found your mum, what did you expect to happen?”

 “I’m not sure,” Billie sighed. “A sense of her? An image or a feeling.” 

“Her spirit?”

“Yes. Even some residual energy left behind.” 

Gantry scratched his head. “Have you ever felt her spirit?”

“Never. And I’m aware of the irony. Being surrounded by ghosts everywhere, but the only one I want to see has never shown.” She looked up at him. “Why is that?” 

“Maybe she’s just not here. The ghosts you see are the ones trapped here, unwilling or unable to move on. Maybe your mum isn’t one of them.” 

“You think she’s moved on into…what? Heaven? The afterlife?”

This time he shrugged. “Whatever you want to call it.” 

“So that part is real? Heaven. Angels and halos and stuff?”

“I didn’t say that. I know there’s dead people who linger. What happens beyond that is a guess, no more.” 

She looked disappointed. The room grew quiet. Gantry opened the door. “I’ll check in on you later, Billie.” 

Billie said goodbye and closed the door behind him. Wind knifed in through the partially open window and she crossed the room to close it. Silence all around. She wondered where Half-Boy was and why he insisted on leaving a window open. It was unlike him to miss an opportunity to harass Gantry. She wondered why he hated the Englishman so. 

A sudden pain stitched through her gut, immediate and fierce. It flamed hot in her belly like a dull blade intent on disemboweling her. The pain stitched a name into her mind’s eye, a smoke signal to the source of the agony. 

Kaitlin.

 

~

 

John Gantry’s radar was fine-tuned for trouble and, under different circumstances, it would have also pinged at the distress signal that cut Billie in half. Unfortunately, it was masked under a different psychic blip minutes before. Striking just as he hit the street from Billie’s apartment, this warning signal smelled distinctly of smoke. 

A short cab ride across town, he stood before the burnt-out shell of what was once the Miskatonic Bookshop. The excitement was long over, the pumper trucks and firefighters in heavy gear long gone. The fire marshal was on hand, along with investigators and what he guessed were engineers and building inspectors. The brick frame of the narrow building still stood but everything else had been consumed in the inferno. The rest was charred timbers and broken pipes. The roof had caved in and two men were digging through the mess. The whole area reeked of wet ash and toxic smoke. 

The key to finding information was knowing who to ask. The older man who appeared to be in charge would most likely shoo him away if harassed with questions. There was another man off to the side of the razed building, quietly jotting notes onto a clipboard. Gantry made for him. 

“Tell me that isn’t the old bookshop,” Gantry said, approaching the man with the clipboard. 

The man looked up from his notes, unsure if the stranger was addressing him. “I’m afraid so.” 

“Christ, that’s a shame,” Gantry exclaimed. “Old Lars there, he had a brilliant collection. Was anything saved?” 

The other man shook his head. “Not a thing. In fact, the books would have fuelled the fire once it took hold. You know the shop owner?”

“Not very well. Boosted a few books from him here and there.” Gantry looked over the people on the sidewalk. “Is he here?”

“We’re still trying to contact Mr. Cranston. Do you know if he’s out of town?” 

“He was here two days ago. Showed me round the back where he keeps the good stuff.” 

The man frowned and wrote something in his notes. Gantry studied the man’s expression. “Tell me you didn’t find someone in there?” 

“One victim was recovered from the fire. The police are trying to determine the deceased’s identity.” 

Gantry’s reaction required no false acting, the shock was genuine. “Oh no. The poor tosser.” 

Observing Gantry, the other man turned over a fresh page of notes. “Can I get your name, sir? And when the last time you were at this location?”

“What started the fire?” 

“We’re in the process of determining that right now.”

“I know but you lads can sniff it out without all the testing, yeah? Was it a bad wire or a cooking fire?” 

“Nothing’s been ruled out but neither of those appear to be the case. There are signs of an accelerant, however.”

“Arson? Christ.” 

Gantry walked away but the man insisted on getting his name and contact info. Howard Gunther Albee was the name he provided, along with a phone number poached from a massage parlour sign across the street. Never one to miss a potential source of info, Gantry poured on the charm and got the fellow’s name and number before walking away. 

Retreating to the other side of the street, he lit up and watched the crew work for a while. 

There were simply no coincidences, he mused. The world was a tangible and defined thing that held only so much. If you push on it in one spot, it will displace or push back in another. The question here, looking out at the blackened timbers of the former book shop, was who or what had pushed back? Had it been the Bourdain woman? Could she have known he was rooting around her history in Lars’ collection of old magazines, trying to understand her hold on the pulp hack, Albee? It seemed unlikely. Would the spirit of a dead woman have used an accelerant to torch the place? It was hard to imagine her splashing a can of petrol over the place and playing with matches. There was a chance she sent someone to do her dirty work for her. Someone clumsy and unimaginative enough to torch the place with fuel. 

If not Evelyn Bourdain, then who? 

The booming thunder of bass drew his attention to a car driving past the scene. It slowed as it came alongside the emergency vehicles, music blaring heavily from the open windows, then it sped on, disappearing at the next corner. 

The music got under his skin, a wall of noise usually described as Death Metal, and just like that, John Gantry had his answer. Not only did he distinguish one sub-genre of metal from another, he instantly recognized the band in question. His old friend and all-around-jackass, Crypto Death Machine. There was no coincidence that the car slowing to take a look at the destruction was blaring Crypto tunes. 

He flicked the cigarette away, trying to recall Crypto’s real name because he wanted to know exactly what to carve on the bastard’s tombstone.

Stanley Gottferb. 

R.I.P.

 

~

 

Racing down the hospital corridor to Kaitlin’s room, Billie skidded to a stop when she saw police officers crowding the hallway. Her stomach dropped out of her. Was she too late? She marched for Kaitlin’s room but was stopped immediately. 

“What’s going on?” she demanded. “Is Kaitlin all right?”

“Are you a friend of hers?” the officer asked. 

“Yes. What happened?” 

The officer blocked her path. “Could you wait over here, miss? Another officer will talk to you in a minute.”

“At least tell me she’s okay. Did something happen to her?” 

The officer eased her out of the way as more officers and hospital staff streamed past them. He asked her to be patient without answering any questions. Billie fumed at being shuffled aside. Then she spotted Jen lingering to one side like a wallflower among the bustle of police and hospital staff. She reached for her. 

“Jen, what happened?”

The young woman startled at being touched, her eyes snapping out of her thousand-yard stare. “Billie?”

“Is Kaitlin hurt?” 

Jen pulled her arm out of Billie’s grasp. “I don’t know. They won’t tell me anything.”

“Why are the police here? Did they call you?”

“I just got here and found all this,” Jen replied, pulling away even more. “What are you doing here?” 

“I felt something was wrong. With Kaitlin.”

The expression on Jen’s face shifted from worry to impatience. “Would you stop? Now’s not the time.”

Billie froze, taken aback by her friend’s sudden anger. “What are you talking about?”

“Do you have to keep up this act of yours?” Jen seethed. “Kyle was right. You are dangerous.” 

Something flipped around inside Billie. The confusion and fear over Kaitlin flamed to anger. She snatched Jen’s arm in no gentlee grip and in that moment, she suddenly hated her oldest friend. “Why do you hate me?” 

“When are you going to stop this act of yours? This voodoo bullshit you keep doing. I don’t even know who you are anymore.” Jen tore her arm free a second time. “Ow.” 

Billie didn’t realize how hard her grip was. Her fingernails left red scratch marks on her friend’s arm. “I’m sorry…”

Jen walked away without another word, leaving Billie adrift in the stream of people passing to and fro. She felt seasick. 

“Billie?”

She turned at the sound of her name to see a plainclothes officer cutting toward her. Another detective in the Homicide Unit. 

“Detective Odinbeck?”

“I’ve been trying to reach you,” he said. “Is Mockler with you?”

“No. What happened here?”

“Your friend was attacked. She’s okay. Shaken up but she’s not hurt.”

“Attacked? By who?”

“Two men that your friend knows. We’re tracking them down now. Will you come with me?” Cutting through the crowd, he escorted her down the corridor. “Kaitlin’s been asking for you.” 

Sweeping into the room, Billie saw a doctor and another plainclothes officer hovering around the bed. Kaitlin looked frazzled and pale but her eyes lit up at the familiar face. “Billie,” she gasped. 

“Can we give these two a moment?” Odinbeck ushered the men from the room and turned to Billie before following them out. “I’ll need to talk to you when you’re done here, so don’t take off.”

“Of course. Does Ray know about this?” 

“I haven’t been able to reach him yet.” 

The detective hurried from the room and Billie rushed to her friend’s side. “Kaitlin, my God. I just heard. What happened?” 

Kaitlin’s movements were slow, her words rasped out in a brittle tremor. “She wants me dead.” 

“Who?”

“The woman in that house,” Kaitlin wheezed. “Evelyn.”

Billie felt her throat constrict. “Odinbeck said it was two men.”

“Her puppets.” Kaitlin put a hand over her mouth, as if afraid to speak. “Justin and Owen.” 

Billie shook her head, unable to recall the names. “Who?”

“The ghost hunters. Remember? They wanted you to be their psychic.”

Billie crinkled her brow. “Those two? How are they Evelyn’s puppets?”

“They went to the house. Something happened to them. They weren’t the same after that.” Kaitlin’s eyes brimmed red. “They were there that night. When I tried to kill you. I was her puppet too—”

The woman’s sobs choked her words back. Billie pulled her close and let Kaitlin rest her head into her collarbone. She cooed whispers of consolation until the sobs subsided. Easing back, Billie lifted Kaitlin’s chin until they were eye to eye. “Tell me what happened. They came here and attacked you? How? What happened?”

“Justin had a knife. He said that I was a loose end or something. Unworthy.” 

Billie scrutinized her friend up and down but there was no blood, no wounds. “But he didn’t hurt you?” 

“He tried. But something stopped him. Was it you?”

“No,” Billie said. She wished she had. “What stopped him?”

“I don’t know. Something was in the room with us. Like, instantly. Everything turned cold and then Justin was hurled into the wall.” 

“Hurled?”

“Like he’d been hit by a car,” Kaitlin said. She pointed to the wall where the surface was caved in. “It was the freakiest thing I’d ever seen. Owen screamed and then he lifted clean off the ground and flew into the same wall. Both of them were whimpering in fear. I mean, like, scared shitless. Then they raced out of here.” 

Billie held her peace. Kaitlin wiped her eyes again and said, “I thought for sure it was you.” 

“Did you see anything?” 

Kaitlin wagged her head. “No. There was just the cold. It cut right through me.” 

Billie chewed her lip as she turned the idea over in her mind. Had Gantry done it? Had he somehow projected himself into the room to save Kaitlin from being killed? Did he have that power? None of that seemed likely. “Did you tell the police everything? Justin and Owen’s last names?”

“Yeah. Even where Owen lives.” 

“Then they’ll catch them.” She pulled Kaitlin in for another quick embrace before pulling away. “There’s a ton of cops outside your door. You’ll be safe. But I should go talk to them. Okay?” 

Kaitlin said she was and Billie left the room. The corridor seemed even more crowded this time and she rose up on her toes trying to spot Detective Odinbeck among all the others. 

That’s when her eye caught something on the corridor ceiling. A gruesome smear of dark blood running the length of the hallway. More of it lay slathered over the lintel of the door, disappearing inside Kaitlin’s room. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 23

 

TEDIUM WAS NOT SOMETHING that Detective Mockler was unfamiliar with. It came with the job, the whole hurry and wait process of investigation. After the initial rush of a new crime and the first walk-through of the scene came the monotonous waiting as the forensics team took over and methodically sifted every square centimetre. 

This night was a little different. This night, he was distracted and welcomed the downtime to reflect on the woman who was consuming all of his thoughts. 

The crime scene was in full swing in that lonely spot off the dirt road. A police cruiser, his own unmarked car and the forensic truck were parked before the burned out ruins of Saint Lucia. Generators were up and running to power the banks of lights set up inside the ruins for the crew to work by. When Sozen, head of the forensic recovery team, waved him in, Mockler walked with the man to the edge of the of open grave he had dug with Billie and Gantry. The floodlights angled over the far side of the pit, throwing light over the muddy bones in the dirt. 

“Quite the find you got there, detective,” Sozen said, peering into the grave. “You seem to have a knack for finding lost bodies.” 

“Just got lucky,” Mockler replied. The last time he had worked with the forensic chief, he had uncovered a mass grave hidden inside the walls of an abandoned warehouse. “Have you gone down yet?”

“Not yet.” Sozen nodded at the open pit. “Did you dig this?”

Mockler lied and said he had. There was no point in mentioning the two people who had dug alongside him. His hands still stung where the shovel had caused blisters to form and then pop. “Not a very neat job, is it?”

“I’ve had worse. We can sift through the backfill to make sure we don’t miss anything.” Sozen scanned over the brick foundation of the church and the wide open sky above and scratched his shaved head. “How the hell did you find this way out here?” 

“A psychic told me,” he said with a wink. 

“Do you have her card? I could put her to work.” Sozen laughed as he eased himself into the open grave. 

Mockler went back to his car to wait out the tedious part as the crew took over from here. Alone, his thoughts instantly returned to Billie. He wondered what she was doing that very moment. The urge to call her was immediate but it was late and he didn’t want to wake her if she was asleep. She’d had a hell of a day as it was, digging her mother’s bones out of the earth. 

As much as his heart went out to her for what she had gone through, he couldn’t quell the thoughts of how she had felt in his hands back in that dingy little motel room. He kept getting flash memories of it throughout the day. The way her skin felt against his or the curve of her hips in his hands. The way she had kissed his mouth or the soft spot under her ear. At one point he had gotten carried away and sunk his teeth into her left shoulder. It had left a mark on her. Was it still there? 

He felt flushed recalling the moment. There had been a little shyness, a blush of reticence, as there is with any new lover. Rather than getting in the way or being awkward, it had simply added to the moment. If anything, it was endearing. Afterwards they had stretched out over one another in that steamy room and chatted about nothing. Food, movies, family, gently teasing one another. He could sense Billie needed that, a break from all the awful reality that had weighed so heavily on her over the last two weeks. A sudden and overwhelming urge to protect her from anything had sprung into his throat, almost choking him. Billie had picked up on his emotional hitch but she hadn’t asked any questions. She laid her palm flat against his cheek and her eyes softened as they peered into his. He looked away, afraid he was going to cry. 

A cold breeze broke his reverie as the wind blew in from the open field, the smell of damp earth and old hay carried along with it. Like most, he was no stranger to self doubt and second-guesses. They needled at him now like a burr caught on a sleeve. How could he fall for Billie so soon after ending things with Christina? Was it just a rebound, doomed to fail? Mulling it over, he didn’t believe it was. He had felt drawn to Billie before the split with Christina. There was something different about Billie too. Or he felt different around her. Alongside the excitement and the butterflies in the belly, there was an almost odd sense of calm he felt in her presence. It was as if, no matter how screwed up the world became, everything would be all right if Billie was there. 

Jesus, he thought to himself. You’re in deep. How did that happen so quickly?

Taking out his phone, he dialled her number. He didn’t have any news or anything particular to say but it didn’t matter. He just needed to hear her voice. Anticipation soured as the call didn’t ring through, an automated voice informing him that the number he was calling was unavailable. 

 

~

 

The questioning from Detective Odinbeck was mercifully brief. He took Billie aside when she emerged from Kaitlin’s room and asked what she knew about the two men who had attacked her friend. Billie told him what little she knew; how Kaitlin had met the ghost-hunting team and how they had initially wanted her to join their team. To his credit, Odinbeck glossed over any mention of her abilities as a psychic. 

She omitted any mention of the Murder House or the woman who appeared to be controlling the two men through occult means. She would tell Mockler when she saw him, that would be enough. The thought of him brought on an acute ache. She wished he was here. 

Coming back out into the waiting area, she spotted Jen and Kyle lingering among the uniformed officers. They both looked tired and pensive. Approaching them, she spoke to Kyle. “Kaitlin wants you.” 

“How is she?” His face looked haggard, the bruise over his eye still visible. 

“She’s shaken up.” 

Jen patted Kyle’s shoulder, urging him to move. “Go to her.”

Kyle rose and made for the corridor without another word. Jen watched him walk away. She’d yet to even look at Billie. 

Billie sighed and dropped into the vacant seat next to her friend.

“What did you tell the police?” Jen asked, without looking up. “Do you know those guys who attacked her?”

“I met them once, briefly.”

“Why did they want to hurt her?” 

Billie didn’t answer. Jen finally tore her eyes from the floor and turned to her. “You know, don’t you?”

“Yes.” 

“And what, it’s some big secret?” Jen exclaimed. “Why didn’t you tell the police?”

“Because,” Billie said. “They can’t help.” 

Jen rolled her eyes. “Oh right. This is more of your spooky nonsense, isn’t it? God.”

Billie spun around. “Why do you hate me now?”

“I never said I did!”

A few of the officers turned to see what the hollering was about. Both women shrunk in their seats. 

“You could have fooled me,” Billie grumbled. “You’ve been awful to me for months now.”

“That’s not true,” Jen exhaled. 

Billie felt the anger bubbling again, and the usual urge to quash it down but it boiled over fast. “My whole life went to shit in a matter of months and you refuse to listen to any of it. You just dismiss it like I’m crazy. Thanks!” 

“I never said you were crazy.” 

“You didn’t have to say it, Jen. It was plain enough to see.” 

Both women folded their arms and locked their gaze straight ahead. A cold war chill between combatants only inches apart. Time ticked on and Billie considered getting up and walking away. 

Jen broke the stalemate, her voice thin. “You told me how I was going to die.” 

“What?” Billie scrambled her memory but came up empty. “I’ve never said anything like that.”

“Twice,” Jen said. “Both times you were high. We both were.” 

“When was this?”

“Eleventh grade,” Jen replied. “Remember the winter we spent hanging out with Davey McKinnon? We got high like every weekend?”

“What about it?

“You would get weird when you were high. Like you were in a trance or something. There was us, Davey and his dumbass friend Carter. You went all spaced-out and told all of us how we were going to die. With weird details.” 

“We all say stupid things when we’re high,” Billie shrugged. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

Jen straightened up. “You told Davey he would die in a car accident. Carter was going to die in jail, stabbed by another inmate in an argument over salisbury steak. And you said I was going to die in a fire. I’d be trapped inside a burning house, unable to get out.” 

