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Holyhead, Wales

 

JOHN GANTRY STEPPED out of the cab and looked up at the house before him. Sheltered behind a low stone wall, it was narrow and badly weathered with little to distinguish itself from any of the other houses on the row. 

Gantry bent down to look in on the cab driver. “You sure this is the place?” 

“This is the address you gave me,” the driver grumbled. “Whether or not this is the place, well, I really can’t say.” 

It didn’t look promising. Gantry lit a cigarette and lowered his expectations. He was familiar with disappointments and dashed hopes. Lord knew he had tracked down more than his share of rubbish leads. What’s one more? Five hours from London out here to the Irish sea at Holyhead. No good was going to come out of a town with a name like that. 

“Do you want me to wait?” asked the driver. 

“Nah. But leave me your mobile, yeah?” 

Gantry retrieved his bag from the back seat, paid the driver and looked up at the house again. Set farther back from the road than the other houses on the lane, it seemed downcast and neglected. Empty, almost. 

Turning his collar up against the cold wind whistling off the sea, he rang the bell and flicked the cigarette into the hedge. The door opened instantly and a woman stood silhouetted against the light within. 

“I’m looking for James Honeychurch,” Gantry said. “Do I have the right house?”

The woman stepped aside and waved him in. “He’s expecting you.” 

Gantry moved past the woman into the foyer, chewing over what the woman had said. He had never met Honeychurch before, nor had he contacted him before coming. Surprise was an element Gantry used whenever possible. Not this time though. 

“This way,” the woman said, leading the way down a narrow hallway and through a small kitchen. She had dark hair and olive skin but her eyes were startlingly grey and Gantry found it hard not to stare at them. He warned himself not to get distracted but it was difficult to look elsewhere. The woman was stunning. 

“Cold out there tonight,” she said. “Do you want tea?”

“I’d love some. Thank you.” 

“I’ll bring some down.” The woman opened a door and turned on the light switch. “Through here. He’s waiting. Mind your step, though. It’s a tad steep.”

He felt an odd reluctance to leave the woman’s presence. He held out his hand and poured on the charm. He wasn’t above flirting with married women. “My name’s Gantry. John Gantry.” 

“Yes, I know,” she said, shooing him on. “Down you go.” 

The steps were not so much steep as they were downright treacherous in their incline. He almost lost his footing twice, going round and round as the stairs descended far beyond any normal cellar. A landing finally appeared and he pushed through the doorway and stopped. What presented itself there seemed as if he’d stepped into another location altogether. A large hall with high ceilings and hanging lights. The walls were lined with books and shelves of material. Two long stacks of shelves took up space in the centre of the hall, giving the place the look of a dusty library. 

To the left glowed a fire in a hearth, ringed by two tall wingback chairs. In one sat an old man. 

“Mr. Honeychurch?” Gantry said, crossing to the fireplace. 

The old man sat slumped with his chin tucked into his chest. A soft purr of snores could be heard above the crackle of the fire. 

“Brilliant,” Gantry muttered. He set the bag down and tapped the old man’s arm. “C’mon, granddad. Time to wake up.” 

The man’s eyes opened and he sat up. “Mister Gantry. Beg your pardon, I must have nodded off waiting for you.” 

Gantry looked the man over. He looked like any old pensioner in his cardy and slippers. “You knew I was coming?” 

“I expected you a long time ago, lad. What took you so long?” 

“I wasn’t even sure you existed until a month ago.” Gantry tried not to take offence. For years he had heard whispers of a man who traded in the unusual, the sacred along with the profane. It had taken ages just to get the name Honeychurch, to say nothing of an address. And here the old codger was telling him he was late to the party. 

Gantry nodded at the space around them. The stacks of books and curios crowded onto shelves, some of it spilling to the floor. “So this is it then. Your collection.” 

Honeychurch pushed his glasses back up his nose. “It is. But it’s not a collection, you see. That implies ownership. I’m more of an archivist, really.” 

“You mean you don’t own any of this stuff?”

“No one really owns anything, do they? The material things, at any rate.” Honeychurch stood and invited his guest to take the chair opposite him. “I’m more of a custodian of these items. Until they move on. Ah, here’s the tea.” 

The woman with the distracting eyes made her way down the narrow steps with grace, balancing the tea tray gracefully in one hand. She slid the tray onto the table before the hearth and looked at Mr. Honeychurch. “Did you rest?”

“I did, thank you, darling.” The old man poured the tea with a shaky hand. “Did you meet Mr. Gantry?” 

“Yes.” The woman settled daintily on the arm of Honeychurch’s chair. 

“I didn’t catch your name,” Gantry said. 

“Sugar?” she asked. 

“It’s Adele,” said Honeychurch. “You’ll have to excuse my wife, Mr. Gantry. She doesn’t always like visitors.”

Gantry gnarled his brow. Wife? There had to be at least thirty years difference between the pensioner and the stunning woman perched next to him. 

“Let’s get down to business,” Honeychurch said, clapping his hands together. “You know how this works, Mr. Gantry?”

“It’s a simple barter.” 

“If,” Adele Honeychurch cautioned, “you have something to worth bartering.” 

“Right.”

Honeychurch’s collection, or archive as the old man insisted, was fabled within the shady circles John Gantry moved in. The barter was dead simple; one article for another. If what one brought was found worthy. That was entirely up to the old man’s discretion. The interesting part was  what one received in trade. According to the old man, you got what you needed but not necessarily what one wanted. No negotiating, no withdrawing. The deal was settled. The question of how Honeychurch knew what one needed exactly was a bit fuzzy and Gantry was eager to see it played out. He reached into the bag and laid a cloth-wrapped bundle on the table. “You tell me.” 

Adele took the bundle and, holding it before her husband, folded back the layers. Inside lay a dark, gnarled object that resembled a petrified knot of wood. “What is it?” she asked. 

Gantry sipped his tea, watching the old man study the thing. 

“It’s a human heart,” Honeychurch said. 

“This?” sputtered Adele. “It looks like a stone.” 

“Not just any old heart,” Gantry said. “The heart of a poet.” 

“Ah, but which one?” countered Honeychurch. 

“Shelley.” 

“Shelley?” said Adele. “Who’s she?”

“He,” corrected her husband. “One of the great Romantics.” 

“He’s having us on,” she said. 

“I’m not so sure,” Honeychurch replied. “Shelley drowned off the coast of Italy. When his body washed ashore, the locals burned it on the beach as was their custom. Yet, there was one part of him that would not burn.” 

“That’s a fairy tale,” Adele said. 

Honeychurch turned the withered piece over in his hands, examining it from every angle. “I thought his wife buried this with their son?”

“She did,” Gantry said. “Someone nicked it.” 

“And what makes you think I’d want something as ghastly as this?”

“Come on. The heart of a poet? One cherished by the woman who wrote Frankenstein? You want it.”

The old man continued to examine the petrified thing for a moment. Adele rolled her eyes, suspecting a scam. 

Gantry smiled. Time to close the deal. “There’s one more reason. A peculiar one. Hold it in your palm.” 

Honeychurch let the thing rest in the centre of his hand. “What now?”

“Wait for it.” Gantry looked at his watch. “Any second now.” 

The seconds ticked on. Then the old man flinched. “It moved.” 

Adele sat up. “What do you mean it moved?”

“It beat.” Honeychurch looked up at his guest. “How often does it do that?”

“Once every seven days. I timed it. Always on a Monday, at this time.”

“That’s awfully precise. Was that when he died?”

“No,” said Gantry. “I looked it up. Its when he and Mary wed.” 

“Aww,” cooed Adele. “That’s sweet.” 

The old man’s eyes sparkled and Gantry knew he was hooked. He shook out a cigarette and lit up, knowing the old man wasn’t likely to object to smoking inside his house now. “We have a deal then?” 

“Yes, yes. Thank you for bringing it to me.” Honeychurch and his wife got up from the chair. “Now for your trade. Darling, do you mind?” 

Adele sighed and both men watched her walk away. Honeychurch said, “You know how this part works?” 

“Sort of. I get something I need, not something I want. Right? How that’s done exactly is a bit of a mystery.” 

“That part is all Adele,” Honeychurch said. “She’s the one who knows that. Her special talent.”

“How does she know?”

The old man shrugged. “It’s more intuition and feeling, really. Not exactly something you can measure.” 

Adele moved down the stacks of books and curiosities. She stopped and put a finger to her lips as if thinking. Farther down the aisle stood a ladder against the shelves. She took the ladder and moved it across to the opposite rack and climbed up. She rifled through the shelf, dropping books and papers to the floor. 

“Mind the inventory, dear,” Honeychurch called out. 

“Aha!” she exclaimed. Descending the ladder, she returned to the fireplace with something in her hand. “Here it is.” 

Gantry took it from her, his face withering by degrees. It was just a magazine. A very old one at that. A pulp fiction magazine from the thirties or maybe the forties, with a lurid cover and a sensational title. Uncanny Tales, issue 32.

“Is this a joke?” Gantry asked. 

“Not at all,” the old man said. He looked to his wife. 

“This is what you’ll need,” she said coolly, as if any fool could see that. 

“An old rag? How the hell do I need this?” 

“I have no idea,” Adele said. “I just know that you do. Or you will, soon.” 

“If Adele says you need it then you most certainly will, Mr. Gantry.” 

“You gotta admit,” Gantry said. “It seems a bit out of whack, yeah? The heart of a poet for an old mag?”

Honeychurch shrugged and smiled. “Oh I don’t know. What else would you do with the undying heart of a Romantic?”

“Sell it for a nice turn on Ebay for one.” Gantry rolled up the magazine, shoved it in his coat pocket and headed for the stairs. His mood clouded at each step. Maybe the old man was just a nutter after all.

 

Ten minutes later, Gantry planted himself on a stool at the first pub he came across. It wasn’t until the second pint was poured that the gall in his gut from being taken had burned off. Maybe it wasn’t so bad, he reasoned. How much could one make selling a desiccated human heart online anyway? He slipped the rolled up magazine from his coat pocket and laid it on the bar before him. 

He couldn’t make any sense of it, this leftover piece of throwaway culture from a bygone era. He squinted at the date in the upper corner: 1943. The cover illustration showed a half-naked woman tied to a post and being threatened by a man in a robe and a skull mask. In the background, a square-jawed hero was rushing to the rescue. The title of the magazine was blocked in bold red letters above the illustration. A list of story titles pushed to the margin. 

He leafed through the yellowed pages. All the stories within had lurid pulp titles like Curse of the Blue Scorpion, Death on the Apache Trail and Ravished by a Monster. Each story was peppered with spot illustrations highlighting the derring-do of the heroes or titillating poses of the femme fatales. He stopped to skim through one story, his eye caught by the illustrations of a spooky house and another showing robed figures performing some sinister ritual. He flipped through the rest of the pages to the back cover. Nothing leaped out at him. As an artifact of a certain era and place, it was interesting but nothing more. He pushed it aside and reached for his pint. 

He’d been taken. That much was clear. Either that or old Honeychurch was barking mad. 

He thought back to the old man’s wife and her grey eyes. Something about Adele was magnetic and he had forced himself not to gawk at the woman. He didn’t understand the massive age difference but, given the woman’s abilities, he suspected something dodgy was going on. A certain glamour, the kind that masks the truth. Something hidden from plain sight. 

He opened the magazine again and turned to the story that caught his attention earlier. Another lurid title. “We have always lived in the Murder House” by H. G. Albee. He skimmed through the story again. A haunted house tale but nothing unusual stood out. The illustrations that accompanied it were conventional and workmanlike; a spooky house, a graveyard, a spider’s web. 

There was nothing that stood out in the piece, nothing to explain why it held his attention. The writing wasn’t bad, a tad more elegant than the usual purple prose one finds in such tales. He looked at the writer’s name again and read the little biography sketch printed in tiny type at the end of the story. 

H. G. Albee is a history professor, writer, journalist and expert in the occult. He resides in the pleasant city of Hamilton, Ontario. 

Gantry took another sip and contemplated the one detail that finally presented itself to him. It was a stretch, this tidbit about the author’s location, but it was all he had to go on. 

Hamilton. 

The Hammer. 
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Hamilton

 

“WHAT IS IT?” Billie asked. 

“I just got a chill,” said Jen, folding her arms to stifle a shiver despite the unseasonably warm night. “Like someone just walked over my grave.” 

Unlikely, Billie thought. The chill had had less to do with future grave-treading than it did with the dead soul that had just brushed past Jen. Being that close to the dead would chill one to the bone instantly. A fact Billie knew all too well. 

The ghost still hadn’t spotted Billie yet and she meant to keep it that way. She wasn’t in the mood to deal with the dead tonight. Or ever again, if she had any say in the matter. 

The dead woman had entered the party in Jen’s backyard, uninvited of course, through the gate that led to the alley. She moved under the patio lanterns strung over the backyard, drifting through the crowd like a lonely debutante unable to find a dance partner at a ball. Her long skirt and drab apron marked her as working class from a century ago. A washerwoman, Billie thought. Or maybe housekeeper of some kind. The dead woman searched the faces of the party-goers, as if looking for someone she knew but Billie knew that the spirit was looking for her. She kept stopping to adjust her ill-fitting bonnet. Even pinned as it was to her hair, the little headpiece slid backward because the back of the woman’s head was missing. A great gaping hole yawned there, foul with blood and brains and bone splinters. 