Billie rubbed her eyes. “Jen, that doesn’t mean anything. Just stoned rambling.”

“Two days after you told me that you could see dead people, there was a notice on Facebook about Davey McKinnon. He drove his car through the guardrail on Ridge Road and went over the escarpment. I freaked when I saw that. So I looked up Carter Franjic. He was killed in Kingston Penitentiary by another inmate. Standing in line in the dining hall.” 

Billie felt her hands go numb. “Jen, I don’t remember saying any of that.” 

“I know. I asked you about it back then. You didn’t have a clue what I was talking about.” Jen brushed a piece of lint from her knee. “You predicted their deaths. And now I’m waiting my turn.”

“Maybe it was a fluke,” Billie said, trying to rationalize it away. “Anyone could have predicted that Carter would end up in jail.” 

“I had Adam install new smoke alarms in our place. And in the shop. I jump anytime I see someone light a match.” 

Billie sunk lower in the chair, taking it in. Had she honestly foretold their deaths? Was divining the future something she could do? Even before the accident awoke her ability to commune with the dead? Maybe this was why her mother forced her to run the Tarot as a child. She turned her gaze slowly to the friend beside her. The fear in Jen played out in the quivering of a lip, the restless fidget of the hand. How could it be true, that Jen would die in a fire? 

“Maybe,” Billie offered quietly, “I’ve got it wrong this time.”  

Jen took a deep breath, rose to her feet and started for the elevators. “I hope so, Billie. I pray to God you are.” 

 

~

 

Josh Carlyle reeled up the concrete stairs and lurched into the filthy alley. The booming thunder of music followed him from the underground club until the door swung closed, leaving only the thud of bass leeching into the air. His brain pickled in fumes, he had managed to stay trashed for the last two days, consuming anything he could to stay that way. The last thing he wanted was to sober up. Straightening out meant remembering the reason he got wasted in the first place. The flammable liquid sprayed over the shelves of books, the match he had struck and most of all, the screams of the man as the flames ate him alive. 

Ejected from the underground club for his condition, Josh stumbled along the alleyway, determined to find another party where he could continue his plan to stay numb. Off hand, there were two clubs that he could think of within staggering distance and he made for those. Catching his reflection in a dusty window, he stopped to ponder his appearance. 

The make-up was a mess. The black and white grease paint that he had so meticulously applied and modelled after his personal hero was smeared in spots and dried up in others. It crackled and flaked as if his skin was peeling off. Rather than looking like his hero, the face in the glass looked more like some demented clown ejected from a carnival and chased into the wilderness. 

“Fuck it,” he muttered. He’d fix it later. Or he’d just leave it alone and let it all flake off. 

A bright flash of light appeared in the reflection. A small flame burst up, lighting up a face, before the the flame extinguished in the metallic clap of a lighter snapping shut. 

“Hullo sunshine.” 

Josh spun about and blinked stupidly at the stranger who had crept up behind him. He stood there smoking a cigarette, grinning the whole time. A venomous rattlesnake in a shirt and tie. The very man Josh and his crew were looking for when they trashed the bookshop. 

“You’re the arsehole who likes to play with matches, yeah?”

Already swinging, the rage burned away the fog in Josh’s head, picturing the Englishman’s throat in his hands. His fist connected with nothing and he staggered from his own momentum. He felt a powerful grip snatch him up by the hair and hurl him forward. His face exploded into the glass of the window and then he tumbled sideways. Scrambling to get up, his guts imploded from a strong kick. Then another to the side of his head, his ear crushed under a boot heel. 

He flopped onto the dirty pavement and then gasped for air as his windpipe was stomped under the man’s foot. His eyes watered, blurring the vision of the man with his boot on his neck. 

John Gantry leered down at him. “Where is he?” 

“Fuck you!” 

Gantry stomped down harder with his heel until the man in the smeared face-paint turned purple. “Oy. Don’t pass out. What the fuck does Crypto want?”

“He’s gonna kill you, you motherfucker.” 

Gantry took his foot from the man’s throat and dropped his knee hard onto his chest, pinning Josh to the ground. “Why torch the bookshop? And the bloke in it?” 

Josh gnashed his teeth, spitting obscenity after obscenity, as if his rage had clouded his ability to form a sentence. 

“Just like Crypto to  lash out without thinking,” Gantry spat. “To cut his nose off to spite his face, so to speak.” 

The painted man struggled and bucked but remained pinned. To his left were a number of broken pieces of glass from the shattered window. Gantry reached for one piece, then laid it down and chose another, larger shard of glass. 

“I need you to give your hero a message for me,” Gantry said. Gripping the man’s hair to keep his head still, he pressed the sharp edge of the glass to Josh’s nose. Just shy of the ridge of bone, where the cartilage formed the tip and he began to cut. “Don’t worry about remembering the message. Crypto will know what it means.” 

Gantry sawed the glass back and forth and the man’s screams echoed off the grimy windows of the alley. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 24

 

PRESBYTERIAN UNITED HAD BEEN shuttered since 2003 when its congregation dwindled to under a hundred souls. The property sat empty for more than a decade until a new owner took possession. The sign on its weed-choked lawn was dismantled and the windows painted black. No one was seen entering or exiting the church before nightfall, this night being no different. Once the sun was down, a black Escalade rumbled up before it and men lumbered out and made their way up the church steps. 

Crypto Death Machine was impressed. He’d heard rumours of the church for some time but this was the first he’d laid eyes on the interior. Everything from the floorboards to the vaulted ceiling was painted black. The only spot of colour in the place was the enormous cross suspended upside down in the chancel. A deep shade of crimson. 

“I like what you’ve done with the place,” Crypto said as he walked up the aisle. His entourage fanned out near the tall front doors like sentries, their faces painted to a man in the style of their chieftain. 

Szandor LaVey stepped down from the altar and crossed into the nave. Clad entirely in black, the church leader appeared to be nothing more than a disembodied head floating against the black interior. “Welcome,” he said. “I’m glad you accepted my invitation to parley.” 

“I’ll hear you out,” Crypto warned, “but I won’t promise anything.”

“Fair enough,” Szandor said. Meeting the death metal musician halfway down the aisle, Szandor studied the man’s face. In particular the gauze bandaged over the left half of Crypto’s features. “Forgive me. I don’t mean to stare but that bandage is hard to ignore.” 

“Try wearing it.” Crypto’s words were mumbled from the limited use he had of his mouth. “But, it’s part of the reason we’re here.”

Szandor nodded. “True. We share a common problem. Joining forces to eliminate John Gantry for good seems like the obvious course of action.” 

“He’s slippery as fuck that one.”

“And dangerous,” added Szandor. “Anyone foolish enough to strike at him directly often ends up dead. Or worse.”

“So I’ve learnt.” Crypto leaned against a pew and folded his massive arms. “What do you suggest?”

“Do you know Gantry has a pet psychic?” Szandor snapped his fingers and one of his acolytes emerged from the darkness, handing him a tablet. Szandor tapped at its screen and presented it to the musician. “This woman.”

Crypto took the tablet and studied the photo of the woman on the screen. “Who is she?”

“Her name is Billie. That’s about all I know about her.”

A thud at the front door interrupted them. They turned to see two of Crypto’s men barge into the church, dragging another man between them. 

“Sorry to barge in, Crypt,” said one man. “But I thought you better see this.”

Crypto waved them forward. The man carried between the other two staggered, his head lolling around drunkenly. “Who’s this?” demanded Crypto. 

“His name’s Josh,” said the sentry. “He just had a run in with Gantry. Have a look.”

The sentry gripped the injured man by the hair and chucked his head back. Josh Carlyle whimpered as the cloth was pulled away and blood gushed anew down his ruined face. 

Crypto leaned in for a closer look and whistled. “Took his nose clean off.” 

“Yes sir.” 

“Hey.” Crypto snapped his fingers to snag the injured man’s attention. “What did Gantry say?”

Josh Carlyle’s eyes rolled around crazily. He moaned and gurgled, blowing bubbles through the blood. 

“Get him out of here.” 

The sentries hauled the whimpering man away and Crypto turned to his host. “The son of a bitch is laughing at me now.” 

“He won’t be laughing for much longer,” Szandor said. “But a direct move against the man is not the way to go. A lateral strike may be more effective.” 

Crypto picked up the tablet again, scrutinizing the picture on the screen. “The psychic?” 

“She’s a friend or an ally. Either way, she’s someone who can be utilized. May I?” Szandor took the tablet back, tapped at the screen again and handed it back to the musician. “This bit of footage was on the local news a few weeks ago. Have a look.” 

Crypto touched the screen and watched the footage play out. A young woman ambushed by a reporter on the street. She looked confused and somewhat lost until a man bursts from nowhere to pull the woman into the shop behind them. Gantry’s attempt to hide his face failed and his detestable appearance was caught cleanly by the camera. 

The video ended. Crypto’s eyes lit up. “She means something to him. Where is this place they ducked into?”

“A dress shop on James,” Szandor replied. “Called the Doll House.” 

 

~

 

“You don’t have to be here, babe,” said Adam. “I told you I’d close up for you.” 

Jen came through the door of her shop, ringing the bell overhead. “I know. I didn’t want be alone right now so we’ll both close up.”

She had been minding the shop alone when she’d heard about the incident at the hospital. Rather than kick out the half dozen customers inside, Adam had rushed over on his bike to take over so she could dash to the hospital. He didn’t care much for manning the Doll House but he had parachuted in before when Jen was in a jam. 

“How’s Kaitlin?” 

“She’s shaken up but she’s okay.” Jen joined him at the counter and looked over the numbers on the screen of the laptop. “Not bad for a Thursday night.” 

“There was a steady flow of people after you left,” Adam said. “I did my best to keep up but I might have lost a few sales.”

“What do you mean?” 

“There was a lot of women trying on dresses and asking me what I thought. I told them they all looked great in everything.”

Jen laughed. “Being too diplomatic?”

“Like I’m gonna tell a woman she doesn’t look good in something? I learned the hard way just to say everything looks nice.” 

“You better not mean me, mister.” She swatted his arm playfully. “You do bring in the ladies when you fill in. Maybe you should pinch hit more often?” 

“And have you as a boss? Like that wouldn’t spell disaster.” He kissed her cheek and came around the desk. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” 

The bell over the door jingled. A group of men filed into the shop. 

“We’re closed, guys,” Adam called out. “Sorry.” 

There were four of them and when they moved in, both Adam and Jen startled at their appearance. All of them were decked out in black-and-white face paint. 

“What the hell?” said Jen. 

There was a hostile energy to their swagger. Clearly, these men were not here to shop. 

Adam stepped out, putting himself between the men and his girlfriend behind the counter. “Can I help you?”

“I hope so,” said one of the men. “We’re looking for a friend of ours. English dude named Gantry.” 

“Never heard of him,” answered Adam

It took a moment before the name registered with Jen. They meant Billie’s friend. He had been here once. She was about to speak up when all hell broke loose. 

“Wrong answer,” said one man. Two of the others sprang at Adam, pummelling him with fists until he went down. Then they laid into him with their boots. 

Jen shrieked at them to stop but her voice cut short when she saw one of them flick open an old cigarette lighter and set fire to a dress on the rack. 

 

~

 

The stain on the ceiling tile had become a Rorschach test, its mottled pattern of discolouration morphing into different images every time Kaitlin looked at the hateful blemish. So far she had envisioned an elephant, a sailboat and a troll’s face within its pattern from staring at it so long. This time, squinting at it in the dim light, she was trying to picture antlers but the sound of the door clicking open broke her concentration. Her pulse ticked up. “Who’s there?”

“Just me.” Billie slipped into the room, closing the door behind her. “Did I wake you?”

“I don’t sleep anymore,” Kaitlin said. “Or I’m never fully awake.”

Billie leaned against the bed. “Do you want to be alone? I can scram.”

“No, please. Stay. I’m just sick of this place.” Kaitlin fiddled with the bed control, raising it into a sitting position. “It’s past visiting hours, isn’t it?”

Billie pulled the chair close. “I snuck in. I wanted some company.”

“What’s going on?” 

“I just didn’t feel like being alone right now,” Billie said, dismissing it. “Are you okay? Can I get you anything?” 

“You can stop fussing over me.” Kaitlin narrowed her eyes at her friend as if trying to see through her. “But something’s troubling you. Tell me.” 

Billie’s first instinct was dismissive, to shrug off her own worries in light of the concerns of others. But she rebelled against her own nature, wanting to flush it out into the open. “Jen hates me.” 

“That’s not true.” 

“She blames me for all of this,” Billie said. “For what happened to you.”

“Well she’s wrong. And I’ll tell her so.” Kaitlin looked at the pulse monitor clasped to her finger. “You tried to warn me about it. But I didn’t listen.” 

Billie rubbed her hands together in a restless motion, like she was trying to warm them. Kaitlin watched her fidget in the chair. “You’re going to rub your hands raw like that, Billie. What’s really on your mind?”

“Mockler,” Billie said, exhaling his name like she’d been holding her breath. 

Kaitlin sat up straight. Her eyes brightened with delight. “Did something happen? When? How?” 

The smirk was impossible to stifle. Billie felt her cheeks run hot. “A couple days ago.” 

“Look at you blush. Details, Bee. I want details.” Kaitlin leaned in, starved for distraction, the juicier the better. “Did you go on a date or something?” 

“A date? No. We were out of town, looking into my mom’s case.” Billie let out a wistful sigh. “God, I’d kill for a date. A normal, plain-Jane date.”

“Wait a minute, he was with someone. What happened to her?”

“They broke up.” 

“Oh,” Kaitlin said. “When? Was it because of you?”

“She moved out a couple weeks ago.” Billie brushed her hair out of her eyes. “He said it didn’t have anything to do with me. But I’m not so sure.” 

“But they split before you hooked up? That’s all that matters. ” Kaitlin grinned and went on. “So what happened? What do you mean out-of-town?” 

“Poole. Where I grew up. We were stuck overnight.”

“By stuck, you mean you ‘arranged’ to be stuck?”

“No! It just happened.” 

“That means he arranged it,” Kaitlin declared. “So you did it? You dirty dog. So? How was it?”

“Stop,” Billie protested. 

“Oh come on. Spill.” 

Her cheeks hurt from smirking too much. “It was good. Great. Mind you, it had been a while, so even if it was bad, it would have been good.” Billie covered her mouth. “It was kinda surreal.” 

“You were hammered?” 

“No. It just seemed unreal. I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like I’d thought about it so many times before, picturing it, wondering who would kiss who first. Stuff like that. But in the moment, I couldn’t quite believe it was happening. I was kinda shy too. You know?” 

“Everybody’s shy the first time. That’s normal.” Kaitlin reached out to playfully swat her friend’s knee. “Look at you blushing and all. I’m happy for you, Bee. I truly am. You deserve to have someone good to love you.” 

The sincerity of it took Billie by surprise and her eyes welled up out of the blue. 

“Ahh, sweetheart don’t cry,” Kaitlin consoled. “It’s a good thing. You’ve liked him for a while, haven’t you?”

“Silly, huh?” Billie wiped her eyes, feeling foolish at the sudden tears. “It’s just, we’ve barely had a chance to talk. Everything’s been so crazy.”

“Where is he?”

“Still out at the church ruins. Helping the forensic guys bring up mom. I don’t know when he’ll be done.”

Kaitlin smiled. “You miss him?”

“Yup.” 

“We should celebrate. God, I want to get out of this stupid hospital.” 

Billie sat up. “Have they said when you can go home?”

“Maybe soon. They said I’m healing well.” 

“Will Kyle look after you or are you staying with your folks? You can stay with me if you want.”

“Kyle’s promised to take care of me. He’ll have to contend with my mom the whole time. That might get ugly.” 

A shrill noise rang out. Billie’s phone. “Shoot. I meant to silence this.” When she dug it out, a smile beamed across her face when she saw the caller display. 

“It’s him, isn’t it?” asked Kaitlin. 

“Yeah,” Billie said, answering it. 

Kaitlin shooed her away. “Go talk. I’ll wait here.” 

“Hi,” she said, slipping out to the hallway. She wondered if he could tell she was smiling. “Where are you?”

“I’m still here,” Mockler said on the other end. “These things take a while. You all right?”

“Yeah. Visiting Kaitlin.” Billie paced the floor. “I miss you.” 

There was a pause on the other end. Then he replied. “You do?” 

“No, I’m lying,” she smirked. “Of course. It’s good to hear your voice. When are you coming home?”

“If we’re lucky, we’ll be done before sunrise.” 

“You must be exhausted,” she said. 

“I’m feeling it.”

“You should come over when you get back. You can sleep at my place. Then I can, you know, make you breakfast or something.” 

A tiny laugh on his end. “I have a bed of my own, you know. A whole empty house, in fact.” 

“Of course,” she stammered, backpedaling. “I mean, you don’t have to or anything. I just thought, you know. Never mind.”

“Easy tiger. I just meant I’ll need a change of clothes. I’m covered in muck.” There was a pause. “You know, you could always come to my house.”

His house, she considered. Which used to be their house. The one he shared with Christina. “Maybe,” she said, being polite.

“Listen,” Mockler said, his tone shifting. “Have you heard from your friend with the shop on James? Jan?”

“Jen,” she corrected. “No. Why?” 

“Something came over the radio. I missed most of it but I thought the dispatcher said her address. You might want to check on her.” 

“Oh. Was it bad?”

“A break and enter. But I missed part of it. I’m trying to get dispatch on the horn to confirm.” 

“Okay,” Billie said. “I’ll call her.” 

“I need to get back,” he said. “I’ll call when I’m heading home.” 

“Okay,” Billie said. She began fretting about how to say goodbye. Should she say more or not? Was an endearment too much? “Well. Bye.”

“Stay outta trouble, kid.” The call ended. 

Kid? 

What the hell did “kid” mean? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 25

 

THE DOLL HOUSE WAS trashed. The racks were overturned, garments scattered everywhere. The picture window in the door lay shattered over the sidewalk. A single police cruiser on the scene, its cherry lights revolving slowly. Adam sat on the pew, pressing an ice pack to his face. Jen was seated on the floor with her knees tucked into her chin and her arms clutched around her shins. A police officer knelt beside her, asking her questions but without getting a response. 

From where Billie stood, she couldn’t tell if Jen was hurt or not. 