A suicide, Billie guessed. Via a gun in the mouth. Which was unusual for a woman. Guns were a man’s preferred exit method. Loud and violent. Most women opted for poison or a blade across a vein. Something less destructive than the blast of a gunshot. 

“Have you seen Adam?” Jen asked, rising up on her toes to scan over the crowd in her backyard. 

Jen’s boyfriend of four years. The party was theirs, one last barbecue before the weather turned too cold. The turnout was good, the backyard filled with friends of both hosts. Billie looked through the faces but shrugged. “He was here a minute ago.”

“He should have put the ribs on the grill by now,” Jen fretted. “He’ll ruin everything if he leaves it too late.”

“I’m sure he knows what he’s doing.”

“But I had it all timed. I just wanted it to be perfect.” 

Billie tried not to roll her eyes. Her friend’s insistence on perfection in all things was annoying, to say the least. She wondered what Jen would say if she knew there was a dead woman wandering around her party with the back of her head blown off. “Nothing’s ever perfect, Jen.” 

“That doesn’t mean you can’t aim for perfection.” Jen straightened the gingham spread on the picnic table. “Oh look, Tammy finally arrived.” 

Tammy worked through the crowd toward them, her ever-present camera bag slung from one shoulder. Swiping someone’s unattended beer from a table, she dropped onto the picnic table next to Billie. “Ladies,” she said, hoisting the beer in salute. 

“Did you forget the time?” Jen asked. 

“I was working,” Tammy said. “You knew that. Nice party.”

Jen clinked her glass against Tammy’s bottle. “I’m glad you made it. How did the shoot go?”

“I hate these amateur fashion shoots,” Tammy said. “These college kids wasted the daylight because they were so unprepared.” 

“Did they pay or was this another volunteer job?” Billie asked. 

“Pro bono. I need to pad out my portfolio with fashion stuff.” Tammy rabbit-punched Billie on the arm. “Nice to see you out for a change.”

Jen rolled her eyes this time. “I had to literally drag her out tonight.”

“Puh-lease.” Billie groaned, knowing full well that her friend was right. She had become something of a recluse since the summer when her whole world had changed. Her eyes were now opened to the dead that haunted every shadow and dark corner. These days, she spent most of her energy trying to close her eyes again. Or, at the very least, barricading herself at home to keep the dead out. 

“Is Kaitlin coming?” Tammy asked. 

“She’s running late too,” Jen answered. 

“Oh? She and Kyle out picking china for their wedding?” 

“She didn’t say,” Jen said. “She hasn’t mentioned the wedding in weeks, actually. Do you think she and Kyle are okay?” 

Billie looked up at Jen. “Why do you say that?”

“I don’t know. She just seems distracted lately.” 

Tammy chortled at Billie. “She’s too busy trailing you around like a puppy. I’m surprised Kyle hasn’t gotten jealous.”

Billie sipped her beer, thinking of a way to change the subject. 

“Why is she doing that?” Jen asked. 

“She’s trying to unlock Billie’s spooky powers,” Tammy laughed. 

Jen bristled and stepped away. “Where the hell is Adam? I can’t trust him to do anything right.” 

Billie watched their friend march into the house. Tammy shook her head. “She still won’t talk about it, huh?” 

“She doesn’t have to,” Billie said. “Hell, I don’t want to talk about it.” 

“I’m glad you came,” Tammy said, glancing her way. “Does this mean your self-imposed exile is over? You ready to rejoin the world?” 

Billie shrugged. A habit she indulged too often and one she was trying to stop. “I wouldn’t go that far.” 

“You know what your problem is?” 

“I don’t have problems,” Billie replied. 

“You need to meet a guy,” Tammy went on. “Someone to bring you out of this funk.” 

“That is sooo not an answer right now.” 

Tammy guffawed. “I didn’t say marry one. Just meet one. Mister Temporary, as opposed to Mister Right.” 

Billie brought the beer to her lips but the bottle was empty. She didn’t bother responding. 

Tammy wagged her chin at the crowd of people in Jen’s backyard. “Plenty of guys here. A few of them real candidates.”

“Then why don’t you meet them?” There was a snarl to Billie’s tone. She disliked her friend’s diagnosis and easy remedy. Like it was that easy. Tammy wasn’t the first one to suggest that she needed to meet somebody either. Jen and Kaitlin had both tried their hand at it. And had their hands slapped for their efforts. 

“I might,” Tammy said. She surveyed the faces around her. “But that’s not a problem for me. We need to find you someone to waste time with.” 

Billie took a deep breath. “I know you mean well but I’m just not in the right space for that. Honest.” 

“Okay.” Tammy set her bottle on the picnic table. “Let’s get another drink, then I need to vent about working with these stupid bitches today. Deal?” 

One of the things that Billie liked about Tammy, and there were many, was her lack of drama and ability to speak plainly. The matter was dropped and within minutes she had Billie laughing over the details of today’s photo shoot with the high-maintenance fashion students. They scrounged more drinks from the perfectly quaint tin ice tub that Jen had laid out and after a while, Billie relaxed into the old routine of simply hanging with the ladies. Kaitlin arrived shortly afterwards and the trio convinced Jen to let Adam handle the hosting duties for a while so they could talk. Billie began to relax. It was almost like the old days. 

An hour onward and Billie realized that she had relaxed too much. Her guard was down, the closing-off to the dead had slipped and when she looked up, she saw the dead woman marching straight for her. 

Terrific. 

Billie tried to close herself off again but it was too late. The woman drew up before her, her lips pursed in a cold frown. 

“I didn’t do it,” the dead woman said. 

Billie didn’t even look at her. She picked at the label on the beer bottle, trying to remember how many she’d had. 

“I didn’t, if that’s what you’re wondering.” The woman sat down next to Billie at the picnic table, her back rigid and her manner prim. She smoothed her long skirt and straightened her hat again, as if making herself presentable to the party. Despite the daintiness of her movements, the dead woman’s hands were raw and hard, the hands of a woman who had worked them hard all her life. 

“The shame of it is what burns me,” she said. “What people would think of it. Suicide, of all things. You’ll be denied Heaven if you give in to that sin.” 

Billie turned her head to the woman and then looked away. “I can’t help you,” she said.

“How unChristian of you.” The woman stiffened up, her eyes narrowing. “But I didn’t ask for your help, thank you very much. I just hate the thought of anyone thinking I killed myself.” 

“My mistake,” Billie said. “I shouldn’t presume.” 

The woman adjusted her hat and then probed gently at the catastrophe that was the back of her head. “It’s ghastly, isn’t it?” 

“Maybe a bigger hat would help.” 

“I had a damn sight just finding this one.” 

The woman smoothed down her skirt again. The two of them fell silent for a time, watching the people around them. The chill emanating from the dead woman crept along the bench toward Billie. 

Billie sat up. “Was it a gun shot?” 

“It was.” 

“Who did it?”

“My husband. He was mad with drink and in a rage. He knocked me senseless, then propped me up in a chair and fetched up his Winchester. He fitted the stock between my knees and put the barrel in my mouth. And then it was over. A suicide to any who had eyes to see.” 

“I’m sorry,” Billie said. “No one ever learned the truth?” 

“No. The children had their suspicions but none ever voiced them. Too afraid of their father.” 

The people around them laughed and chatted and carried on, unaware of the spectral tragedy in their midst. Billie turned to the woman’s direction but did not look at her. “Can’t you move on?” 

“I’m afeared to. Purgatory holds a special place for suicides.” 

“But you didn’t kill yourself.” 

“Do they know that? On the other side?” The dead woman folded her hands in her lap. “I’ll bide my time here, thank you very much.” 

“I don’t think it’s like that,” Billie said. “On the other side.” 

“How do you know?” 

Point taken, Billie thought. She became quiet. 

The woman stood up. “I’ll leave you to it, then.” 

“Where will you go?” 

“Somewhere quiet. This damn city is too loud by far.” The woman stepped through the crowd and made her way toward the gate. She stopped and looked up at the sky. “There’s a storm coming, child. A nasty one too. It’ll spoil your little garden party I’m afraid.” 

None of the party-goers had noticed the clouds forming in the night sky. When the rain came down, they squealed and ran inside. 

Billie decided she’d had enough for one night and followed the dead woman through the back gate. 
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THE HALF-BOY was waiting for her when she woke up. Coiled in a corner of the ceiling, he hovered there like a grotesque spider watching Billie to come to life. 

She sat up and rubbed her eyes, her skull thumping a little heavy from last night’s party. She looked up at the little ghost on the ceiling. “Morning,” she said. “How was your night?” 

The Half-Boy said nothing. He never did. He crawled down the wall, leaving behind bloody smears from the stumps of his amputated legs. Reaching the window, he settled onto the sill and looked outside. 

“Looks like a nice day out there,” Billie said. “Maybe you should get some air.” 

He looked at her once with his dark eyes and then turned back to the window. 

He was a mystery, this phantom of a boy. He had shown up shortly after the accident that had triggered Billie’s ability to see the dead and he had stuck around ever since. She didn’t know his name or how old he was or where he had come from. She hadn’t learned how he had died or lost his legs. Although Half-Boy never spoke she had, almost accidentally, discovered the reason why he remained silent. One night when he was haunting her apartment, she had caught him mouthing words when he thought she wasn’t looking. It took a moment before she realized he was singing, although no sound issued from his lips. His mouth flapping open, she caught a glimpse of his maw and saw that his tongue was missing. Like his crudely severed legs, all that remained was the stubby eel of a muscle that wagged from the back of his throat. There was a slight chance that he had been born that way but she had a strong notion that it had been cut out. 

She didn’t know why or who had done such a thing to him. She probably never would. 

Uncovering that grisly fact had brought some small relief. At least she knew that the Half-Boy could not speak, as opposed to refusing to speak to her. She had tried other forms of communication to learn more about him but nothing had worked. She had brought home a child’s slate chalkboard and tried to get him to write something down but the chalk sat untouched. She had tried alphabet fridge magnets and even sand poured into a dish where he could trace a finger through. He attempted none of it and after a few more attempts, Billie hazarded a guess as to why. The boy was illiterate. He hadn’t learnt to read or write while alive and remained illiterate in death. She stopped trying after that. Half-Boy would simply remain a mystery, his story and his motives for hanging around kept to himself. 

“I had an idea,” she said. “Something you and I could do to understand each other.”

The boy in the window turned his head partway to her. 

Billie reached down to the clutter of books and magazines beside the bed and plucked out one in particular. It was large, with big letters and colourful pictures. A children’s book for primary readers. Seeing it at a yard sale the other day had given her an idea. 

“I thought we could work on this together.” She opened the book and held it up for him to see. “I could teach you to read and write. Just simple stuff. Then we could communicate.” 

His face soured. He dropped down from the sill to the floor. 

“It won’t be easy,” she said. “But if we’re patient, we’ll get there.” 

The Half-Boy trotted across the floor on his hands and left the room. 

Billie set the picture book down on the night table. “Guess not,” she said. 

 

~

 

“Do you think Adam’s changed?” 

The question came out of the blue, lobbed by Jen like a loose hand grenade. Billie had stopped by the Doll House shop to chat with Jen, something she often did since she worked evenings. She would often mind the shop while Jen ran a few errands. Not that she was much help if a customer needed advice on a dress. The clothes on the racks, both the vintage stuff and Jen’s own designs, were pretty and fun but not Billie’s style. She didn’t have the knack for assessing certain dresses on certain women. She’d often overcompensate by telling everyone that they looked smashing in everything. 

“Changed?” Billie asked. “Changed how?” 

“I don’t know,” Jen said as she straightened the clothes on the racks. “Just different lately.”

“No. He seems the same as always. What happened?”

Jen sighed. “Nothing. It’s just—I don’t know.” 

Billie settled onto the old church pew near the wall and patted the seat beside her. “Come on. Out with it. Did Adam say anything?”

“No. Like I said, it’s nothing. Nothing I can point to, anyway. Just a feeling.” 

Billie mulled it over. She didn’t know Adam well, even after all the years that he and Jen had been together. She didn’t dislike him, they just didn’t have much to say to one another. Like herself, Adam was quiet and somewhat reserved. A listener more than a talker. If anything, he was a rock. Unchanging, unflappable. 

“I think you’d know if something had changed with him,” she said. “He’s straight forward. Not one to play games.”

Jen fussed with a loose thread trailing out of her hem. “Maybe.”

“Do you think—” Billie cut herself off, unsure of what she wanted to say.

“What?”

“Don’t get mad. Okay?”

“What is it?”

“Do you think you’re the one who’s changed?”

Jen got to her feet. “Don’t be ridiculous.” 

“See? I shouldn’t have asked.” 

“But I haven’t changed. I’m the same person. Maybe that’s the problem.” Jen returned to straightening the racks, becoming very busy. 