When neither Jen nor Adam had answered their phones, she had rushed over to James Street in a cab. Her stomach dropped through the floor when she saw the flashing lights of the police cruiser. With both uniformed officers busy, there was no one to stop her from rushing inside. 

“Jen?” she called. Her shoes crunched over the broken glass as she ran to her side. “Jen, are you all right?” 

Jen didn’t move. Her head was tucked in, brow pressed against her knees and she didn’t look up when Billie spoke her name. The police officer rose up, already waving her back. “Stay outside please, miss.” 

“I’m her friend,” Billie spat, then she turned back to Jen. “Jen, look at me.” 

Jen seemed lost to the world, as if deaf. The officer escorted her away. “Outside, please.”

“What happened here?” 

“A group of men broke in and assaulted the shop owner and her boyfriend.” 

Adam rose from the bench, lowering the ice pack from his face. His left eye was swollen shut. “Get out of here, Billie.”

“Adam, who broke in?”

“Some creepy goons,” Adam snarled. “They were looking for you. And your piece of shit friend, Gantry!” 

She went numb, vaguely aware of the officer backing her out the door. What was he saying? Who would attack Jen and Adam looking for her? She caught a last glimpse of Jen before she was ejected from the shop. The look in her friend’s eyes held nothing but withering contempt. 

The officer walked her out to the street where he ordered her to stay unless told otherwise. Then he marched back inside, leaving Billie to stew on the sidewalk. 

“I’m sorry, Billie.”

Spinning around, she found Gantry watching from a few yards away. “Gantry?”

“This is my fault,” he said, coming alongside her. “The arseholes who did this were looking for me.”

“Why would they come here?”

“Because I’ve been sloppy.” He nodded at the broken window. “Are they hurt bad?”

“I don’t know. The cop threw me out.” She looked at him. “Who did this?” 

“Ever heard of Crypto Death Machine?”

Her brow furrowed. “Is that a movie?”

Gantry pulled something from his pocket and handed it to her. A photograph of a big man onstage screaming into a microphone. His face was obscured under lurid face-paint. She had seen his image before but couldn’t remember where. 

“That’s Crypto. He’s got a score to settle with me. And he’s got a few thousand hardcore fans ready to do anything he tells them to. Like trash someone’s shop.” 

She handed the photo back. “His fans did this? To find you?”

“They’re easy to spot.” He balled the picture up and threw it into the gutter. “They all wear the same retard clown make-up as his nibs here.” 

Billie looked back to the shop window. “Why is he after you?”

“I haven’t the foggiest. Doesn’t matter. Come with me.” He took her by the arm and led her away.

“I can’t leave now,” she protested. 

“The filth are here. Your mates are safe with them. Walk with me.” 

Billie chewed her lip but there was nothing she could do for Jen now. They walked south. The street appeared empty. 

“I need your help.”

“With what?” she asked. 

“Finding this dipshit for me. The sooner you locate him, the sooner I can rip his head off and shove it up his own jacksy.” 

Billie stopped and looked at him like he was crazy. Which, in fact, might be the case. “How am I going to find him?”

“Crypto Wank Machine likes to diddle with the occult. That makes him a bit of a sore thumb to anyone of the dead persuasion. All you have to do is ask, and they’ll lead us straight to him.” 

She took a step back, wanting no part of that scheme. “No.” 

“I’d do it meself, Billie, if I could. But you’re the one with the talent.” His Zippo clicked open, the smell of lighter fluid in the air. “Come on, luv. Open a channel. Before this arsehole targets anyone else you know.” 

 

 

The courtyard of the armoury was empty save for a few vehicles parked against the southern drill hall. Billie had wanted some privacy and both noticed the gates of the armoury were still open so they ducked through the fortress-like entrance to the quadrangle. Gantry took a step back to give the woman some room. 

Billie took a deep breath to calm her pulse and closed her eyes. Opening up to the other side was easier now, a simple matter of unlocking her heart to what lay beyond. When she opened her eyes, the dead were there. She spotted a dozen of them immediately on the street before her, drifting along the pavement or lingering in doorways. A few looked down from the windows above. All of them swivelled their heads in her direction the moment she opened up, as if a bell had been rung. 

The first to reach her was a woman in a nurse’s uniform. Dark foam dribbled from her lips, staining the white tunic she wore. The second was a man who appeared to be twisted in half at the spine, shambling toward her in a weird trot. A child appeared next. His clothes were soaking wet and he was dragging an empty dog leash in one hand. Then a soldier from the armoury, sporting the colours of the Argyll Highlander regiment.

Gantry blew smoke into the night air, noting how she stiffened up. “Are they here?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me what you see.” 

“A suicide,” Billie said, her voice low. “By poison. A terrible car accident. A boy that drowned and a soldier. I can’t tell how he died.” 

“Will any of them talk to you?”

“They’re all talking. Telling me how they died or who hurt them or how unfair their death was.” Her hands were restless, rubbing over one another like she was trying to warm them. “None of them will listen to me.” 

“Are there anymore or is that it?” 

“Oh there’s more,” she said. “A lot more. I’m drawing quite a crowd now.” 

Gantry shuddered as a cold wave passed through him and he knew the dead were close. All he saw was Billie standing alone in the courtyard of the fortress but the drop in temperature hinted at what was out there. 

“A hanging. A fall from a tower. Another drowning.” Billie went on, cataloguing the death of the spirits around her. “They’re all so angry and bitter.” 

“Is there anyone who’ll talk?”

“I’m looking,” she said curtly. 

Gantry felt a bump against his arm and a nudge to his back. The dead didn’t like him very much, which was fine by him but if this took much longer, he feared being swarmed by a mob of contentious dead. 

“I think I found someone,” she said. 

“Mazel tov,” Gantry groaned impatiently. “What’d this one die of?”

“Gunshot to the face,” she replied. “His own hand. He said he wanted to be like his hero.”

Gantry flicked his cigarette away. “That’s what we’re looking for. Ask him if knows Crypto or his arsehole goon squad.”

“He does. He said he’ll bring us to him.” 

“Oh?” Gantry’s brow arced in surprise. “That was dead easy. This one’s a real Casper-the-friendly-spook type, yeah?”

“It’s rare. For me anyway.” Billie strode for the gates, waving at Gantry to follow. “Come on.”

“Why’s this one being so helpful?” 

She didn’t answer but a smirk had broken out over her face.

“What?” 

Billie leaned close to whisper. “He said he thinks I’m pretty.”

“The lad has taste,” Gantry said as he followed the woman who followed the boy only she could see. 

 

It was less than four blocks away, at the back end of a grubby looking building. There was no sign but the music thundering from beyond the plain door marked the place as a club of some kind. 

“He’s here,” Billie said. “Inside.” 

Gantry studied the building for a moment. “Ask him how many people are in there.” 

“He said it’s packed. And most of the people inside are wearing that face-paint.” 

“Perfect.” Gantry marched for the door. “Thank your friend for me.” 

Billie caught his arm. “Whoa. You’re not going in there?”

“I didn’t come for the view. It’s time to lay the boots to the little turd.” He shook his arm free. “Better clear off, luv. It’s bound to get messy.”

“You can’t go in there alone.” 

He flashed his cockiest grin at her. “You haven’t seen your uncle Johnny in action, have you?”

“I’ve seen you get your ass kicked by a ghost.”

“Not the same thing,” he dismissed. “These arseholes are still breathing. Piece of cake.” 

“Gantry, wait.”

“Toodles, Billie!” Gantry hollered back as he yanked open the door and disappeared inside. 

“Idiot,” Billie fumed, stranded in the gravel lot. 

 

~

 

Billie didn’t see the man watching her. She wasn’t supposed to. If there was one talent Tapeworm possessed, it was sticking to the shadows. Hunkered behind a low fence, he had observed the whole exchange with interest. His cell phone was a crappy relic but it worked. He dialled through to the police officer that he occasionally traded information with. 

“Odinbeck,” came the reply from the phone. 

It wasn’t the voice that Tapeworm expected to hear. “Where’s Mockler?”

“Busy. What can I help you with?”

“I need to speak to him,” Tapeworm hissed. “Something he’ll want to know.”

“You can talk to me,” said the man who identified himself as Odinbeck. “I’m his partner.”

“But I don’t know you.” 

“The name’s Odinbeck. I vote Conservative but I dress left. There, now you know me. Talk.” 

Tapeworm frowned. “I got tabs on someone Mockler’s after. An English fucker named Gantry.” 

There was a pause on the other end. Then, “Don’t move. Give me your twenty. I’ll be there in five minutes.”

“But—” the police informant protested.

“I’ll make it worth your while, don’t worry,” Detective Odinbeck barked. “Just stay put.” 

 

~

 

The club was a riot of noise, voices shouting to be heard over the drone of death metal, but then the chatter began to die down. Like a wave rolling across the crowd, a hush fell over the room as tongues stopped wagging and jaws dropped open as John Gantry made his way through the thick of it. 

He snatched someone’s beer from a table and stopped to guzzle it dry. Then he tossed the bottle away, smiled at all the snarling faces before him and stole someone else’s beer and carried on. The club-goers groused and sneered but no one stood in his way, the crowd parting before him in some monstrous imitation of the Red Sea before Moses. The crowd sidled this way and stepped that way until a cleared path led Gantry to the man he was looking for. Someone inside the club had the foresight to cut the music. 

Crypto Death Machine sat sprawled on some poor man’s version of a throne, his leg thrown casually over one arm of it while women in face-paint knelt at his feet. The whole lurid diorama, thought Gantry, resembled a Frazetta painting come to life. 

The death metal star tilted his head to one side at the sight of the newcomer, like a dog hearing a strange sound. Then he leaned forward, propping one muscled arm on his knee like some debauched king. Whether the man was smiling or scowling was impossible to discern. The gauze dressing over his face hid his features like a mask and muffled his baritone voice.

“John. Fucking. Gantry.” 

“Hullo Stanley,” smiled Gantry. “You’ve got some explaining to do, mate.” 

“We’ve been looking high and low for you,” Crypto rumbled. “And here you just waltz in to my house. I guess that’s meant to intimidate me?” 

“Nah. Just cutting to the chase.” Gantry nodded at the painted goons surrounding him. “Your clowns have been running wild. I just want to know why before I send your sorry arse to Hell.” 

Crypto waved a hand before him. “For this very reason. To flush you out of hiding. So you can be punished for your betrayal and attempt to kill me.” 

Gantry sighed, his patience blown in. “Let’s stick with cutting to the chase, yeah? What are you on about?”

“The gun you sold me. The one you rigged to explode when used.” Crypto rose from his makeshift throne and peeled back the gauze from his face. “Your attempt to kill me failed. But you did this.” 

The dressing fell to the floor. A few gasps could be heard at the sight of the man’s face. The skin had been shredded from the jaw to the left eye, a raw slash where the muscles shone wetly. Half of his lips had been destroyed, leaving only the man’s teeth and gums exposed to the elements. Jags of shredded skin flapped loose and wet. It was ghastly. The silence in the room deepened as all took in the catastrophe that was Crypto Death Machine’s face. 

Gantry burst with laughter. “The gun? You stupid twat! You tried to shoot someone with it, didn’t you?” 

“Don’t,” Crypto warned, “Fucking. Laugh.” 

Gantry’s laughter echoed through the room. No one else in the room saw the humour in it. “What did you expect, you fucking prat? Pulling the trigger on a haunted gun?” 

The weapon in question was a standard issue Browning 1911 pistol, used once by the Reverend Jim Jones to deliver a bullet into his own head after orchestrating the largest mass suicide in history. To say the gun was haunted was putting it mildly. 

“You rigged it to explode,” the musician snarled. “You destroyed my face.” 

“I’m surprised it didn’t take your head clean off,” Gantry said. “No matter. I’ve come to finish the job.” 

“Big talk for one skinny Englishman.” Crypto spat onto the floor and reached for something on his belt. A large knife. “We’re just gonna even things up here a little. A nip and a tuck with the blade, and you’ll look just like me.” 

The legion of Crypto fans had closed in, surrounding Gantry. When their idol nodded, they sprang. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 26

 

STANDING IN THE GRAVEL lot, Billie cursed Gantry’s name. 

She had meant to walk away, to leave the braggart to his own foolish end but found herself lingering in the alley all the same. What did he hope to accomplish by walking into a room full of enemies? Realizing she couldn’t just leave him, she cursed his name a second time and fretted over what to do. It wasn’t like she would be much help against a club full of crazed Crypto fans. 

She scanned the lot around her. “Hey,” she said. “Are you still here?”

The young man with the gunshot wound to his face emerged from behind a dumpster. It was difficult to pinpoint his age with his face destroyed but he looked barely out of his teens. His flannel shirt was stained black with blood and his one remaining eye watched her. 

“What’s your name?” she asked. 

He told her his name. Daniel.

“My friend, the idiot?” she said. “He just walked into trouble and I don’t know how to get him out. Will you help me?”

A ruined flap of tissue twitched near his mouth. Gory to behold but Billie realized the young man was trying to smile. She took that for a yes and marched for the door. “Come on.” 

She felt a tingling chill on her fingers. Looking down, she saw that Daniel was trying to hold her hand. She wondered if the dead boy thought they were on a date. Then she wondered if life could get any stranger than it already was. 

Slipping through the door, she was assaulted by a din of voices shouting and cursing and pleading. There were bodies collapsed everywhere, moaning and rolling around as if thrown about the room. Down in the dance floor was a mosh pit of more writhing bodies, the painted faces of the worshippers all struggling and pushing and fighting like a rugby scrum. 

And Gantry caught in the middle of it all, his face bruised and his knuckles bloodied. Had she expected anything different? 

Billie turned to the boy named Daniel. “Can you help him?”

The boy’s ruined face twitched once in what passed for a grin before he marched into the thick of the scrum. The goons folded like cards, dropping to the floor as the dead boy cut through them all. 

Crypto roared out a primal cry as he watched his worshippers tumble away, cut down by some force invisible to him. Raising the heavy blade over his head, he dove at John Gantry, tackling him to the ground. 

Billie lost sight of both men in the tangle of bodies on the floor. She charged in as the gunshot ghost continued to mow down the goons one after another. The painted faces cried out in horror and they curled into tight balls as the marrow in their spines was frozen by an unearthly chill. Billie had to step over them to find Gantry, calling out his name as she waded into the fray. 

The Englishman sprang up from the mayhem and staggered back. His left hand had been slashed badly and blood dribbled freely from his fingertips. He didn’t respond to her bellowing his name. Gasping heavily, his eyes were locked on something at his feet. 

Crypto Death Machine lay on the floor, rolling back and forth and mewling in agony. The knife he’d meant to carve Gantry’s face with was skewered into his crotch and his jeans were turning dark with blood loss. 

A few last worshippers were still upright and one of these rushed to his idol’s side. Gantry snatched the young man by the collar and hurled him away. “Leave him!” he snarled, rabid with adrenalin. “Let the fucker bleed out!” 

“Gantry,” Billie barked, grabbing him by the arm. “We have to get out of here!” 

He snapped and pushed her away. The manic fever in his eyes softened when he saw who he shoved aside. “Billie?” 

“Come on!” 

There was some fight left in the ragged mob, a few howls of rage at their downed idol as he twisted and whimpered, holding his bleeding tackle in both hands. A chair swung overhead and crashed over Gantry’s head. Billie scrambled to him but something close to a freight train slammed her sideways and hurled her across the floor. 

Tumbling hard into the wall, she rose up on one elbow but her vision was blurry from the impact. There were new sounds raising a racket inside the dark club. A door bursting open and voices barking two simple statements over and over again. 

Police. Get down. 

The chaos had become general. The police rushing in, the few worshippers able to run doing just that. Billie scrambled away, hoping to leg it fast just like the others. She caught sight of one plainclothes officer and recognized him as Mockler’s partner, Detective Odinbeck. 

Odinbeck barked something she couldn’t make out as he rushed one particular body among all the rest on the floor around him. She watched helplessly as the portly detective slapped handcuffs over the wrists of an unconscious John Gantry. 

Scrambling into the darkness to find a way out, she heard Odinbeck give out a holler at one of the other officers on the scene. “Somebody call Mockler! He ain’t gonna believe who we scooped up!” 

 

~

 

Signing a vehicle out of the motor pool the day before, Mockler had gotten lucky and nabbed one of the few unmarked Chargers left. With the Hemi V8 roaring under the hood, he gunned the vehicle back to Hamilton in record time. It was dangerous not only because of the speed but because his mind was not on the road. He was still trying to comprehend Odinbeck’s call. 

How the hell did Gantry get arrested? Odinbeck’s info was straightforward. A tip came in from their slimy little friend Tapeworm, Odinbeck led a small unit to an underground club where they found what looked like a war zone and there among the fallen bodies was one John Herod Gantry, murder suspect. The suspect was still unconscious and yet to be questioned. 

He had started to worry when he couldn’t get Billie on the phone. After his fourth attempt, a text popped up from her, stating that she would meet him at his place. It did little to quell his worries and his foot pressed down on the accelerator. 

She was sitting on his front porch when he rumbled into his driveway. Her bike was leaning up against the rail, Billie herself sitting on the broken wicker chair under the bare bulb of porch light. She didn’t look well. 

Scrambling out of the car, he expected her to rise and meet him halfway in an embrace or at least a quick peck but neither came. Billie remained hunched forward with her elbows on her knees, staring into the dying grass of his lawn. 

“Hey.” He spoke softly and approached warily. “Look at me.” 

Her eyes wheeled up slowly, glassy and rimmed red. 

“Are you hurt?”

“No.” 

“Do you know that Gantry was arrested?”

“Yes. I saw it.”

“What happened?” 

“Do you believe in bad luck?”

“No,” he said. 

Her gaze broke from his and drifted back to the dead grass. “Someone told me once that I was a jinx. I’m starting to believe them. So, maybe you should get out now before something bad happens to you too.” 

He tilted back a little, as if too near-sighted to see her properly. “Who told you that?”

She didn’t answer. 

“It was your mom, wasn’t it?” 

Again she didn’t answer but her twitch gave her away. A car drove past, its headlights arcing and fading back into the night. 

“Don’t do that to yourself,” he said. “Gantry’s arrest had nothing to do with you.”

“It’s not just Gantry,” she rejoined, a bite to her tone. “Jen got hurt. Her shop was destroyed.” 