“Your life has changed,” Billie said. “Since opening the shop. You practically live here. Maybe that’s what’s different.” 

“But I have to be here. I don’t have a choice. Especially in the first year. He should know that!” 

“Easy.” Billie watched her friend move about the shop. “I’m sure he does know that. It’s probably just hard right now because of the new business. No one’s to blame.” 

“Well that’s not fair.” Struggling with a tangled spaghetti strap, Jen dropped the dress on the counter in disgust. “What am I supposed to do?” 

“Don’t trash the place for starters.” Billie got up and fetched the garment. “Jen, this isn’t about paranoia, is it? Like what happened with Jeremy?” 

“No!”

“Uh-huh.” 

Jen had been cheated on once and it had destroyed her at the time. Her old boyfriend Jeremy turned out to be a serial cheater. Humiliated, Jen had become paranoid of it ever happening again. When stressed, it often reared its head and Jen would spin off until someone, usually Adam, talked her down from the ledge. 

Jen’s posture fell. “Am I doing it again?”

“I think so. You’ve been worried and overworked. It happens.” 

“Maybe.” Jen took the dress from Billie and hung it back up. “It’s just, we barely talk anymore. Or spend any time together.” 

“Because you’re always here. Communication is hard when one person isn’t there.” A flash image of the Half-Boy popped into Billie’s mind. His silence and refusal to learn to communicate. 

Oh God, she thought. Jen was talking about her boyfriend and all she could relate it to was the ghost of a long-dead, legless boy currently haunting her apartment. How pathetic was that? 

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Jen said. “Did you meet Nick at the barbecue?” 

“I don’t think so.”

“He’s a friend of Adam’s. Tall guy, beard?” 

“Uh, that describes every guy at the party.” 

“Whatever,” Jen continued. “He was asking about you.” 

Billie stretched her back. “You hungry? I need to eat something.” 

“I knew you’d react that way. So I made plans. We’re going out tonight.” 

Billie’s radar pinged. Danger. “Who’s we?”

“You, me, Adam. Kaitlin and Kyle. And Nick.” 

“Jen, don’t—”

“You’re coming so don’t argue with me. If I can take time away from this place, you can come out to meet someone new. It won’t kill you.”

“How do you know I don’t already have plans?” 

“Because you never have plans,” Jen said. “Nine tonight, at the Ship. And if you don’t show, I’ll march over to your place and drag you out by the ear.” 

Billie soured at the thought of being set up. “Barf.”

“Don’t be like that. You’ll have fun. I promise.” 
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“RAY, HOW DO you feel about working a double?” 

Detective Ray Mockler looked up from the file he’d been studying to find his superior leaning on his cubicle. “Is that a trick question, Sergeant?” 

Staff Sergeant Gibson tapped her nails on the metal cap run of the cubicle wall. “No, unfortunately.” 

Mockler pushed aside the binder he’d been pouring over and rose from his chair. He scanned the bullpen of the Homicide Unit. Not a soul in sight. Checking the clock, he realized the shift change had come and gone with nary a peep. Shift change was usually a loud affair when the graveyard crew came in to relieve the daytime team. 

“Where is everybody?”

“Unavailable,” Sergeant Gibson said. “I’m short a few warm bodies.” 

Detective Mockler squinted at his superior in disbelief. “Everyone’s busy? Come on.”

“Hoffman’s down sick.” Gibson counted off her fingers one at a time to underscore her point. “Trelawney called in about a family emergency and Reznikoff is already on a call.” 

“What about the other day-shifters? I just rotated off night-shift.” 

“They’re already occupied or pulled seniority. That leaves you.”

Mockler sighed and knew he was sunk. He was still the rookie member in Homicide. He drew the short straw by default. He stretched his back and tried not to yawn. “Okay.” 

“Good man,” she said. “It’s Monday. It’ll be a slow night. People don’t kill each other on Monday nights.” 

“Is that a fact?”

“Just an observation.” 

A uniformed officer poked his head into the Homicide bullpen. He held a note in his hand. “We got a body! Sort of.”

Mockler fired a harsh look at his boss. Gibson just shrugged before hollering at the uniformed officer. “Sort of? What does that mean, officer?” 

The uniformed officer shied and looked at the note. “Partial body is what it sounds like. Ribs.” 

“There you go, Detective.” Gibson tucked a file under her arm, fired a smirk back at Mockler and headed off. “A challenge. You’re primary on this one. Do me proud.” 

Mockler closed the binder on his desk and reached for his jacket, muttering under his breath. 

“About friggin’ time too.” 

 

He knew it wouldn’t happen overnight but two years was a long time to wait. He’d been patient, supporting other homicide detectives as they worked the cases that came in. Like everything else in this world, there was a pecking order and, as the youngest member of the squad, he had to earn out first. Tonight would be his first as primary investigator, which was good but it was only by the fluke of every other detective being otherwise occupied. 

Doesn’t matter, he told himself. This was an opportunity. Knock it out of the park.

The address he’d been given was on Essex Street, a potholed road in the old industrial quarter. Pulling into the roughshod yard, he found two cruisers on scene with their lights flicking in quiet mode. One uniformed officer leaned against his car while another stood before the double doors of an old building that looked forgotten by time. Something about the way the red lights of the cruisers twinkled against the brickwork fired a red flag in Mockler’s gut. This didn’t look good. 

He nodded hello to the officer waiting near the door. “Hey Walton. How are you?” 

“Bit queasy, to tell you the truth,” Officer Walton said. “You working solo?” 

“Tonight I am. What do you got?” 

“Anonymous call came in about an hour ago. Caller said they found a body at this address.”

Mockler looked up at the building before him. An old warehouse from the Edwardian era, shuttered a long time ago and tilting with age. There were still rails left in the cobbled pave. Most of the tall windows had been broken and the roof had collapsed near the south end. “The caller leave a name?” 

“No. Dispatch said they sounded young. Probably just some kids goofing around where they’re not supposed to.” 

“All right,” Mockler said. “Let’s see what you got.”

Officer Walton reached for her flashlight. “Check your gut. It isn’t pretty.” 

The interior of the building was dark and smelled of old diesel and rotting wood. Walton lead the way through piles of debris to a door that led down to the cellar. Here the darkness thickened to the point where their flashlights did little but bore holes through solid night. Twice Mockler felt the step crack under his foot and wondered if the whole staircase was going to collapse under him. 

“Watch your step,” Walton said. “There’s crap everywhere.” 

The detective moved around the broken glass and fragmented machinery on the floor, trying not to land on a nail. “Who took the call on this?”

“Me and Chen.” 