“I heard. Listen to me. Gantry was arrested because he’s a suspect in two murders. The goons who trashed your friend’s place were looking for him. None of that was your fault.” 

Billie’s shoulders drooped, as if suddenly overcome with fatigue. “I couldn’t help Jen. Or Gantry. I just ran. Like a scared little kid.” 

“Getting arrested along with Gantry wouldn’t help anyone.” Mockler got to his feet and took her by the hand. “Come on inside. Tell me how it happened.” 

 

 

They sat in the kitchen. The house was half-emptied and left in a shambles like he’d been robbed. Billie warmed her hands around a mug of tea as she unpacked the details of the last twelve hours. Mockler sat quiet, interrupting only to clarify a point here and there. When she finished her tale, he smirked and said, “I take it back. You are a jinx after all.”

She kicked his foot. “Shut up.” She set her mug down on the floor and rubbed her eyes. “Can you get Gantry out?”

“He’s still a murder suspect.” 

“But he didn’t kill those women,” she said. “I thought you believed him?”

“We put aside our differences to find your mom’s remains. But I’ve been after him for almost two years now on a murder charge. I need to hear it from him.”

Billie stewed over it. “What if he can’t prove he didn’t do it? What happens to him then?”

“Then he’s going to jail pending trial, like everybody else. I can’t just spring him out of there.” Mockler exhaled at the predicament. “Maybe he knows a good lawyer.” 

They rose slowly to their feet. Mockler gathered the mugs and placed them in the sink. “I need to get to the station. Do you want a lift home?”

“I have my bike.” 

“You’re welcome to stay here if you want.”

Billie looked over the bare kitchen. “It’s kind of depressing.”

“I know,” he agreed. 

The clock on the wall ticked loudly in the spartan room. Billie leaned her hip against the counter. “We haven’t even talked about, well, you know.” 

“I’m sorry, I don’t know what you’re referring to.”

She punched his arm. “Stop it.”

He smirked and then she did the same. 

“You’re mean.”

His hands went up in mock surrender. “Okay. What do you want to talk about?”

She blinked. “I have no idea. I guess I just want to acknowledge it.” She felt herself chewing her lip again and stopped. “Was it just a fluke, what happened? Or…”

“It wasn’t a fluke,” he said. “Not for me anyway.”

“Good. Me neither.” Her eyes darted up to his. “Can we stop talking for a bit?”

“Yes.”

Billie’s grin went wide and she took hold of the lapel of his jacket and pulled him close. 

 

~

 

The fact that Detective Odinbeck was being congratulated for taking down a wanted criminal irked Mockler to no end when he arrived at the homicide bullpen inside Division One. It was petty of him and he knew that but it stung all the same. It should have been his bust, plain and simple. Billie’s words about bad luck drifted back momentarily. Maybe it was just Gantry. The man reeked of bad luck. He seemed to have a knack for deflecting it from himself and onto others. 

Odinbeck, thumped on the back by yet another officer, looked pleased as punch with himself. Mockler swallowed his pride and shook his hand. “Nice work, Odin.”

“Hey man,” Odinbeck said. “That was dumb luck on my part. That was meant to be your bust.” 

“Doesn’t matter. You nailed him, that’s the important thing.” 

Odinbeck shrugged. “Maybe. Tapeworm called for you. If you’d been here, you woulda caught it.” 

“Where is he?”

“In the box.” Odinbeck led the way down the corridor to the row of interview rooms. A bank of monitors were set up, only one of which was live. On the screen, Mockler saw the video image of a lanky man hunched over a chair. He appeared to be sleeping.

“Have you questioned him yet?”

“I tried,” Odinbeck said. “He said he’d only talk to you.”

Mockler squinted at the grainy image. “Is he banged up?”

“He took a beating in that club, that’s for sure.”

“What about the rock musician guy with the make-up? What was his name?”

Odinbeck consulted his notebook. “Stanley Gottferb, AKA Crypto Death Machine.” 

“Ah. And where’s Crypto now?” 

“The morgue.” 

“Let’s hope mister Death Machine is comfortable there.” Mockler stepped toward the door and reached for the knob. He took a breath. “Okay. Here goes nothing.” 

The room was small, containing only a table and two chairs. The white walls and fluorescent lighting gave the room a sterile institutional feel that worked to numb a suspect into compliance after a few hours of stewing alone within it. It was difficult to tell if it was working on its current occupant. John Gantry sat sprawled over the table with his head down, as if asleep. 

Mockler closed the door behind him and sat down in the empty chair. Setting aside the paper cup of water he held, the detective looked at the suspect across the table. He had worked toward this moment for almost two years, the chance to interrogate this slippery Brit for the gruesome murder of a Jane Doe in an abandoned tenement. Now he simply felt sick at the prospect. Everything had turned upside down within the last few days, the lines blurring between allegiances and questions of right and wrong. 

The fact that the suspect continued to nap was irksome. “Sit up, Gantry,” Mockler said. 

The suspect straightened up. The shiner under his right eye was purple, the cut on his lip a deep red. “Alright, detective?”

Mockler took out a notepad and pen and laid these on the table. He had no intention of using them but the videocamera glared down at them from above and he had to make a pretence of following procedure. He nodded at the man’s bruises. “That looks like it hurts.”

“It does.” 

“It’s too bad,” Mockler said. “I was hoping to turn off the camera for a minute and get in a few rounds myself before we got into the questions.” 

Gantry smiled. “It must gall you to no end that your chubby mate made the arrest and not you, eh? Your mates have been congratulating him all day.” 

The detective leaned back in the chair. “I ought to wring your neck for taking Billie into that place.”

“Then turn off the camera. We’ll go a round or two.” Gantry loosened his collar. “Where is Crypto now?”

“Stanley Gottferb? He’s in the morgue.”

Gantry smiled. “Ah. So the day hasn’t been a complete waste.” 

“What was that about? Settling an old score?” 

“A deal gone sour. Ol’ Crypto thought I’d cheated him. I hadn’t, in case you’re wondering. Turns out Crypto was just an idiot.” 

“What was the deal?”

Gantry touched his lip, blood appearing on his fingertip. “Crypto wanted a certain occult item I was able to obtain. A simple trade.”

“And what did you get out of the deal?” Mockler asked. He picked up the pen. 

“A favour, to be called in when needed. Crypto may have been a complete twat but he had thousands of fans willing to do what he asked. A network like that is priceless.” Gantry shrugged. “I didn’t get a chance to call it in.” 

Mockler laid the pen back down. “What do you mean by ‘network’? Kids to do your dirty work?” 

“More like an early warning system really. See, his particular fan-base are keyed into the same area I tread. Eyes and ears, for anything coming down the occult pipeline.” 

“I see,” the detective sighed, too exhausted to hear more of the man’s lunacy. “And what’s coming down the pipeline?”

“Hell, of course. Straight for us.” 

“Us or you?”

Gantry chuckled at that. “Well, yours truly, I suppose. Once I’m gone well, it’ll be the rest of you.” 

Mockler scribbled something in the notebook. “These fans of Gottferb. Are they a danger to Billie? Will they come looking for revenge?” 

“Not likely. Their idol’s been wasted. They’ll just herd to some other empty rock star to worship.” Gantry loosened his tie again and shifted restlessly in his seat. His fingers drummed nervously along the table top. “You don’t smoke, do you?” 

“No.”

“That’s a shame.”

Mockler couldn’t resist the sneer stretching across his face. “You having a nic fit?”

“Confiscating a bloke’s fags? That’s just inhumane, you ask me.” 

“Just policy. No smoking in the work place.”

“Aye, policy,” Gantry spat with no uncertain venom. “God knows we must cling to our policy, don’t we? Without policy, there would be anarchy. Christ. And don’t you look so bloody smug.” 

Mockler stifled his mood and got back to business. “So. Tell me about the woman you murdered.” 

“We’re really gonna go through all that?” The muscles in Gantry’s jaw flexed. “Here, put this down for the record: It wasn’t me, mate.” 

“Prove it,” Mockler said. “We’ve been at each other’s throats for almost two years, Gantry. I want the truth.” 

“No, detective. You don’t.” 

Mockler reached into a pocket and tossed something onto the table. A crumpled pack of cancer sticks. The lighter bounced over the surface and Gantry caught it before it skidded off the end. 

“Tell me about the dead woman I found you with,” Mockler said. “And the one before that. The woman in England. Your wife, Ellen.”

“Ellie,” Gantry corrected, already lighting up. 

Mockler watched the man across the table carefully. “Ellie. Start with her. How long were you married?”

“Two years? No, three.” Gantry muttered, hauling so hard on the cigarette that the glowing end crackled. “Most of that spent apart.” 

“Apart? Why? Did she wise up to the fact that she married an asshole?”

Gantry nodded. “Pretty much. You know how it is when you’re with someone. Someone special? You put your best face forward. Try and change to become something better and hide all the nasty shite that slithers around inside. Well, I made a go of it but what’s bred in the bone will out in the flesh.” 

“You could only hide it for so long?” Mockler meant for his tone to be searing but it didn’t come out that way. “Your true nature leaked out.”

“It did.” He tipped the ash of the cigarette into the paper cup. There was a tiny hiss. “But it was more than that. I was up to my eyeballs in dodgy shite. Ellie paid the price for my mistakes.” 

“What does that mean?”

Gantry smoked the stick down to the filter. “You know the world I travel in, Mockler. You’ve seen enough of it, haven’t you? With Billie? Well there’s a price to pay. It’s like a rule of three. Tinker with the supernatural for your own ends, it lashes back at you thrice as hard.

“I was younger and arrogant. I’d conjured up something real nasty, you see. I’d wanted revenge on someone and the thing I dredged up was a real piece of work. A lesser deacon of Hell, so to speak. Spiteful bastard too.”

Mockler remained stone, offering up no reaction to the man’s words. He jotted into the notebook again. 

“I know, I know,” said Gantry. “It’s sounds insane but there you are. Anyway, this spiteful bastard, he wasn’t without a sense of tragic irony. Once he’d done what I asked, he didn’t come after me. Oh no. That would have been too pedestrian for him. He went after Ellie.” 

“I see,” Mockler said, game face still on. “And this thing killed your wife? Does it have a name?”

“Several. None of which are safe to utter here.” Gantry dropped the cigarette butt into the cup and reached for another. “You ever seen a demonic possession, detective?” 

“I’ve seen The Exorcist. Twice.”

Gantry smiled. “Then you haven’t seen possession. You’ve seen the soft-core version of it. This thing, it did terrible things to Ellie. I didn’t know a human body could snap and twist the way she did. I tried to exorcise the bastard out of her but, well, that blew up in my face.” 

Mockler watched Gantry’s eyes glaze over in an awful way. His mouth twitched, as if seeing some horror known only to himself. The suspect’s eyes welled up instantly and a tear dribbled down his bruised eye but Gantry made no move to wipe it away. 

He cleared his throat. “So. This thing killed her?” 

“Yes. Then it fled. I went after it, following it to Norway, where there was an outbreak of occult violence. Then I followed it here to the New World. Steeltown of the north. Hamilton. It found another victim.” Gantry looked up to meet the detective’s glare. “Did you ever identify the woman it killed here in town? The one you found me with?” 

This time it was the detective who turned his eyes away. He shook his head in the negative. The victim in question was partially burned, with no clothing and no identification. She remained a Jane Doe. 

“Jot this down,” Gantry said, wagging his chin at the notepad on the table. “Mercedes Rhul. She has family down in Buffalo. It took hold of her. I tracked Mercy down to that abandoned tenement and tried to cast the fucker out. I failed. Again. It tore her up and set fire to her. That’s when you barged in. The rest, you know.” 

Neither man spoke after that, caught up in some mad game of brinkmanship over the truth. 

Gantry rubbed his eyes and then hunched over the table on his elbows. He looked old all of a sudden and Mockler realized that he had no idea what Gantry’s true age was. He had assumed the man was not much older than himself but in the harsh light of the interview room, John Gantry seemed much older, like he had aged rapidly in the last day or so. 

Gantry rolled his gaze up slowly, the broken blood vessels in his right eye rendering him a slightly deranged look. “I need to get out of here, Mockler.” 

Mockler blinked at the baldness of what the man was asking. “My hands are tied.” 

“We still have a problem,” Gantry said. “The Bourdain woman. She’s still a threat. Billie’s in danger.” 

“Billie? I thought Kaitlin was the one in danger.”

“She is. Or she was. I don’t know. I haven’t twigged what that witch is after.” Gantry leaned back in the chair. “Better keep an eye on Billie all the same.”

“I aim to.” Mockler closed the notebook and rose from the chair, ending the interview. He reached for the door. 

“Oy,” Gantry said. “What’s the date today?”

Mockler had to think about it. “The thirtieth. Why?”

“Tomorrow is All Hallow’s.” Gantry’s face flattened as he spoke. 

“And? Did you have plans to go trick-or-treating?”

“Keep your eyes open, mate. If the Bourdain woman is going to pull something, it’ll be tomorrow.” 

Mockler stopped. He considered himself to be a patient man. He had to be. The job required that trait but the amount of spooky nonsense he’d been through in the last while was enough to strain it. He looked at the suspect. “Halloween? Are you fucking kidding me?”

“High holiday, sonny Jim. The one night of the year when the spookshow gets to run riot. So yeah, I’d keep your eyes open.” 

Mockler didn’t bother to reply. He left the room and stepped back into the hallway where Odinbeck was waiting. 

“Quite the looney-tune, huh?” Odinbeck said. He nodded at the video monitor. “What do you want to do now, chief?”

Mockler exhaled. “Get the paperwork started. So we can charge this son-of-a-bitch with murder one.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 27

 

THE HOUSE WAS STILL HAUNTED. Not by ghosts or unexplained phenomena but the lingering phantom of a broken relationship. Remnants of a life made and then rent asunder, leaving fragments behind like the shrapnel from an explosion. 

Billie sat on the floor in Mockler’s kitchen, finishing her tea. Sticking around was a bad idea but the fatigue in her bones made her postpone the bike ride home and she stayed for a little while after Mockler left. Just to finish her tea, she’d told herself, but now, sitting on the floor and looking around, she wondered if she really just wanted to snoop. Or torture herself in some masochistic way. 

The state of Mockler’s home was sad and gloomy, ripped in half as it was. Christina had packed up her things and moved out but there was still a strong presence of her within the walls. That was to be expected. Everyone leaves a psychic imprint on their dwelling, no different  than coats of paint on a wall. Layers and layers of it, lending a secret history legible to those who can decipher them. Billie was getting better at decoding these imprints and this house hummed with the presence of the woman who used to live here. It was almost as if Christina was still here. 

It felt intimidating, this residual energy left behind. Tiny details told the tale of the couple who had lived here. A tube of lip gloss on the kitchen counter, a dried rose in a thin glass on the window sill, brittle as paper. A calendar on the wall next to the fridge, jotted in both his and her handwriting, appointments staled or never kept. The fridge door was a colourful jumble of paper held in place with magnets. Pictures, notices and fliers. The business card of a local handyman. A child’s drawing of a flower under a rainbow. Billie wondered where it had come from. A niece or nephew, the child of a close friend? 

The paper bits overlapped one another in a collage. Tucked under an old invoice was a photograph. Billie got up and slipped it out, causing a magnet to tumble to the floor. The photograph was a snap of Mockler and Christina sitting on the rocky shore of a lake. The forest surrounding them suggested northern Ontario. Cottage country. Both of them in bathing suits and wet hair, their smiles bright and warm. 

Self-doubt was something of a chronic illness for Billie, an affliction that nibbled at her insides her entire life. Looking at the snapshot caused it to flare up. Was this something she wanted with Ray now? A life together with weekend trips to a cottage and leisurely dips into a lake? Her things scattered with his, a calendar scribbled in both of their scripts? Was it even possible, given how strange their friendship had been so far? It had been nothing but murder and corpses and ghosts. How could that form the foundation for anything lasting?

Stop, she told herself, cutting short the interior dialogue that could quickly degenerate into a mental loop. She put the photograph back, securing it under another magnet in a spot where it would be seen. Mockler could deal with it or leave it there. It had nothing to do with her she decided and crossed to the front door. Standing in the doorway, she reached up and ran her fingers over the lintel until she found the spare key. She locked the door, replaced the key and went down the porch steps to retrieve her bicycle. 

The rumble of car tires made her turn around. A vehicle roared into the driveway, the headlights blinding her. Had Ray forgotten something? Was there some new crisis unfolding or maybe he just wanted more time with her? A cold snap of terror rippled through her at the idea that it might be Christina, coming back for something she had forgotten. Maybe the photograph on the refrigerator door? 

The car inched forward, angling the headlights out of her eyes and she blinked until her vision cleared. She heard the engine change intonation, slipping into a slow idle as the gear was set to park. 

The car looked all wrong. 

Billie blinked again, thinking the momentary blindness was playing tricks with her vision. A dusty black Camaro idled in the driveway before her. A vintage ‘81 model with a hood scoop like the one her estranged father used to drive. It looked exactly like the one she and Mockler had found hidden under branches in a ravine. That same car, she knew, was sitting in a police impound yard on the other side of town. Do cars have ghosts too? 

The sound of metal grinding against metal cut the air. And then the driver’s side door swung open and a figure climbed out. 

 

~

 

The despised water stain on the ceiling was gone. Kaitlin blinked her eyes at the clean ceiling tile, wondering if it had been replaced while she slept. It hadn’t. She was in a different room now. The police had her moved to a different floor after the two former ghost-hunters had tried to kill her. She tried to remember what floor she was on now but couldn’t. The room she was in was identical to the last one, with the exception of the clean ceiling tile. 

She touched her brow and was surprised to feel it beaded with sweat. She had woken with a start, feeling a sharp pain in her head. Fear fluttered in her belly, wondering if the awful woman from the Murder House was trying to reach her again. But that wasn’t it. The unusual pain had felt different, tinged with a sense of panic and confusion. Had it been just a bad dream? Lord knew she’d had enough of them since waking up in the hospital. 

Billie.

The pain had something to do with Billie. Kaitlin sat up and scrounged for the cord with the call-button. She had no idea how she knew this to be true but the pain that had awoken her was tied to Billie. Was she hurt? Was there some weird emphatic bond between them that allowed Kaitlin to feel her friend’s pain? A sudden and acute tangle of emotions rumbled quickly through her chest. Panic and confusion followed quickly by outright terror. It was baffling at first until Kaitlin realized that these feelings weren’t her own but Billie’s. They  rippled through her like an echo. Something was deeply wrong. 

Lifting the phone to the bed, she dialled Billie’s number. It rang and rang. Hanging up, she called Tammy’s cell, trying to quash her own rising panic as it rang down the line. 

“Hello?”

“Tammy? It’s Kaitlin. Is Billie with you?”

“Why would she be with me?” 

“Because she’s your friend, remember? Have you seen her?”

“Not in a couple days,” Tammy said. “Hey, how are you feeling?”

“I’m fine. Listen, I’m worried about Billie. Can you go to her place and make sure she’s okay?”

“Why are you worried about her? I’m sure she’s fine.”

“Will you just go check on her? I’m serious.”

There was a pause on Tammy’s end and Kaitlin’s patience dissolved. “What is it with you? And Jen? Why do you hate Billie?”

“I don’t hate her,” Tammy said in a low hush. 

“Then what is it? The two of you have been so awful to her.”

“It’s just,” Tammy started to say before her voice trailed off. There was a sigh and then, “She scares me. Okay?” 

“Scares you?” Kaitlin looked  at the receiver, as if she could see her friend’s expression in it. “That’s crazy. Billie would never do anything to you.”

“It’s not Billie herself,” Tammy said. “It’s the stuff around her. You know what I mean.” 

Kaitlin knew better than anyone what her friend meant. “Fair enough. Listen, please just check on her. Than call me back.”

Hanging up, she tapped her nails on the hard shell of the telephone and stewed over what to do next. She doubted she would have any better luck with Jen. Remembering something, she stretched out to retrieve a business card left on the night table and punched in the phone number printed there. She’d try Billie’s cop friend, Mockler. He’d know what to do. 

 

~

 

The Charger was due back in the motor pool hours ago but Mockler was glad he hadn’t turned it over just yet. It was fast and the growl of the engine was extremely gratifying when he kicked down on the accelerator and raced to Billie’s building. Kaitlin’s call had rattled him. He had tried her number but, like Kaitlin, hadn’t gotten through. That’s when fear began sweating to the surface. Screeching to a stop before Billie’s building, he jumped out and made for the door when something farther down the street caught his attention. 

A quartet of kids were skipping down the sidewalk, a parent following along behind them. The children were chattering excitedly and bursting with laughs and squeals. One was dressed as a pirate, another as a witch and two were superheroes. Trick-or-treaters traipsing from door to door. Remembering what Gantry had told him, he rushed inside and took the stairs two at a time. 

Her door was unlocked. Why did Billie never lock it when she left? He darted from room to room calling her name but the apartment was empty. He knew it would be. She didn’t have a landline so he couldn’t check to see if anyone had called. The place looked messy but that was normal for her. 

A noise rattled from the sink and he darted back into the kitchen but it remained empty. The mystery cat again. The one he’d heard rattle around the apartment but had yet to actually lay eyes on. Reconsidering, he reminded himself that this was Billie he was talking about, so there was a chance that whatever was rattling around her flat might not be a cat at all. 

Back in the Charger, he shot seven blocks west to the north quarter to the bar where Billie worked. No one there had seen nor heard from Billie in days. Returning to the car, he fired it up and doubled back and raced to his own house. The last place he had seen her. 

His pulse calmed by a degree when he pulled into his driveway and saw her bicycle still leaning up against the front porch. Billie was still here. He could think of only two reasons to explain the unanswered calls to her phone: she was sound asleep or she was ill. Both sounded so calmly rational that he marched quickly into his house rather than sprinting. 

“Billie!” 

His bark echoed through the untidy house. Now he broke into a sprint, checking every room, upstairs and down. Then the backyard. No sign of her. Stepping back onto the porch, he looked down at her bicycle as an icy tendril of panic frosted his insides. A ringing noise blurted up from somewhere. He descended the steps to track it down. 

Billie’s cell phone lay in a knot of wet clover, its screen lit up from the incoming call. Kaitlin’s name appeared on the display. He picked it up and let it ring until it stopped. By then, the cold panic had taken over. Dropping her phone into a pocket, he took out his own and dialled his partner’s number. 

“Mockler?” answered Detective Odinbeck. “Where are you?”

“Up to my eyeballs,” Mockler said. “Listen to me. Billie’s missing.”

“How long?” 

“Long enough. But I think I know where she is. Can you corral a patrol car for me?”

“Sure,” Odinbeck replied. “Where we going?”

“The house on Laguna Road.”

There was a pause. “You really think she’s there?”

“I know she is,” Mockler stated, marching back to the car. “Just get a unit and meet me at the Murder House.” 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 28

 

THE PATROL UNIT HAD gotten there first. Mockler rolled up the overgrown driveway of the house on Laguna Road to find the cruiser parked before the front entrance, two uniformed officers standing in the grass, watching the unmarked Charger pull up. He recognized both constables. 

“Walton,” he said to one as he climbed out of the vehicle. “Thanks for getting here so fast.”

“We were in the area,” Officer Walton replied. She looked up at the crumbling mansion. “What are we doing here?”

“Missing woman. I think she might be inside. Her name’s Billie Culpepper. Five foot, three. Dark hair.”

Officer Chen came around the cruiser to join them. “Culpepper? Isn’t she the spook you caught hell for employing on a case?”

“Same one,” the detective confirmed. “I have reason to believe she’s been abducted and brought here.”

A third vehicle turned into the long driveway and rumbled up before the house. Detective Odinbeck climbed out and stomped through the weeds toward them. “How did you guys beat me here?”

“We were on Hess when you called,” Walton replied. She turned and looked back at the house. They all did. “So what’s the plan?”

Mockler was already marching for the side entrance. “We work in pairs and search the premises top to bottom. You two start upstairs and work your way down. Odin and I will start in the cellar and meet you on the main floor.” 

Officers Walton and Chen nodded, flashlights already in hand. Detective Odinbeck swallowed hard, a sheen of sweat already beading his forehead. He looked at the younger detective. “I’m really starting to hate this place,” he said.

“That makes two of us,” Mockler replied. He tossed aside the mess of yellow tape and stepped inside. 

 

~

 

Gantry wanted to murder somebody. It didn’t matter who, he simply had a wicked urge to bludgeon someone’s skull against the floor. The nicotine fit was that bad. Smoking was prohibited inside the walls of the Hamilton-Wentworth Detention Centre, the prisoners allowed to smoke in a designated area of the yard once a day. It was positively inhumane, he concluded. 

Processed through a few hours before, Gantry’s clothes had been boxed away and he’d been issued prison scrubs and released into the common area of the facility where he looked the same as every other prisoner. Pegged as fresh meat, he had been eye-fucked by glares both menacing and contemptuous across the vast room where the benches and tables were bolted to the floor. 

“This is gonna be a laugh,” he muttered to himself. 

He clocked three men whom he knew by name but none of these men acknowledged his presence. Gantry guessed there was some unspoken protocol to freezing out the newbies before saying a word to them. Or it was just him. He had a habit of putting people off, which in these circumstances would either work in his favour or get him killed. 

“He’s pretty,” said a voice. 

Gantry sighed. The most prudent thing to do in this instant would be to ignore the voice but he couldn’t help himself and the nic withdrawal was grinding away what little sense of self-preservation he had left. He turned around. 

Three of them, leaning against a rail and eyeing him from crown to toe. There were big men with thick arms and shaved heads and the obligatory tattoos. They were almost too cliched to be taken seriously. 

One of them leered at him, his wide grin stretching his features in a way that suggested an upright ape. “He might have some fight in him.”

“Good,” said another man. His thick neck was ringed by a tattoo of a snake, its forked tongue stretching up his left cheek. “Makes it more sporting if they fight back. That last one just lay down and gave in.” 

The third man simply grunted, cupping his crotch with one hand. 

Gantry nodded a hello to the three men. “You ladies the welcome wagon then?”

“Ooh,” grinned the one Gantry had tagged as Ape. “He’s got an accent.”

“English,” said Snake. He broke into an exaggerated accent. “Fancy a cup of tea, luv?”

“Aye,” Gantry said. “Milk and sugar if you would please, Tinkerbell.” 

The man holding his crotch blew him a kiss and then a bell rang throughout the block and the men shuffled off to the corridor. Gantry exhaled loudly and got to his feet, realizing how much he would need to watch his back in this place. 

As it turned out, he was bunked with the Ape in a narrow closet of a cell. Without his two compadres, Ape wasn’t so chatty but Gantry felt the man watch his every move. After the lights went out, Gantry lay back on his bunk waiting for two things to happen. One was the moon rising in the window of the cell and the other was for Ape to make a move. He wondered which would happen first. 

The moon won. Although he couldn’t see it through the bars on the window, the light of the moon filtered against the dirty glass, casting a square of moonlight on the floor. It would be enough for what he needed. 

Ten minutes later, perhaps emboldened by the moonlight, Ape tried to crawl in the bunk with him. He flopped out of the bunk to the floor with a bloody nose. Gantry sprang up and booted the man’s face until blood dribbled onto the dirty concrete floor. 

Ape whimpered, waving his hands in the air for mercy or to surrender or both. Gantry hauled the big man to his knees, snatched him by the ear and dragged him toward the toilet bowl. “Come over here, Ape,” he gritted. “Over the bowl with you.” 

Ape balked, thinking the Englishman was going to drown him. Gantry kicked him again before all but yanking his ear clean from his skull. “Chin up and hold still,” he snarled. “There you go.”

Blood dribbled from the man’s chin into the toilet, blooming and circling red ribbons in the water. Satisfied, Gantry hauled him back by the ear and held him still. 

“Just a few drops more, mate. Scrying pools require a certain amount of the red stuff.” He shook the man’s head as if to wring more blood from him. The droplets spackled the floor like a Pollack painting and then Gantry released the man. “All right. Back in your bunk and keep quiet.” 

Moaning, Ape crawled into his bunk and held his face in his hands. 

Gantry brushed his hands and stood over the toilet, watching the blood curl and diffuse. He glanced at the man in the bunk. “Fair warning, Ape. You might not wanna see this.” 

The man in the bunk held his bleeding nose, his eyes dished open. Gantry had his back to him and Ape watched him make a few gestures with his hand and he was muttering something that sounded foreign. Then Gantry knelt down before the blood dribbled over the floor. He tipped his finger in it and wrote something on the concrete. 

Ape leaned up on one elbow to see what he had written. A single word, that had no meaning to him. Albee. 

Gantry took a step back and waited, eyes on the porcelain throne. 

The man on the bunk shivered as the temperature dropped suddenly. Then his eyes were pulled toward the space above the toilet. What looked like a dark mass or shadow formed in the air, darker than even the shadows around it. It diffused at the edges, like smoke drifting away, but it took on the general shape of a human form. 

“Howard Gunther Albee,” Gantry said, speaking to the shadow. “Issat you?”

The mass bubbled and smoked. 

“I need some answers,” Gantry said to it. He nodded at the mess on the floor. “Use the blood there if you need to.” 

Ape tried to look away but he was unable to tear his eyes from the dark silhouette. It seemed to turn toward the man addressing it. 

“I saw that little spell you concocted for the Bourdain woman,” Gantry said. “Real piece of work, that is. Did she force you to do that?”

On the floor, the drops of blood began to move, pooling together and then thinning out into lines until it took the shape of letters. The word ‘YES’ appeared briefly and then the blood swirled and reformed into another word. NO.

Gantry watched the blood move. “What’s it for? What is she after?”

The blood trickled together and thinned, forming another message on the floor. ASK HER.

“I tried. She’s got a temper, that one.” He considered his next question, knowing he didn’t have long before the shadow over the toilet would vanish. “The ritual you cobbled together. It’s meant to rip the soul out of someone, isn’t it?”

The word ‘YES’ appeared in the blood. 

“Right. What the hell does Evelyn Bourdain want with a woman’s soul?” 

The dark mass bubbled over, taking on a more solid form. The cratered features of a face became sharp. Watching it, Ape began to drool on his pillow. 

Gantry paid it no mind, his eyes locked on the blood as it pooled anew and ran out into a new message. Longer this time, stretching the blood into spindly lines. 

IT’S NOT HER SOUL SHE WANTS.

That’s when the big man on the bunk began screaming. A high shrill cry, calling out for help. 

 

~

 

The house was empty. 

After working through the grim cellar and checking every dark corner and mildewed crevice, the two detectives methodically worked their way back to the main floor where they were met by officers Walton and Chen. 

“There’s no one upstairs,” Walton said. “And no sign that anyone’s been up there for a long time.”

“Shit,” Mockler cursed. 

Chen spoke up. “No luck in the basement?”

“Nothing,” Odinbeck said. He turned to his partner. “Maybe you were wrong on this one, Mock.” 

Mockler scratched his chin. “This doesn’t make sense,” he mumbled, half to himself.

Odinbeck shrugged. “You wanna give it a second sweep?”

“No. If she was here we would have found her.”

“We could check the grounds,” Walton suggested. “There’s a lot acreage to this property.” 

Mockler agreed but held little hope that they would find Billie out there. He followed the others outside and looked up over the broken windows of the former Bourdain manor. Like eyes, the windows seemed to mock him, like they held a secret that they refused to share. 

Billie was missing. She could be anywhere. She could be dead. Trampling the weeds to the fence at the rim of the estate, it took everything he had to push those thoughts away and focus on the ground sweep. Never much of a religious person, the detective offered up a silent prayer now for her safety. 

 

~

 

The vibrating hum is what woke Billie up. Everything around her seemed to be rattling and buzzing. She opened her eyes but everything was still dark. So pitch black she thought she was blind at first. She couldn’t breathe properly. The dirty rag cinched in her teeth prevented her from screaming out, her mouth dry as cotton. It was hot and it was dark and it was confined. No room to move or stretch out her legs. Her wrists were bound. 

The rumble of the engine and the jostling up and down told her she was locked in the trunk of a car. When she remembered the black Camaro as it idled in the driveway, she lost control. Kicking out against the metal body and pushing on the ceiling of the trunk, she raged against the tight space until she exhausted her strength and lay back in a hot sweat. 

She thought of her mother. Attacked and abducted, she too had been tossed into the trunk of a Camaro and spirited away. Was she to repeat her mother’s death like this? Who was driving the car? Had Franklin Riddel shuffled out of the morgue to collect his old ride from the impound yard and come for her? A family tradition, she mused in a moment of sweaty delusion. They had so few of them, this tormented family of hers. Crazy gypsy Mom, violent Dad and their psychic weirdo daughter. 

In a moment of reflexive morbidity, she wondered if she somehow deserved this. If this was what she had brought down on her own head for talking to dead people? 

She started kicking again, bashing her feet against the metal skin of the trunk. Then she felt the car slow, the tires hitting the gravel shoulder at the side of the road. The vehicle stopped, the engine idling as it was geared into park. 

A click and the trunk lifted open. Stars and trees. Two figures looking down at her. The two men that Kaitlin knew. The ghost hunters who had tried to kill Kaitlin in her hospital room. Billie couldn’t remember their names. 

“Shut up and stop kicking,” said the one. “Or I’m gonna fucking hurt you.” 

Billie reared back and kicked at him. He snarled and lashed out, punching her hard in the face. Her head knocked back against the metal and stars bloomed in her eyes. 

Justin, she remembered. The meaner one was named Justin. 

“Easy,” protested the other. Owen. “You’re gonna hurt her, man.”

“Are you fucking serious?” Justin spat. “Do you know what we’re gonna do to her?”

Billie’s legs were draped limp over the latch. Owen folded them back into the trunk. “Doesn’t mean she has to suffer, does it?” 

“You make me sick, know that?” 

Whoom. The trunk lid slammed down hard and everything went dark again. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 29

 

“BILLIE IS MISSING.”

Bad news, Mockler believed, was best delivered straight out and as as simply as possible. He was almost surprised at the effect it had on John Gantry. The man’s eyes went wide in bafflement. 

When the ground sweep turned up nothing, Mockler cursed under his breath as he strategized his next move. Gantry needed to know. As much as it galled him to admit it, if there was one person who could help it was the British national currently locked up on a murder charge. He called ahead to the detention centre to arrange the interview. 

Gantry seemed half the man he knew. Shackled at the wrist and turned out in prison scrubs, the fugitive was escorted into the private meeting room and ordered to sit. The prison guard stood near the door. Mockler asked the guard for some privacy but the man politely said that that was against protocol. Gantry had sneered at the intrusion. 

The sneer dropped the minute he heard the bad news. “She’s at the Murder House, mate. Get your arse there now.”

“I just came from there. We swept the house twice. And the grounds. She’s not there.”

“Then check her flat. The bar where she works. Call her cell.”

Mockler sighed impatiently. Digging into his jacket, he placed Billie’s cell phone on the table. “Billie is missing,” he said a second time.

“Shite.” 

Both men went quiet. Gantry took up the phone, swiped a pattern across the number pad and went through her calls. 

Mockler looked on with suspicion. “You know her password?”

“Lucky guess.” He slid the phone across. “Her last call was to you about four hours ago. Last text was Kaitlin.” 

“Kaitlin’s the one who called me. Said Billie was in trouble.”

Gantry leaned in. “How did she know that?”

“She said she woke up with a bad feeling.” 

Gantry settled back, nodding in agreement like bad feelings made perfect sense. “This gets worse. Billie’s in real danger.”

Mockler sat up. “From who?” 

“The woman at the Murder House. Evelyn Bourdain.” 

A vein cabled up the detective’s neck. He was sick of all this spooky nonsense. He wanted it to go away and for the world to make sense again. 

Gantry studied the man’s reaction. “I know you hate this stuff, Mockler. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t real.” 

“What danger is Billie in?”

“The worst kind. I thought the Bourdain woman was after Kaitlin. She’s not. She’s after Billie.”

“Why Billie?” 

“Billie’s the most powerful medium I’ve ever seen. The woman straddles a thin line between this world and the next. That’s why Evelyn Bourdain wants her. It’s the same reason she went after Billie’s mother.” 

Mockler craned his neck. “Go on.”

“You know the bizarro spell that the pulp writer made? The one I showed you. It was meant for ripping someone’s soul out of them. I thought Evelyn wanted her soul but I was wrong. She has no use for Billie’s soul. What she’s after is Billie’s physical self. She means to scrape Billie’s soul from her body so she can take possession of it. Permanently.” 