“Chen? I thought he was on parental leave.”

“He was. Came back early.” 

“So you two came rooting down here? Was anyone hanging around?”

Officer Walton shook her head and continued on into the darkness. “Nope. We looked around outside first, thinking whoever made the call might hang around to see if we showed but we didn’t see anyone. Ah, here it is.” 

Mockler followed the beam of the officer’s flashlight as it trailed across the floor and something flared up in the light. He stopped cold. 

“Jesus.”

The officer looked back at the detective. “Like I said, it ain’t pretty.” 

It was little more than a torso and nothing but bone. A spindly ribcage and a few pieces of vertebrae, filthy and wet like it had been down here in the dark for a very long time. As he stepped closer, Mockler could see that three of the ribs were broken and the spine barely held together. 

“Where’s the rest of it?”

“Don’t know,” Walton said. “Chen wanted to look around for more but I figured we’d better leave it untouched till you got here.”

“Good call.”

There was no skull nor arm bones. No pelvis or legs. Just a rack of human ribs settled into a grimy corner of a deserted building. 

Mockler stuck the flashlight under his arm to snap on latex gloves and then he bent down over the remains. The bones were old and brittle but other than that, they told him very little. Training the light over the floor around the bones revealed nothing. There was a rusting nail and some machined bolts but these pieces were everywhere and had nothing to do with the remains. 

“So what do you think?” Walton asked. “Natural causes?”

Mockler guffawed. Gallows humour was common among the officers. Coping by way of detachment. “Clearly. Heart attack or stroke.” 

The momentary levity dissipated quickly in the gloomy atmosphere and both officers resumed their game faces. 

Mockler stood up. “Guess we better get the forensics truck out here.” 

“I called ahead, told them to get prepared.” 

“Thanks. Let’s have a look around.” Mockler took a step back and studied the remains again. “Ask Chen to get another cruiser here. Then he can come down and help us look.” 

“Sure.”

Mockler waited until Walton radioed her partner before moving to the far side of the remains. “Slow sweep across the floor. Watch where you step.” 

They moved slowly on either side of the bones, training their flashlights back and forth over the floor as they went. More nails and bolts and rusty debris flared up in the light but nothing unusual appeared. 

“Bingo,” said Walton. 

Mockler picked his way carefully to the officer’s location. Lit up in Walton’s lightbeam was a gnarled piece of vertebrae. “Good eyes, Walty. See anymore.”

“Yeah. There’s another piece here.” Her light picked out another knob of bone on the floor. Beyond that was a third piece. 

“Looks like it’s been scattered around,” Mockler said.

“Do you think an animal’s been at it?”

“Maybe. Let’s follow the trail.” 

Like breadcrumbs strewn through a dark forest, more bony artifacts flared up in their collective lights. Femurs and ulnas, then the broken pelvic bone. They both stopped when they located a jaw bone. 

“Damn. The poor guy’s all over the place.” 

Mockler swept his light up ahead. They had traversed most of the floor space and now stood before what Mockler guessed was the south wall. 

“What is that?” Walton asked. 

A tumble of bricks were piled up near one section of the wall where the masonry had collapsed, leaving a dark gap in the building’s foundation. A few stray articles of bone lay tumbled among the bricks. 

“That doesn’t look good.” 

They moved closer, minding where they stepped and both officers bent down to examine the breach in the wall. Three feet tall by a few wide. Large enough for a person to squeeze through. 

Walton covered her nose. “Stinks, whatever it is.” 

Mockler aimed his light into the gap. The darkness within was deep, as if there was a tunnel or chasm behind the wall. “I can’t see anything in there. Shine your light in there too.”

The officer did as she was asked and, combined, their lights cut away the darkness. More bones flashed in the light, a tangled mess of skeletons, silent and still in the darkness of some mouldy tomb. 
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THE JOLT CAME out of nowhere, knocking Billie sideways out of the present. An electric charge that ripped down her spine and numbed her brain cells cold. 

It wasn’t her ability to sense the dead that had tweaked. That cold feeling she was familiar with. This had been something else and that worried her. Was it some new aspect of her abilities manifesting itself or something more mundane? Like an aneurysm? 

Someone was speaking her name but her brain was too numbed to make any sense of it. Everything went fuzzy as she blinked her eyes, trying to ground herself to the here-and-now. 

“Earth to Billie?” 

Reality snapped back instantly and she remembered where she was. In a bar with Jen and Adam. Kaitlin and her boyfriend, Kyle. One other person at the table with them. A guy. A friend of Adam’s that Jen had invited, playing match-maker. 

She wondered if she could jolt herself away. The cold numbness was preferable to Jen’s overbearing attempts to play cupid. 

“You in there?” Jen waved her hand before Billie’s eyes. “Where did you go just now?” 

“Somewhere else,” Billie answered.

“Well stop it. You scare me when you space-out like that.” 

Billie felt her back go up. “I don’t do that.”

“You’ve done it since we were kids.”

That was news to Billie. She didn’t pursue it. “Sorry.” 

The bar was loud, crowded with people shouting across their tables as loud as possible. Of the group seated around her own table, she’d had to strain her ears to stay in the conversation. 

“You need to give Nick a chance,” Jen said. “Talk to him.”

Billie tried to flag down the waitress as she passed by but the woman ignored her. “I did. He seems nice.”

“More than a two-minute conversation, Billie. He’s an interesting guy. I think you’d see that if you made the tiniest effort to get to know him.” 

“Why do you do this? I’ve asked you not to and you still do. Do you like being disappointed?” 

Vexed, Jen gave out a lengthy sigh. “I just think you should try and meet someone. And you’re not going to do that spending all your time alone.” 

“Maybe I like being alone.” 

“No one likes being alone,” said Jen. 

Stalemated, Billie kept her mouth shut and let the topic dry up and blow away. She looked across the table to Adam, who was deep in conversation with his friend Nick. 

“How are things with Adam?” she asked. “You still worried?” 

“No,” Jen replied. “I don’t know. I think I was just having a moment.” 

“Did you guys talk?” 

Jen shook her head sharply. As if such an idea was ludicrous.  

Billie wasn’t all that surprised. Jen was overly fond of doling out advice and trying to “fix” everyone’s lives for them but she often failed to follow her own advice. Then again, Billie noted, everyone did that. Herself included. It was dead easy to identify a problem or a flaw in others and yet be completely oblivious to the problems in one’s own life. 

“We are all of us blind,” Billie muttered. 

“What?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Give him another chance,” Jen said. “That’s all I’m asking.” 

Billie promised she would and Jen excused herself to find the loo. Her chair was barely cold when Kaitlin dropped into it and clutched Billie’s arm. “I need to talk to you,” she said. 

Billie sensed trouble and looked for a way to derail Kaitlin’s urgency. “Did you cut your hair? It looks different.”

“Like a  few days ago. You didn’t notice at the barbecue.” 

“I like it,” Billie said. Of her three friends, Kaitlin was the most put-together. She blew buckets of money on clothes and hair. A simple compliment on her outfit would send Kaitlin into an intense discussion on the topic.  

“I haven’t decided yet,” Kaitlin said, checking her reflection in the mirror behind their table. She gripped Billie’s arm again. “But that’s not what I needed to talk to you about. I met the coolest people yesterday.” 

“Oh?” 

“Yes. Paranormal investigators!” Kaitlin beamed, clearly expecting a big reaction. 

“Who?” 

Kaitlin frowned. “They investigate paranormal stuff, you know? Like ghost hunters.” 

Billie felt her anger tick up a notch. This had become Kaitlin’s newest obsession; the paranormal. Since Billie had admitted her newfound abilities to her friends back in the summer, Kaitlin had become seized with the idea. At the time, Billie was grateful that at least one of her friends  believed her. Jen refused to even consider the idea and Tammy was on the fence. Kaitlin, however, had gone completely the other way. From an idle believer to an obsessed devotee. She had confessed to a lifelong interest in the subject and now she wouldn’t stop pestering Billie with questions about it. It was almost as if she wanted to learn how to do it too, like it was a skill one could acquire. 

“Ghost hunters? Kaitlin, please.”

“No, they’re really cool,” Kaitlin gushed, eager to divulge. “They investigate places that are supposed to be haunted. And they have all this gear to try and document evidence of the paranormal.”

Billie reached for her drink. “Why would I care?”

“They’re doing a TV show. For, like, the History channel or something. They want to meet you.”

“Me? Why?” 

“I told them all about you,” Kaitlin said. “That you were the real deal. They were fascinated. They want a medium on the team for the show. They have one now but their not happy with him.” 

“Why would you do that? Don’t tell people about me.”

“I thought you’d be happy,” Kaitlin replied, taken aback at her friend’s lack of enthusiasm. “It’s an amazing opportunity. You should talk to them.”

“It’s not a circus act.”

“It’s a skill,” Kaitlin said. “A gift. One you should use to help others.” 

This was something Billie had heard before. That she had a duty to do something with this ability she hadn’t asked for. “I don’t even want it.” 

“That’s just being selfish.” 

“So what if it is?” Billie groused. “Why don’t you be their psychic, Kaitlin. I’m sure you could pull it off.”

“Believe me,” Kaitlin said, rising up from the chair. “I would if I could.” 

Kaitlin returned to her spot beside Kyle. Billie reached for her drink but it was empty. The waitress was nowhere to be seen. 

She was about to go to the bar to get herself a drink when the empty chair next to her became suddenly occupied. 

The new guy at the table. Nick. He smiled at her. “You planning your escape?”

“Was it that obvious?” 

“I’m afraid so,” he said. “Your eyes keep straying to the door.” 

He seemed nice enough, Billie thought. There was nothing to mark Nick as unusual or off-putting. In fact, just the opposite, he seemed to fit in too well with his beard and his tattoos and his urban lumberjack style of dress. 

“Is there somewhere else you’d prefer to be?” Nick asked. 

“No.” She stopped, unsure of what she was trying to say. “I’m just not good company.”

“Why would you say that?” 

“Dunno. Just am.”

“Maybe,” he suggested, “you just haven’t found the right company.” 

“Is that a line?”

He laughed. “Depends. Is it working?” 

When she didn’t respond, he turned to her. “Hey. You all right?” 

Everything faded to black as the jolt from before came screaming back. That same cold numbness enveloped Billie in a bubble that blocked out the world around her. Stronger than before. Something about the first zap had felt familiar but it was too brief to lock on to what it could have been. This second, stronger episode brought it all into sharp clarity. 

It was Mockler. Something was wrong. 
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THE VAST SPACE of the cellar was illuminated with floodlights set up by the forensics team. Constables hurried up and down the steps, assisting both the forensics unit and the sole investigator on scene. Mockler stood back and watched the men in white coveralls clear away the rubble from the floor before dismantling more brickwork to widen the breach in the wall. When the opening was big enough to crawl through, someone handed Mockler coveralls to change into. 

Zipping up, he looked at the broken section of wall. Widened as it now was, he would still have to crawl through into a dark tomb filled with dead bodies. “They failed to mention this in the job description,” he groused to the man beside him. 

Sozen, lead officer on the forensic unit, adjusted a glove. “Go on, pretend you don’t live for this stuff.” 

It was like crawling headfirst into hell. The air was sour and humid, the chamber claustrophobic and everywhere he looked were bones. In the bouncing flare of the flashlights, the hollow eyes of the skulls seemed to follow him everywhere. 

“Hold this,” Sozen said, handing him a portable light. One strong enough to light the cramped interior. 

The chamber was small. Mockler put its dimensions at twelve by fourteen feet. It felt like a root cellar the way the ceiling pressed down on them, forcing both men to lower their heads. He held the light steady while Sozen snapped a few initial photographs. 

The bones lay scattered and tangled in a haphazard pile like some unholy game of pick-up sticks. Mockler studied the remains but the only way to determine the number of deceased was to perform a literal head count. Six skulls in all, strewn about like lost soccer balls. The one found in the cellar proper brought the number of skulls to seven. 

There was no meaning to the positioning of the remains that Mockler could see. Nothing matched up from where they lay. No playing along to that old hymn about the foot-bone connecting to the heel bone, the heel bone connecting to the ankle bone and so on. 

“What do you think, hoss?” said Sozen. 

Mockler pulled at the coverall. The crinkly plastic suit was too hot. “The mess they’re in? I don’t have a frigging clue.” 

The forensic leader nodded in agreement. “A mess it is.” 

 

An hour later, Mockler was still the only detective on scene. Officer Walton, who had shifted easily into secondary investigator, had called into Division One for another homicide detective only to learn that all of them were occupied. Mockler found himself stranded on his own for his first case as primary on what could easily be described as the most gruesome murder scene of his career so far. 

Almost, he reminded himself. Top spot in the gruesome category went to the victim in the unresolved Gantry file. He pushed that notion away. Just thinking about Gantry made him see red. 

He watched from a distance as Sozen and his team poured over the scene and started removing the remains. A long and tedious process as every bone and fragment was photographed, recorded and slipped into an evidence bag. Working the phone, he corralled an officer at the precinct to dig up the owner of the abandoned property and another to search the record for any previous police calls to this location. 