Mockler looked at his clenched fist, the knuckles turning whiter with everything Gantry was saying. “Why would she do that?”

“She’s trapped inside the Murder House. Possessing another person, and I mean truly and wholly possessing her, will allow her to escape her prison. That’s what all the other murders were about. Evelyn Bourdain’s attempt to claim another vessel and flee. That’s why she snared the writer Albee into her plans. Same reason she lured Frank Riddel, to get a suitable candidate for the sacrifice. Someone with a connection to the other side. First Mary Agnes, but that went cock-eyed. So now she’s trying again with Billie.” 

“Then why did she go after Kaitlin?”

“Kaitlin was a false start. She has some ability and that’s what Bourdain went for. But it wasn’t enough. Once Evelyn got a whiff of Billie, she wanted the real thing.” 

Mockler slammed his palm against the table. “I searched the Murder House. Billie’s not there. The place is deserted.”

“So she’s lying low. She knows the cops are around. Or the blokes she has working for her. She’s waiting for you to go away so she can perform her little ritual and cut Billie’s soul away.” 

“So how do I stop her?”

Gantry squared the other man in the eye. “Can you get me out of here?”

“I can’t,” Mockler grunted, suddenly aware of the prison guard at the door. “Short of pulling a gun and shooting our way out of here, I can’t.” 

“I get it.” Gantry swiped a hand across his mouth. “I don’t have a clue how to stop the Bourdain woman, I honestly don’t. She’s something I haven’t quite seen before.” 

“Okay.” Mockler sat up straight, ready to leave.

“There’s one thing you can do. Euchre the dead woman out of her own plan.” 

“How do I do that?”

“The Murder House is her seat of power,” Gantry said. “As much as it’s a prison, it’s where she needs to perform this bastard ritual. Down in the basement where the pentacle is. My advice? Get a can of petrol and burn that fucking place to the ground now. Before she can perform her nasty little ceremony.” 

Detective Mockler leaned back against the chair. He could almost feel his hair turning grey. “That’s your advice? Well that’s a shitload of help to me.” 

“Mockler, as much I fucking hate you, that’s the best I can do. I know you care about her but there’s more at stake here than just her life. Do not let that Bourdain woman take her soul. If you love her, do that much for her. Burn that pesthole to the ground, mate.” 

The detective glanced up at the guard standing sentry and the guard stepped alongside the prisoner, indicating that the visit was over. Gantry didn’t bother to look at the detective, rising to his feet and stepping out of the room. 

 

~

 

The terror was paralysing, biting down hard as it constricted every muscle into a rigour of naked fear. Kaitlin clenched her teeth and breathed through it like she was giving birth. She could feel everything, wave after wave rolling through her. The coffin-like claustrophobia of being trapped in a trunk. The grip of hands on her, dragging her out, the cold slap of concrete as she was thrown to the floor. A hazy vision of a narrow brush painting a diabolical sigil onto a brick wall. 

The vision faded, the seizure relenting slowly as Kaitlin caught her breath and tried to comprehend the fit that had taken hold of her. She was still in her hospital room but the overwhelming sensation of being somewhere else was terrifyingly real. Somehow, she was with Billie just then, feeling what she felt and, for a brief second, seeing through her eyes. Now that it was over and the terror receded, she knew it to be true. There had been a flash of otherworldly empathy, as if she had crawled inside Billie’s skin and experienced everything she had felt. 

Billie was in a bad place. And she needed help. 

Swinging her legs off the bed, Kaitlin let her balance realign as she stood up. The hard floor was cold against her feet but solid, reassuring. Finding Mockler’s card on the table, she dialled his number, hoping for good news. Maybe the detective had found Billie and the wave of fear she had felt was just some residual echo. 

“Mockler,” answered the voice on the other end.

“Hi. It’s Kaitlin. Have you found her?”

There was a pause before the detective replied. “Not yet. But I will. Don’t worry.”

“Mockler, she’s at the Murder House. Go find her!” 

“She’s not there,” said Mockler. “I searched every inch of that place.”

“But she has to be there.” Kaitlin tried to keep the panic down. “I know she’s there. If you don’t want to go, I’ll do it myself.”

The detective barked at her. “Kaitlin, do not go there! I will find Billie, I promise you. But stay out of it. Okay? I gotta go.” 

He hung up on her. Kaitlin put the receiver down and paced the small room. Her stomach hurt a little as she walked but it felt good to be on her feet. There was too much pent up energy in her to be still. 

Billie was in a bad place. If the cop wasn’t going to help her, then she would. Simple as that.

She picked up the phone again but hesitated. Calling Kyle was out of the question. This would drive him away for good. She punched in a different set of numbers, praying that Tammy would pick up.

“Hello?”

“Tammy, it’s me,” Kaitlin said. “I need you to come and get me.”

“They’re letting you out at this hour? Where’s Kyle?” 

Kaitlin steadied herself against the table. “Tammy, listen to me. Billie is in trouble. We need to help her. Come and get me.”

Silence on the other end of the call. “What kind of trouble?”

“It’s serious. How soon can you be here?”

“Kaitlin, stop. If it’s serious, call the police. Or call that detective guy.”

“He is helping,” Kaitlin said, scrambling for a way to not sound crazy. “But she needs us there. Please, Tammy.”

There was another long pause before Tammy sighed. “Okay. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 

 

 

The wind was cold and Kaitlin stood shivering outside the hospital, realizing that it had been days since she’d stepped foot outside. The light jacket she had did little to block the wind and she was about to step back into the vestibule to wait when Tammy’s dented Civic rumbled up to the curb and the passenger door swung open. Kaitlin eased inside, mindful of the bandage under her clothes. 

Tammy let out the clutch and swung back onto the street. “You sure you wanna do this? You look a little pale.”

“I’m fine. Let’s go.”

“Where to? Billie’s?”

“Jen’s place.” 

Tammy looked at her passenger, surprise knitting her brow. “Jen agreed to go too?”

“She will.” 

Tammy geared up, shaking her head. “No, she won’t. Why didn’t you call her?”

“Because it’s easier to say no over the phone. Hurry up.” 

Jen’s house wasn’t far. With no traffic on the roads, they were on her doorstep within minutes. Kaitlin rang the bell again and again until she saw a light come on inside. 

The screen door opened and Jen appeared, dressed for bed. “What are you guys doing here?”

“We need your help,” Kaitlin said.

“Why are you out of the hospital?”

Kaitlin took Jen’s wrist. “Billie’s in trouble. And she needs our help. Get some clothes and come.”

“What? No.” Jen took her arm back. “Billie can solve her own problems.”

“Not this one,” Kaitlin pleaded. “She needs us. All of us.” 

Jen receded into the door frame. “No.” 

“You have to, Jen. I know you guys aren’t getting along but this is bigger than that. Please.”

“Why does it have to be all of us?”

“I don’t know,” Kaitlin said. “It just does. Now hurry. Get dressed and get out here.” 

Jen lowered her head and didn’t move for a long moment. Then she went inside without another word and met them at the car a minute later. 

Tammy backed out of the driveway and geared up quickly. She looked up into the rearview mirror to see Kaitlin. “Where are we going?” 

“Up the mountain,” Kaitlin replied. 

Jen turned to look at the woman in the backseat. “Kaitlin, where are we going?”

“Back to the Murder House.” 

Tammy almost stopped the car. “Whoa. I am not going back to that creepy place!”

“Yes, you are.”

“This is a bad idea,” Jen complained. 

“Everything’s gonna be fine,” Kaitlin said, before icing it with a lie. “Mockler’s gonna meet us there.”

 

~

 

A foul sense of dread is what brought her round. Not the cold of the floor or the dampness in the air nor the stinging pain in her cheekbone. It was the dread, the evil of the place she was in now. An abhorrent sense of corruption, putrid and obscene and pure. She needed to get out of here as fast as she could. 

Billie rolled onto her side to alleviate the ache in her arm and a fresh prickle of agony needled down her side. She caught her breath and peered into the darkness to get her bearings. Candles glowed in the distance, flames tapering from the wicks and now blotted by the shape of a figure moving around in the darkness. 

She was in the Murder House. The awful cavern of a cellar, in fact. The same place where she had broken through the concrete to uncover the skeletal remains of her father. Panic welled up faster than tears, the primal urge to run undeniable but her ankles, like her wrists, were bound fast with rope. 

Billie went still, unwilling to alert the figure shuffling in the darkness to the fact that she was awake. She watched the form move as it passed before the candles until her eyes adjusted to the available light. He held a can in one hand, a brush in the other and appeared to be painting something on the floor. It was one of the men who had attacked her. The thinner of the pair, the one who seemed less cruel than his friend. What his name? 

“Owen,” she whispered. 

The man stopped moving, his hand frozen in a brush stroke against the floor. 

“That’s your name, right?” Billie said in a hushed tone. “Owen.” 

He turned away from her, working the brush over the floor again. 

Billie wriggled her wrists against the ropes. There was a little give in the loops and she pushed and pulled against them to gain more wiggle room. Her eyes never left the man with the brush. She whispered to him again. “Why are you doing this? I’ve never done anything to you.”

He stopped again but this time he pressed his forefinger against his lips. “Shhh.” 

“She’s doing this, isn’t she? Bourdain.”

“Shut up!” he hissed. 

Think fast, she scolded herself as she struggled against the binding on her wrists. “Owen, listen to me. I know this isn’t you. You’re being controlled by her. You don’t want to hurt anyone. Do you?” 

The rope was slackening. 

The young man set the can on the floor, dropped the brush into it and scrambled closer to her. His eyes glowed manic in the candlelight. “Shut up. And don’t say her name. She’ll hear you.” 

“Owen, wait,” she pleaded, intentionally saying his name again. It was something she had seen in a movie once. Use your attacker’s name, get to know them. Make it hard for them to brutalize you once you’re on a first name basis. “I know you don’t want to do this. You don’t have to do what she says.” 

He hissed at her. “You don’t know shit. So just shut up. Please.” He grunted at her once before resuming his task. 

The loop let out, allowing Billie to slip one hand free. She curled into a ball to make it look as if she was scared. Her fingers clawed at the knot over her ankles. 

“Why is she doing this?” she asked. 

“You know,” he groused. “Don’t pretend you don’t.” 

Tilting up, she craned her neck to see what he was painting on the floor. Seeing the pentacle scrawled around the broken pit in the floor, she redoubled her efforts to loosen the binding on her ankles. The knot tugged out and she scrambled to get the rope off.  The darkness beyond the  candles was total, preventing her from orienting herself in the cavernous space. Which way was the door that led to the stairs? Could she outrun Owen, given her cramped muscles and the numb ache in her legs? 

The rope fell from her ankles. She took two deep breaths and then eased up onto all fours. Owen had his back to her. 

She sprinted away on her toes, trying to be silent. No idea if she was running in the right direction, the need to flee being her only compass. Her legs buckled in spasms from the cramps but she stumbled on and Owen still hadn’t noticed. Escape was within reach when she slammed face first into something hard. A muscled chest and knotty collarbone, the impact bouncing her off. 

Billie landed with a whallop on her back and her breath cut short as a boot heel slammed against her throat. 

Justin hovered over her, leering down with a perverted grin. “You sit tight now.” Justin reared up and barked at his friend. “You’re a fucking idiot.” 

Owen stammered, unwilling to disagree. “I was distracted.” 

Justin swung his gaze back down to the woman under him. “Actually, I’m glad you’re awake, Billie. I was afraid you were gonna sleep through the whole thing.” 

“Oh shit,” Owen whined, whipping his gaze about him. “Is she here?”

“Yep,” Owen said, his eyes locked on Billie’s. “And she’s dying to meet you.” 

Billie felt something clammy pass over her bare arms like a cold north wind, guttering the flames of the candles as it passed. The mistress of the house. Panic bubbled up and she scrambled to get away only to feel the man’s heel slam down hard on her throat. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 30

 

HER BICYCLE WAS STILL leaning up against the porch when Mockler returned home. Unlocked bikes didn’t last long in his neighbourhood, even ones parked squarely within a front yard. A minor concern, given what had occurred in the last twenty-four hours. Still, Billie loved her bike. He’d hate to tell her it was stolen if she returns. 

When, he scolded himself. When she returns. 

Bypassing the front door, he walked past the house to the garage at the end of the driveway. The lock in the door was gimmicky and took some coaxing before it yielded. One more thing to fix in a house he increasingly cared little for now. Pulling the barn door wide, he left it open and crossed back to the porch and rolled the bike into the garage. 

Flipping on the single bulb on the overhead rafter, he searched through the mess for the thing he’d come back for. It was tucked near the back, next to the broken down lawn mower. A five-gallon gas can, dusty with neglect, its red plastic smudged with grease stains. He hoisted it up and shook it, gauging its weight. Half full. He’d stop somewhere on the way and fill it. 

Was five gallons of gasoline enough to do the job? It was a big house. Maybe he’d buy a second can and fill it too. 

Hauling it out to the car, he put the can in the trunk and returned to the garage. Rifling through the mess on the workbench, he could find no matches but there was the barbecue starter, a plastic stick with an extended stem. Clicking it, he saw the flame burn up in a long taper. It would have to do. 

Was he really going to do this? The Murder House was still an active crime scene, the sight of numerous unsolved homicides. Was burning it to the ground the right thing to do? What if Gantry was wrong? He had few options left and, if he was honest with himself, the thought of burning that evil place to the ground filled him with a sense of mad glee. 

The glee momentarily displaced the wretched sting of guilt clawing up his spine over Billie’s disappearance. How could he have failed her like this? How could he have let Billie down when she needed him the most? It wasn’t bad enough that he had almost killed her once, knocking her into the harbour that night back in June. He remembered the awful dread he had felt seeing her sink below the dark waves. She weighed next to nothing but limp and unconscious, his lungs had almost burst bringing her back to the surface. He had felt responsible for her welfare ever since and swore he’d never let any harm come to her. 

And what had he done? Left her alone and vulnerable to some otherworldly threat that he could not see and did not understand. He deserved to have his head split open for being so careless. 

He locked up the garage and returned to the car, tossing the barbecue lighter onto the passenger seat. Without a doubt, he concluded. Burning the hated Murder House to the ground was the best thing to do. A blind man could see that. Firing the engine, he backed out and pushed the Charger toward the house up the mountain. 

 

~

 

“Don’t go up the driveway,” Kaitlin said. “Just park on the side of the road.” 

Tammy pulled the car to the gravel shoulder before the spiked iron gates. “Why?’

“I don’t want anyone to hear us coming.” 

The women disembarked and walked up the long tree-lined pathway. The old house emerged from behind the branches and Tammy stopped cold, the very sight of it making her queasy. 

Jen, who had never laid eyes on the place, openly gaped at it. “My god. It’s so big.” 

“Come on,” Kaitlin urged, trudging on through the weeds. 

Tammy dithered. “Maybe we should wait for Mockler.”

“Shouldn’t he be here already?” Jen asked. 

“He’ll be here soon,” Kaitlin said. “But we can’t wait.” 

Tammy refused to budge. “No. We should wait.” 

“We can’t,” Kaitlin scowled. “Billie’s in there. We can’t stay out here.”

Jen scanned the expanse of the old house. “How do you know she’s in there?”

“I don’t know. I can just feel her in there. Please.”

“What?” Tammy sneered. “You’re psychic now too?”

Kaitlin marched back to her friend. “You did this last time, didn’t you? You chickened out when I was inside that awful house. You let Billie go in alone.” 

Jen shot Tammy a look, one eyebrow raised in suspicion. Tammy backed away. “I didn’t,” she stammered. “I mean, I was scared, okay? Look at this place.”

Kaitlin just glowered. 

Tammy crumbled and averted her eyes, unable to meet Kaitlin’s stare. “I’m sorry. Okay? I was scared and I’m sorry I couldn’t go in there to help you.” 

The boughs of the pines shushed as they bent under the wind. The only sound to be heard. 

Jen came alongside Tammy, wrapping an arm around the downcast woman. “Now’s your chance to make amends.” She looked up at Kaitlin and said, “We’ll all go in together. Find Billie and then get the hell out of here. Deal?” 

Tammy kept her gaze on the ground, rigid and unmoving. 

Kaitlin reached out and took Tammy by the hand. “Together. Come on.” 

The weeds were damp and their ankles were soaked by the time they reached the side entrance. Strips of yellow police tape lay coiled and wet before the open door like the shed skin of an enormous snake. 

They had but one flashlight between them, and a small one at that. Kaitlin thumbed it on and aimed the beam inside but it’s thin band of light did not cut very far into the darkness within. 

“Come on,” Kaitlin said, stepping through. “Let’s find Billie and go home.”

Tammy took a deep breath and Jen squeezed her hand and together they followed Kaitlin into the Murder House. 

 

~

 

Billie wanted to scream when she realized where she was but her throat cracked and all that came out was a broken gasp. She was inside the pit in the centre of the cellar floor, in the same concealed tomb where her father’s bones had moldered for so long. How long before the planks were laid overhead, followed by the sound of mortar being trowelled overtop as her abductors buried her alive? 

She couldn’t scream because her voicebox refused to work. She could not climb out and run away because her hands and feet were numbed to dead weights at the end of her limbs. She was trapped, helpless to do anything more than watch as the timbers were sealed over her head. 

“There’s no need to be frightened.” 

A woman’s voice, drifting down from somewhere above. 

“You are not going to die,” said the voice. “That would be missing the point.” 

Billie cast her eyes up to the rim of the pit. Nothing but darkness beyond it at first and then a soft glow appeared. It grew brighter, as if someone holding a lantern was approaching but when the figure scaled into view, it was the woman herself that seemed to be glowing. 

Billie looked up at Evelyn Bourdain. The lady of the house. 

The light she was emitting twinkled from a thousand mirrored embroidery pieces on her dress, catching the available light and making the woman sparkle against the darkness. The dress was a teal sleeveless shift that cut straight until it cinched her hips. Bourdain’s hair was short with sculpted curls that accentuated her cheekbones. Radiant and beguiling, she looked like she had stepped out of a Fitzgerald novel, an enchanting contrast to the fetid space around her.

Billie rubbed her eyes, trying to dispel the vision. She knew it to be a form of glamour, this flappery beauty, for she had seen Bourdain in her true form the first time she had entered the Murder House. A dusty scarecrow of putrid flesh and dried bone, flapping down the grand staircase like a vulture croaking around a carcass. Try as she might, the glamour would not break and Evelyn Bourdain towered from the edge of the pit in her radiant champagne splendour. 

Billie swallowed hard but her throat was dry. “What do you want?”

“You, pet,” the woman said. “I want you.” 

Evelyn Bourdain dropped from the lip into the pit, landing gracefully but with a hard thud as her heels smacked the concrete. She squatted down before Billie and Billie could smell a roil of lilacs wafting over her. The woman was even more enchanting up close, the sharpness of her green eyes beguiling. Her hands, clasped over her knees, were small and delicate like the hands of a child. 

She reached out her small hands to Billie and Billie jerked back from them as if the woman’s fingertips dripped with poison. Bourdain smiled. “I’m not going to hurt you, Billie. Don’t be afraid of me.” 

Billie shuddered as the woman caressed her cheek. The touch was soft but cold. 

“Billie,” Evelyn said. “That’s an ugly name for a girl. Sybil is much prettier, wouldn’t you agree? It’s your true name.” 

Placing her hands on Billie’s jaw, she tilted her head toward the light. Her thumb lightly traced the purpled bruise under her eye. Evelyn turned her head to address someone above the pit. “She’s banged up. I told you to be careful with her!” 

Footsteps crunched over a gritty floor. Two men appeared overhead. Both Justin and Owen lowered their heads like scolded schoolboys. “It couldn’t be helped,” muttered Justin. 

“Of course it could have,” Bourdain spat. “Stupid men. You think you can solve anything with brute force.” She swung her attention back to the young woman, petting Billie’s cheek again. “No matter. You’re young and strong. This will heal.” 

The dead woman’s touch was making her ill. Billie felt her strength run out of her as if leeched off by physical contact with the woman. 

Evelyn lifted the woman’s chin. “How old are you, Sybil?” 

Billie looked away.

“How old?”

“Twenty-nine.” 

“Ah! Still in your twenties. Well, small mercies.” Evelyn tilted the younger woman’s chin to the right then the left, studying her face. “You’re a bit plain Jane. A shame you aren’t a touch more striking or fuller in the hips but I suppose we can’t have everything, can we?” 

Billie shook her chin free from the icy fingers. “What do you want?” 

“Aren’t you paying attention, pet? I want you. We’re going to have a little ceremony, you see, and when it’s all over, I will be free of this wretched place once and for all.” 

The woman’s riddles were maddening. Billie tried to piece it together. “You’re trapped here. In this house?”

“I am,” Evelyn said. “Imprisoned for my sins, I suppose. For all the awful things I’ve done. God’s little ironies. But all that will change now that I found you. I’ve waited a long time, Sybil. I’ve tried many times before to get shed of this hateful place but those attempts failed. Do you know why they failed, Sybil?” 

“Because you’re an evil bitch,” Billie said. 

“Mind yourself, girl. I can still hurt you.” The flash of anger passed quickly from the woman’s eyes. “Those previous attempts failed because the candidates weren’t up to the task. They were weak. I needed someone strong. Someone who already straddles a line between this world and that of the shades. That’s you, Sybil. As plain-Jane as you are, you are a powerful woman. My saviour.” 

“Is that why you wanted my mother?”

“Yes. Except that idiot father of yours couldn’t hold his temper and killed the woman before delivering her to me. That’s the problem with men, isn’t it? If you push them too hard, they all believe that might makes right. That a hard fist will put them back in charge.” She rolled her gaze over the confined space of the pit they were in. “So I showed him just who had the harder fist and buried him here in this little crypt.” 

Billie swallowed again. She was thirsty. A question burned in her throat but she wasn’t sure if she wanted the answer. “What are you going to do?”

“The ceremony? Well, the ritual can be tricky. The wording and all that, that needs to be performed precisely but the rest is quite simple. There will be a small incision to snip the root of the soul from the vessel. Like shucking an oyster, really. And then I will reach down your throat and pull your soul out like a tapeworm, leaving behind an empty shell.” Here, Evelyn Bourdain could not keep the grin from thinning her lips. “Then I crawl inside and take hold and walk out of this condemned house forever.” 

It sounded ludicrous. Billie shook her head at the idea. “You think that will work?”

“Oh I know it will, Sybil. I’ve had lots of practise, lots of opportunities to perfect the ritual. All that was needed was the right candidate. But you’re here now.” 

“And what happens to me? My soul?”

“What happens to the balloon when it slips from a child’s hand? It simply drifts away into the ether.” She traced the pad of her thumb over  Billie’s bottom lip. “We just have to wait a bit longer and then we’ll get started.” 

“Wait for what?”

“For the others to arrive. I need five souls to occupy the cardinal points of the pentacle. And then another to make the incision.” 

A shuffling sound came from overhead. Evelyn glanced up to find Justin leaning over the edge. “What is it?”

“Noise outside,” he said. “They’re here.” 

“Smashing!” Evelyn clapped her hands gleefully. “Look alive, Sybil. Chin up and do me proud.” She leaned in close and kissed Billie’s forehead before leaping out of the pit with the grace of a cat. 

The chill from the woman’s kiss stole Billie’s breath, numbing her to the core. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 31

 

WHEN POSSIBLE, GANTRY PREFERRED to have a plan before pulling something dastardly. He didn’t mind improvising at the last second or charging in recklessly either but, if he had the option, a plan had less of a chance to completely fuck up on him. The plan in this case, he had to admit, was barely a plan at all. It ran something like this: Get out of jail. ASAP. 

Gazing up at the window, he still couldn’t believe he’d allowed himself to not only be nicked by the filth but tossed in the big house too. Was he getting careless or just cocky? Pride goeth before a fall, as his dear old dad would say. And fall he did but events outside the prison walls were turning screwy and there was no time for boo-hoo-hooing about it. 

So, with an odd bit of hocus-pocus rigged up to deploy at a certain point in the moon’s arc across the night sky, he waited for it to trigger. The alarm that rang shrill through the prison told him that it worked. A small electrical fire in the common area, frying the works and triggering breaker switches down the line. The prisoners grunted awake at the awful racket, the staff shifting into a well-rehearsed protocol of a fire plan. Here’s where the scheme got a little vague, the idea being to nip out in all the confusion. An opportunity would present itself. One always did in his case. 

The clang of doors opening rang through the prison, barely audible over the incessant ringing of the alarm, the men marched out in groups to the yard where they could be watched. With the guards barking like drill sergeants, Gantry went single-file with the others to the chill night air of the courtyard. His bunkmate, the Ape whose face he’d smashed in, had slipped away in the confusion. 

That raised a red-flag that, in retrospect, he should have heeded. 

The men milled about the yard joking and guffawing with one another, thrilled at the break in their tedious routine. A jovial party mood swept over the prisoners as they watched the flames glow in the window of the commons. Gantry stepped up onto a concrete riser to get a better view of the situation and watch for an opportunity. The more prisoners that shuffled into the yard, the more chaotic it felt and he clocked the concern in the faces of the guards as they herded their wards into the open air. At the east end of the yard, he caught sight of his bunk-mate, Ape, with the man with the snake tattoo and the other man who simply grunted. The Queens, as he referred to them now, huddled off to themselves as if unconcerned about the flames within. Another warning sign. 

A small explosion went off inside the building, blowing out one window. The men backed away en masse, the laughter dying away as they tensed up, wary of another explosion. More guards were running into the yard and another door was propped open and the prisoners were led through to some other wing of the prison. An opportunity, Gantry mused. Now or never. 

He pressed into the crush of stinking men as the crowd bottle-necked into the doorway, eyeing the flow of bodies and the guards shouting at them all to move faster. Somewhere in this confusion was a chance to slip away or duck out another door. All he had to do was keep his eyes open. 

With his attention focused ahead of him, Gantry didn’t see the Queens coming up behind him, elbowing through the others to get at their target. Gantry felt a push on his back, like a rabbit-punch to his kidneys. Three quick taps. He didn’t realize that he had been stabbed until the Queens elbowed past him, glancing back at him with lurid grins. 

Swept along by the surging crowd, he could already feel the blood staining the scrubs he wore, the material sticking wetly to his skin. The pain came up sharp and fast and when he stumbled to the ground, the other men simply trampled over him in their rush to get away from the flames. 

 

~

 

Roaring down the dark stretch of Laguna Road, Mockler slowed the car as he scanned the trees for the hidden driveway. It would be easy to miss in the darkness out here. His throat caught when something flared up in his headlights. A car parked on the shoulder before the path that led up to the Murder House. 

A late model Honda Civic. Blue Pearl colour. He eyed the vehicle as he rolled past it, recognizing the dent on the rear fender. It belonged to one of Billie’s friends but he couldn’t remember if it was the photographer or the one who owned the shop on James Street. What were they doing here? 

Trundling past it, he killed the headlights and rolled blind up the rutted path to the house itself. Another car hunkered low in the weeds there too, as if there was a party going on inside the decrepit manor. Shutting down the engine, Mockler popped the plastic cover of the dome light and removed the bulb. He didn’t want even that small light from going on when he opened the door. Climbing out, he eased the door shut and cocked one ear to listen. Not a sound from inside the house, just the gentle hushing of the wind coming through the trees around him. The other vehicle was parked further up, barely visible in the darkness. 

Opening the trunk, he lifted out the gas can and a flashlight and lowered the trunk lid with a gentle click of the latch. The cannister, filled to the brim after a quick stop on the way, was heavy and he left it on the ground next to the car. Unsnapping the holster on his belt, he approached the other car slowly. The beam of the flashlight rolled across the rear spoiler and the chipped paint of the bumper. His first thought was that the light was playing tricks on him. 

The vehicle was a Camaro, the black exterior dulled flat with a skein of dust and mud. A few twigs were lodged under the windshield wipers, wet leaves plastered to the glass. This was impossible, he thought. It was the same vehicle they had found in the ravine, the same one towed to an impound yard over on McKinstry Street. The muscle car Franklin Riddel had used to abduct Billie’s mother. It was like some sick joke. 

He checked the cab but it was empty and then he laid his palm flat on the hood. It was still warm. 

Detective Mockler ceased to question the logic as he felt a zing of fear rip through his guts. There was no sense trying to puzzle out the appearance of this particular car at this monstrous house on a night when children dress up as monsters. There was no denying the sickening sense of convergence here. There were no coincidences. 

Crossing through the damp weeds before the door to the Murder House, Ray Mockler drew his sidearm and stepped inside. 

 

~

 

From somewhere in the vast darkness of the cellar came the sound of the woman’s voice. “It’s time.”

Hands plunged down from above the pit and seized Billie, snatching her up by the hair and the arms like some multi-armed assailant. Jerked clean out of the crypt, she caught a brief glimpse at her attackers before she was dragged across the floor. Two figures in dark robes, their faces hidden under heavy hoods. The terror was immediate. She had seen these monk-like figures before in this same place, when Kaitlin had vanished, conducting some blasphemous rite. They threw her to the ground, her head and elbows scraping sharply on the hard floor, and then the figures stepped back. 

Light, soft and amber, glowed from tall candles placed strategically at the five points of the pentacle on the floor. Standing rigid behind each tallow were more of the robed figures. Five in all, hooded and silent and identical in appearance like a quintuplet of grim reapers. A sixth figure hovered just beyond the others, barely visible in the outer darkness. The pit where she had been kept, where her father’s remains had laid undisturbed for twenty years, cratered at the very epicentre of the five-pronged star on the floor. 

The chanting began, the voices of the participants undulating low in an ominous chorus. The melody droning and alien, the words chanted out in a language Billie did not know or even guess at. 

She barely had the strength to sit up, let alone run. Evelyn’s touch had syphoned off her energy along with her warmth, leaving her weak and shivering. Her plea, crackled out from a parched throat, was little more than a whisper. “Stop. Please.” 

One of the robed figures spasmed slightly and listed to one side, as if struck off-balance by the sound of Billie’s voice. 

The woman’s voice rattled from out of nowhere. “Block your ears,” Evelyn called out. “Stay vigilant.” 

A candle guttered as if from a breeze and the form of Evelyn Bourdain took shape at the periphery of the circle. She hissed at the faltering acolyte. “Hold fast and keep your position. The circle mustn’t be broken.” 

The robed disciple straightened up, stiff and formal. The chanting went on. 

Resplendent in her dress as it twinkled against the candlelight, Bourdain turned to the lone member outside the circle. “Come,” she said. 

The figure strode forward. Something dangling from one hand glinted as it caught the light. A long dagger. 

“No,” Billie creeched, forcing herself to get up. To do something. 

The figure swept in fast and snatched Billie up in a powerful grip, holding her from behind. She felt the sharp tip of the blade press against the small of her back, cutting through her thin shirt to press against her flesh. 

Evelyn Bourdain sallied in and cupped Billie’s cheek in her cold fingers. “Be strong now, Sybil. A small incision, that’s all. A little pain to shuck out the root of your sad little soul and sever it. Be brave.” 

It was quick and, at first, Billie felt nothing more than a sharp pressure at her spine. Then the pain hit, stinging between the third and fourth vertebrae. A precise, almost surgical incision. 

The chanting of the hooded disciples grew in volume, their voices urgent and guttural in their odd rhythm. Each one rocking back and forth in a fit of rapture and ecstasy. 

Evelyn’s face contorted into something resembling a grin. “Pull away the masks now. Show little Sybil your faces.”

Each member of the cult raised their hands to draw back their hoods. The first to reveal didn’t surprise Billie as the faces of the men who had abducted her glowed against the light. Justin and Owen, formerly of the Paranormal Trackers, now enthralled to the lady of the house. 

The other acolytes broke her heart as they pulled off their hoods. First Kaitlin, and then Tammy and finally Jen. Squired at their respective points of the pentacle, her only friends, the trio she referred to as ‘the ladies’ stared back at her with eyes glazed bloodshot and fixed hard in an unnatural focus. Possessed like the two men, caught in some unholy thrall to the dark spirit of Evelyn Bourdain. 

“No.” 

It was all Billie could muster before her heart fractured into a thousand tiny pieces. 

The disciple holding her slipped the blade out and Billie flinched, her knees buckling under her. The figure gripped harder to keep her upright, the hood falling away. She gasped when the candlelight hit his face. 

“Ray…”

Mockler’s eyes flared hot with the same crazed mania as the others, the pupils dilated into an unholy aperture. A puppet like the rest, jerked to and fro on its strings by the mistress of the Murder House. What little remained of her heart imploded in on itself, unable to endure anymore. 

“Hold her still,” whispered Evelyn. 

Snatching up a fistful of hair, Mockler yanked her head back. His other hand gripped her jaw and pulled her mouth open. Evelyn Bourdain slithered up close, kissed her bottom lip and then forced her hand into Billie’s gaping mouth. 

The pain was blinding as the woman slid her hand down her throat. Billie feared her jaw would snap as Bourdain kept pushing in, up to her elbow and then all the way to the shoulder. The dead woman’s hand scrabbling and clawing inside of her, then the unearthly sensation as something intangible and sacred was clutched fast in the woman’s fist. 

“There you are,” Evelyn cooed to her. “Out out we go.”

Billie felt her insides collapse as her soul, the essence of her being, was tugged hard by the icy hand and drawn out. The image of a red balloon flashed in her mind, hovering by a string from the hand of a child, the string slipping away and the balloon drifting into the clouds. Was this really how it would end? 

A spark ripped through the air, sharp and electric. Some new torment of the Bourdain woman, Billie thought, until she caught a glimpse of something scuttling across the ceiling above her. It left a trail of dark blood behind. Something cold riffled her hair as it passed and a noise hissed into her ear. A gurgling snarl that was barely human nor intelligible in language but its intent was crystal. 

Fight

The disciples were still chanting, holding their posts at the points of the pentacle. A dark shape dropped from the ceiling and scrabbled across the floor, propelled along on its hands in a grotesque trot as it slammed into the nearest robed figure. Kaitlin’s eyes rolled over white and she gave out a cry as the thing passed through her. She folded up and dropped to the ground, the strings of the puppeteer snipped. 

Bourdain, with her arm all the way down Billie’s gullet, flinched and spun around. Her face twisted into a gorgon’s mask of fury as she watched her acolytes drop like flies from the small thing hobbling around the circle of the pentacle. 

The cold pain inside her guts eased off and Billie heard again the single urge whispered into her head by the mute ghost. Fight. She bit down, hard as she could, her teeth cutting into the woman’s arm. 

Evelyn Bourdain screeched, her face twisting again from the pain, and she tried to tug her arm out but it would not slip free. “Stop!” she ordered. 

The woman in the sparkling dress was dead. Ethereal and as tangible as smoke but what had Gantry told her? That she gave the dead strength. That she made them solid. 

Billie bit down harder, her teeth sinking through spectral flesh and the ghostly blood spattering dark and foul over her chin. There was a click when she hit the bone but she torqued the pressure until it snapped and she bit clean through. 

Bourdain reeled back, spinning free from the younger woman’s grip. Black blood geysered from the torn stump of her arm and she wailed and shrieked, eyes popping in disbelief at what had been done to her. 

Billie doubled over and retched onto the floor. The severed arm slipped out and flopped to the concrete like a dead fish. The fingers were still moving and clawing, the nails scratching at the floor as if would crawl away on its own power. 

Something thudded against her back and as Billie turned, she saw Mockler drop to the floor. His limbs twitched as if seized in an epileptic fit, the eyes rolling back. Just like the others, writhing in seizures on the floor. 

Bourdain was still shrieking and spinning around as if she sought to outrun the catastrophe to her arm. An endless spume of blood splattered over the writhing bodies and the painted lines of the pentacle. It hissed as it doused the candles, the tapers smoking darkly as they snuffed. The smell was obscene. 

Half-Boy came charging out of the darkness like a ram and slammed into the woman’s knees, cutting her legs out from under her. Bourdain went down. 

Still spitting out the foul taste of the woman’s blood, Billie marched forward and snatched the woman by the hair. As spectral as she was, Evelyn Bourdain was solid in Billie’s grip and she dragged the woman to the centre of the five-pointed star and threw her into the pit. The severed arm wriggled nearby, the fingers scratching at the floor. Billie kicked it into the crypt after her. 

Something clattered over the concrete, spinning until it bumped into Billie’s foot. The dagger that had cut into her back. She snatched it up and clambered down into the hole. Gripping it tight, she plunged it straight down into the shrieking mouth of Evelyn Bourdain where it plunged through the skull and sunk into the dirt, pinning the woman to the ground like a butterfly to a corkboard. 

“Give me your hand.” 

Billie looked up to see Mockler reaching down. She took his hand and he lifted her out. He staggered from the effort, his eyes disoriented. He tottered leeways, unsteady on his feet until Billie steadied him. “Are you all right?” she asked, looking into his eyes. The awful gaze from before was gone. 

“No,” he wheezed. 

Clutching her arm to stay upright, he leaned over and looked into the pit and then turned away with a sour grimace on his face. Whether he saw what she did, Billie didn’t know. Around her, the others were coming to, waking with groans and moans as they struggled to their feet and threw off their awful robes. 

“Help me with the others,” she said. 

 

 

They filed out of the house one after the other into the clean chill of night, reeling like drunkards. No one spoke, their eyes still blasted with horror as they staggered to Mockler’s car. 

 Billie caught sight of the red cannister near Mockler’s vehicle. “What is that?”

“Gas,” he said. “I was going to burn the place down.” 

Billie grabbed the handle and hoisted the heavy container back toward the house.

“Billie, wait!”

“Stay here,” she said before slipping back inside. 

The fuel spilt from the spout in glugs onto the floor of the main hall. Trailing a line of it through the corridor, she worked her way back to the entrance and tossed the can away. Patting down her pockets, Billie realized she had nothing to light it with. 

“Here.” Mockler appeared in the doorway. He held out the long-stemmed lighter. “Be ready to run when you set it off.” 

A tiny click as she ignited the lighter and touched the flame to the thin slime trail she had left behind. The fuel whooshed up in an angry inferno, racing down the corridor back to the great hall. She took his hand and they ran.

The others were waiting near Mockler’s car when they stumbled, coughing and gagging, from the house.

“Where are the other two?” Mockler said to Kaitlin. “The men?”

“They ran off,” Kaitlin said. 

“Get in the car,” he barked. All them piled in save Jen, who stood mesmerized by the flaring light of the flames. 

“Jen, get in!”

“The fire,” Jen mumbled, lost in reverie. “The one you warned me about.”

Billie pulled the woman away and forced her into the car. Gravel spit from the rear wheels as Mockler spun the car around and careened down the path to get away from the burning house. They stopped at the road and Tammy and Jen climbed out. Kaitlin stayed in the car, clutching Billie’s hand.

“Are you okay to drive?” Billie asked. 

“I’m fine,” Tammy assured her. “We’ll be right behind you.” 

They waited for Tammy to start her car and then both vehicles drove away. 

Billie looked back once at the house. It was engulfed in fire, the bright flames reaching up beyond the trees to curl and spin against the sky. When she felt Mockler’s hand on her wrist, she turned away and didn’t look back. 

 

 

 

 

 

32

 

SHE HAD WOKEN UP twice in the last twelve hours, both times parched as a hangover. The ache in her bones so deep that she worried there might be permanent damage. The water glass on the bedside table was dry but the short trip to the kitchen sink was too much to bear. She put her head down and went back to sleep. 

The glass was full when she opened her eyes hours later. Pushing herself into a sitting position, she guzzled half of it down in one go. Once the cottony desert in her mouth was quenched, she wondered if Mockler had dropped in while she slept. 

“Hello?” she called out. 

There was no response, the apartment as quiet as a tomb. Then a fractal movement in the corner of the room. The boy sat perched on the old wooden chair that was heaped over with clothes. The ruined stumps of his legs bled all down the laundry under him and his dark little eyes shone under the brim of his cap. Watching her, as he always did. 

She held up the glass. “Did you refill this?” 

She hadn’t expected a response but chatting with the little ghost had become something of a habit. She looked at the clock. “How long have I been asleep?” 

With wakefulness came clarity, followed hard by memory. Scraps of it flashed up in her mind, reliving the awful events inside the Murder House. Try as she might, the cold sensation of the dead woman’s hand down her throat would not go away. She looked up at the lad.

“How did you find me there? At that house?” 

The boy looked away. 

“I wish you could talk,” she sighed. “So you could tell me why you’re here. Or why you always show up.” Another scrap of memory came to her. “You saved Kaitlin that night, didn’t you? From those men who attacked her?”

The legless ghost clambered down from the chair and sprung up onto the window sill. He looked down at the street below. 

Billie drank down the rest of the water and set the glass onto the table. The motives of the boy were driving her crazy but she was settling into the idea that she simply would never know why he did the things he did. Does anyone, really? If the Half-Boy could suddenly speak and ask her the reasons behind her own actions, could she provide a true answer? Probably not. 

Another memory flared up but this time it was something that the psychic Marta Ostensky had told her. Marta was convinced that she had a guardian angel. She had assumed the woman was referring to either Mockler or Gantry but she could see now that she was wrong. Why hadn’t she seen it before? 

She watched him as he gazed down at the traffic on Barton Street. A pitiful sight, this orphan that had perished a long time ago. Who had severed his legs and cut out his tongue? Had he died from those injuries or had he survived them? “Why are you here?” she said softly. “Who sent you?” 

He didn’t move, as if suddenly deaf as well as mute. 

A moment passed and then his head shot around to look at the door, like a dog hearing a sound before its master did. Dropping from the sill, he scrabbled into the other room. 

A knock at the door. “Billie?”

“Hi!” A smile spread over her face at his voice. “I’ll be right out!” 

Steadying herself against the dresser, she looked into the mirror. The smile dropped away. She did what she could to rub the puffiness from her eyes and got the robe hanging off the back of the bedroom door. 

“How are you feeling?” Mockler asked when she came into the living room. He held a bag of groceries in one hand and flowers in the other. In her foggy state, she wondered if perhaps he was off to visit someone in the hospital. 

“Lousy,” she said. “I look worse than I feel too. Sorry.” 

“You look fine. Here.” He handed her the flowers. 

“What?” She looked at the bouquet like she didn’t know what to do with it. Then her lip quivered when she realized that they were for her. “For me?”

“I picked up some food too. I figured your cupboards might be bare.” He set the grocery bag down and pulled her close. “Hi.” 

The first kiss was a quick peck but when he leaned in for more, Billie pulled back. “Don’t. I’m gross.”

“Yeah, you’re revolting,” he said, pushing in and kissing her cheek. 

He smelled like smoke. She wriggled free. “I’m serious. I’ve spent the whole day sleeping.”

“Good. You needed it.” He took up the groceries and ducked into the kitchen. “You hungry?”

“I ought to be but no. Still kinda queasy.” Billie leaned against the kitchen door frame and watched him rifle through the cupboards. “What are you looking for?”

“Coffee.”

She pointed at the counter. “The green tin.” 

He set about making coffee and Billie sank into a chair and watched him. Something about the sight of Mockler tooling around her kitchen made her smile. For a second time she caught a faint trace of a campfire. “Haven’t you had a chance to go home yet? You still smell like smoke.” 

“I’ve been at the house,” he said. “Watching it burn.”

“Still?”

“The fire chief said there was no sense in saving any of it so they just kept it contained. I had no idea a fire could burn that long.” 

“Oh,” Billie said. Then worry stitched fast across her brow. “Do they know how it started?”

“Not yet. But they will.” Mockler turned to her as he turned on the coffee maker. “They’ll find the accelerant used but the police report will say something about an unknown arsonist.” 

The machine gurgled and steamed. Mockler pulled out the other chair and joined her at the table. “You up for talking about what happened?”

“Not really.” Her eyes rose to meet his. “What do you remember?” 

“Not much. I must have blacked out. I went there with the intention of torching the place. Next thing I remember was seeing you jump down into that pit.” He got up again and took a cup down from the cupboard. He filled it black, set it down before her and sat again. “When I was there, watching the last of it burn, the place felt different. I know that sounds a bit kooky but, I dunno, it didn’t have that awful feeling anymore. Is she gone?”

“Yeah. I’m pretty sure she’s gone.” Billie raised the cup to her lip and the first sip of java put the world to right. 

Mockler leaned back in the chair. “Listen, there’s a couple things we need to talk about. Well, there’s a million things we need to talk about but they can wait.” 

“All right. What’re the important ones?”

“Your mother’s remains. The medical examiner is done with them. They’ll release them to you. You should think about what to do now. We could find a proper place for them. Maybe a small ceremony.” 

Billie thought it over. “I’d like that. I have no idea how to do that, but I like it.”

“I can help you with it. My mom’s up at Holy Sepulchre in Burlington. It’s nice.”

“Thanks.” She dropped her hand over his and ran her thumb over his knuckles. “What’s the second thing?” 

“It’s about Gantry,” he said.

“Oh. Did he escape?” she asked, a shred of hope in her tone. 

He scratched his chin slowly. Something he did when uneasy and it unsettled Billie to see it now. “Ray, what is it?”

“He’s gone. Stabbed by another inmate last night. I’m sorry.”

She went still, trying to understand what he had just told her. “That can’t be.”

“I spoke to the prison staff this morning. A fire had broken out and when the confusion had died down, they found him face down with holes in his back.” 

“Oh God.” 

“I know,” he said. “It’s hard to believe.” 

Billie looked up. “That’s just it. I mean, it’s Gantry. Right?”

“Yeah.” Mockler looked at his watch and got to his feet. “I’m meeting Odin at the morgue in twenty minutes. I need to see it with my own eyes.” 

Billie struggled to rise from the chair. “Let me know how it goes.” 

She kept the kiss brief but held onto him for a while. Then he broke away. “Say, you want to get some dinner later?” 

“I’m not up for a night out,” she said, one hand over her stomach. “Can we get take-out?”

“Sounds perfect,” he said and went out the door. 

 

~

 

“I thought you hated this place?” 

Odinbeck was waiting on the curb outside the building, watching Mockler get out of his car. 

“I do,” Mockler said. “Just want to check on something.”

They went through the doors and along the corridor. “You could do this alone, Mock. You don’t need me to hold your hand.”

“Your bust, Odin. I figured you better be here.” 

The morgue attendant looked up from his computer screen as they approached the desk. Mockler took out his I.D. “Detective Mockler. I called ahead about viewing a body.”

The attendant checked the schedule. “Right. The one from the prison. Come on through.”

Escorted into one of the cold rooms, the two detectives waited while the attendant checked the number on the form before turning to the wall of lockers. Unlatching one of the small doors, he reached into the dark space of the mortuary cabinet. “This is it,” he said.

The stainless steel tray slid out on its castors. A thin white shroud lay flat on its surface. That was all.

“You sure you got the right cabinet?” Mockler asked. 

The attendant checked the paperwork again. “According to this. Hang on.”

He opened another cabinet and rolled the table out. Flipping back the shroud, the three of them looked down at the body of a woman. The attendant apologized and went through every cabinet. He turned to the detectives with a puzzled look on his face. 

“I’m sorry, detectives,” he said. “I don’t know what to tell you.” 

“How do you lose a body?” Odinbeck griped. “It’s not like misplacing your car keys, is it?”

“This is embarrassing. I’ve never lost a dead body before.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” Mockler said. It took a little effort to keep the smirk from showing. He nodded to the attendant and then headed for the door. “First time for everything.” 

 

~

 

The funeral was held on a Thursday under an overcast sky of lead-hued clouds. The attendance was small, six in total, but that was far more than Billie had hoped for. Besides herself and Aunt Maggie, the mourning party included Kaitlin, Tammy and Jen. Mockler stayed glued to Billie’s side every step of the way. The casket was a simple pine affair, no trimmings. Funerals and burial plots did not come cheap and Billie’s meagre savings could not cover half the affair. Aunt Maggie had cashed in a retirement bond to cover the rest. 

The two of them stood side by each, hands clasped together as the priest from Saint Patrick’s Church read the rite of committal. Billie hadn’t cared what kind of service they had but Maggie thought a Catholic ceremony was best and Billie went along with it. Her aunt was a mess through most of the ceremony, tears flowing hard and fast as the clergyman read from the prayer book. Billie looked on in a sort of numb fugue, feeling an odd prickle of guilt that she could not weep the way her mother’s sister did. She had never expected this day to come, laying her mother to rest, and now that it was here, the odd void of emotion in her heart troubled her. 

She squeezed Maggie’s hand as the casket was lowered into the grave. The funeral director she had dealt with had tried to persuade her from performing the actual burial during the service. Most ceremonies these days, he had said, had the mourners walk away from the grave before that, sparing the family that sight. Billie insisted. And no, she didn’t know why she needed to see it done. Her gut told her that it was necessary and that was all the reason she needed. 

Billie kept waiting for the grief to hit, for a tidal wave of mourning to sweep her away but it eluded her. Not at the clergyman’s words nor the sight of the coffin lowered in nor the harsh thud of soil shovelled onto the casket. She simply felt numb. 

When she felt a hand on her left arm, she turned to look up at Ray Mockler at her side. She could tell that he was gauging her mood, looking for any sign that she needed comfort. He seemed confused that his help was not needed. Billie couldn’t be sure but she thought his eyes glistened, as if he was fighting back tears himself. The detective had never even met the woman and he felt moved by her burial. Why couldn’t she? 

When the final words about ashes and dust had been said and the cemetery workers were spading the soil on in earnest, Aunt Maggie squeezed her hand again. “Thank you,” she said.

“For what?” Billie asked.

“For finding her.” Maggie dabbed a tissue against her puffy eyes. “I had given up hope that we would ever do this for your mother. My sister.  Thank you for bringing her home.” 

Billie felt her heart crack briefly but it was only for the raw broken-hearted grief in her aunt’s voice. She watched another spadeful of dirt splatter over the lid of the casket. 

A few of the attendees stepped away, their shoes crunching over the dry stalks of grass. Mockler leaned into her ear. “Do you want to stay for a while yet?” He looked at his watch. “We still have an hour before the reception.” 

“I guess there’s nothing more to see, is there?” 

“We can stay to the end if you like. We can always come back and visit too.” 

Billie looked at the slate slab of headstone, the details chiseled into the stone. 

 

MARY AGNES CULPEPPER. 

Beloved mother and sister, 

Guide to those in need. 

 

Reaching down, she took hold of his hand and gave it a squeeze. “I think everyone wants to go. Will you come back with me to visit her?”

“Anytime,” he said. 

They turned away and Billie saw her three friends waiting for her. Dressed in black, they shivered against the cut of the wind. Tammy was the first to embrace her, tightly around the waist as she whispered her condolences. Kaitlin tucked in next and then Jen. 

Jen hung on for a long time before leaning back to look at Billie. “It seems odd to say I’m sorry for something you’ve grown up with all this time. But I am sorry she’s gone. I wished I could have met her.” 

A twinge rippled through Billie’s insides. “I wish you could have met her too.” 

“You did a good thing today,” Jen said, brushing her thumb over Billie’s cheek. “A proper burial and all. Now you know where she is.”

“Yeah. Finally.” A tiny chuckle escaped from Billie’s lips. “How’s the shop?” 

Jen dismissed the notion with a wave. “Still a mess. It’ll take some work before I can re-open.” 

“Well,” Billie said, “I can help. We’ll get it back to normal in no time.”

Kaitlin broke in and said, “We all will.” 

The earlier flutter in Billie’s gut returned as she and Tammy and Kaitlin pledged their help to get the Doll House back on its feet. As musketeer-corny as it seemed, it felt real, this need to clasp arms and help a friend. She didn’t realize how much she had missed that feeling until now. 

Since the incident at the Murder House, Billie had seen Jen only once. A quick coffee at the Pinecone. Hesitant, she had asked Jen what had happened to them before waking up in the cellar of the old house. Jen was convinced that a noxious gas leak had overwhelmed them all, causing them to black out. She had no memory of what had occurred in the cellar, nor how she had awoken to find herself draped in a dusty black robe. As always, her oldest friend had found a way to rationalize away the odd stuff and Billie had no wish to deny Jen that now. What purpose would it serve to tell her friend the truth? 

The priest removed the stole from his neck and stepped away to speak to one of the gravediggers. The mourning party turned away, trudging through the grass to the gravel pathway that led to the cemetery gates. Billie beamed with an odd but staggering sense of companionship with everyone who had come to bear witness to her mother’s internment. 

She crunched Mockler’s hand in her own for what seemed like the hundredth time. “I wish Gantry could have been here,” she said to him. “He deserves to be.” 

Mockler nodded. “He does.”

“What do you think happened to him?”

“Who knows?” Mockler guffawed. “If anyone could jump up from a morgue slab and slip away, it’s him.” 

They found their way to the footpath and then he turned her way. “How long is Maggie staying with you?”

“Just overnight. She doesn’t like the city much.” 

“Maybe the three of us can go for breakfast tomorrow?” 

Billie looked almost surprised at the idea. “I doubt either of us are gonna be good company right now.”

“I’ll take my chances,” he said. 

They walked on, trailing behind the others when Billie stopped cold, the hair on the back of her neck standing up. She looked back at the cemetery. The sun had finally broken through the clouds just as it was crashing down onto the tree line at the western rim of the graveyard and Billie shielded her eyes against the glare. A lone figure stood among the tombstones, little more than a hazy outline against the falling sun. Her heart ticked up thinking that maybe it was Gantry out there, making his usual habit of materializing out of thin air but she could see now that the form belonged to a woman. The stranger appeared to be watching the funeral party as it meandered to the cemetery gates. 

A foolish notion flipped through her mind. She pushed it away. 

Mockler came alongside her. “What are you looking at?”

“The woman out there.” She pointed in the figure’s direction. 

“I don’t see anybody,” he said. 

A second figure moved among the stones. Smaller, like that of a child, it hobbled along in a peculiar way and suddenly sprang onto a tombstone next to the first figure. The woman reached out and put her hand on the smaller figure’s back, as if patting it gently. A simple gesture reserved for a loved one. 

That’s when something inside snapped and the grief came full bore as if a dam had broken open. It swept her knees out from under her and Billie fell. Mockler caught her before she hit the cold ground and struggled to keep her up, the reluctant medium going limp with a racking sob. Her aunt and her three friends heard the sound of her cries and came rushing back to help, holding her upright and cooing to her as gently as they could. Together they kept Billie on her feet and walked back toward the cars parked outside the cemetery. 

Sybil Culpepper glanced back over her shoulder at the lonely gravestones but the two figures were gone and the sun burned her eyes as it went down behind the trees. 
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