“I heard you were on your own down here,” said a voice. 

Mockler turned to see Sergeant Gibson crossing the floor toward him. “You heard right.”

The Sergeant stepped aside as the forensic crew swept past with a rubber bin. “This looks bad.” 

“Bad doesn’t begin to describe this.” Mockler nodded at the opening to the hidden chamber. “It’s a ten-alarm freak show.” 

Gibson eyed the scene before her. Her demeanour dropped a few degrees. “That’s why I came down. What do you have so far?” 

“A handful of nothing,” Mockler said. “At last count, seven bodies. Decayed to the point of bone, all of it messed together. Nothing else on the scene. No clothing, no bits of material or wallets or purses. Just bones.” 

Sergeant Gibson ran her eyes over the cellar. “Who owns this building?”

“The name on the deed says Redkauer. Some foreign investor or something.” Mockler looked over to where Walton was taking notes. “Walton, what was the name of that company that owns this place?” 

“Red-a-kauer,” Walton answered. “Foreign company. Based in Stockholm.” 

“I called but there’s no answer,” Mockler said. “I don’t know what time it is over there.” 

“Keep trying,” the sergeant said. “What else?” 

“We can start canvassing the neighbourhood in the morning, see if anybody nearby has seen or heard anything. We can get to the clerk’s office and dig up records on the building. Find out what this place used to be. Hopefully the coroner can tell us something once they’ve examined the remains.” 

Gibson stepped closer to the crumbled gap in the wall. “Tell me about this.”

“It’s some kind of root cellar.” Mockler pointed to the brickwork around the gap. “See how the masonry is different here. The doorway was bricked up a long time ago.”

Gibson leaned in for a closer look. “So someone placed the bodies in here and sealed it up.” 

“Yeah. But I don’t think it was all at once.”

“What do you mean?” 

“The bricks here were never mortared into place,” Mockler said. “They were just stacked up to form a wall. Sozen and his team took it down in minutes.” 

“Meaning what? They were in too much of a hurry to do it right?” 

“Or they wanted it accessible.”  Mockler wagged his chin at the vast cellar around them. “From a distance, this un-mortared patch looks no different from the rest of the brickwork. It’s sealed up and hidden but, with a few minutes work, someone could still open it up.” 

Sergeant Gibson folded her arms, mulling it over. “So the perpetrator brings the body down here, dismantles the bricks. Puts the body inside, puts the bricks back in place and leaves.” 

“Until next time,” he added. 

“Christ almighty,” she said. “For now, keep both theories working until you know more.” 

A member of the forensic team crawled out of the breach at their feet. Mockler and Gibson stepped back to get out of the way. The Sergeant watched the detective rub his eyes. 

“You all right?”

“Yeah. Long night.” His phone went off but it stopped ringing before he could answer it. He dropped it back into his pocket. “Any chance we can get some more help down here?” 

“Odinbeck’s on his way. Singh said he’ll be here soon as he can.” 

“Good.” 

Gibson made for the stairs, sidestepping the puddles and debris on the floor. She stopped and looked back. “For your first case as primary, you sure landed a doozy.” 

“Lucky me,” he said, more to himself than to his sergeant. Remembering the phone, he took it out to see who had called. The name displayed there made him blink. 

Billie Culpepper. 
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BILLIE DROPPED THE phone away as if it was poison, letting it fall to the bedroom floor. A moment later she got out of bed and took the phone out to the kitchen where she left it on the table. Then she went back to bed. 

Stupid girl. No restraint. 

Since the jolt earlier in the evening, she had been unable to stop thinking about the police detective. What did the jolt mean? Was he in trouble? Was he hurt? She would have dismissed the whole thing but it had happened once before, a zap out of the blue that she somehow knew was from him like a psychic call for help. It sounded ludicrous but so did her ability to talk to the dead. That first time she had been zapped by him, Mockler was in danger from something terrible. Was that the case this time or was it something worse? 

She dismissed it and forced herself to think of something else but nothing came. Crawling into bed only made it worse, her mind working overtime while the numbers on the bedside clock ticked on and on. She turned on the radio and cued in a local station to listen to the news. Fetching her phone, she scrolled through a local news feed but there was nothing. No reports of any emergency involving the police. It settled her for only a moment, realizing it meant nothing. Unable to stop her mind from racing through awful scenarios, she dialled Mockler’s number but hung up after the first ring. 

Mortification set in. She had called his cell before which meant that her name would most likely pop up in the display. What would he think? Would he think anything at all or dismiss it as an accidental pocket-dial? For all she knew, he didn’t even remember who she was. 

A new flood of worries kept her up after that, fearing that he would call back. She strained her ears to listen for the sound of her phone going off in the kitchen but it failed to ring. She was relieved when it didn’t and miserable the rest of the night when it stayed silent. 

When it finally did ring, Billie was dead asleep, the pillow damp with somnambulist drool. She spasmed awake, unsure of what she was hearing before recognizing its annoying chime. She bolted for the kitchen, stubbing her toe on the door frame and hopping the rest of the way. 

“Hello?” she said, breathless from the pain. 

A man’s voice. “Billie? What the devil’s going on over there?”

It wasn’t Mockler, that much was certain. The voice was familiar but, with the pain and disorientation, she couldn’t put a name to it. “Who is this?”

“Did you forget about me already? You’re breaking me heart, luv.” 

The accent bit hard and Billie’s mouth dropped. “Gantry?” 

“Are you high?” 

“What? No.”

“Then wake up. What the hell are you up to?”

“Nothing,” Billie said, flustered at his tone. “What do you want?”

“Are you sure?” Gantry asked. “Something’s going on in that smelly old backwater of yours. What is it?”

“Are you drunk?” 

“Not nearly enough,” he said. “Did you call me?”

Billie took the phone away from her ear and looked at it. She crooked it back under her ear. “How can I call you? You don’t even have a number.”

“No. Like psychically or something.”

“How would I do that?”

“Don’t ask me, luv. You’re the psychic.” 

“I’m hanging up now.”

“No, you’re not.” There was a pause, broken by the snap of a lighter before his voice resumed. “So nothing odd is happening? Nothing out of the ordinary?”

“No. Why would it?”

“Just a feeling. So calm on all fronts, then? No weirdness from the dead?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“What does that mean?”

Billie shivered. The kitchen floor was cold against her feet. “It means I’ve learned how to shut them out and it’s gonna stay that way.”

“Have you lost your marbles? You need to open up, Billie. Learn to master it. Christ.” 

“No. I don’t.” Billie marched back into the bedroom and crawled under the covers. “Where are you?”

“At the moment, I’m stuck in the nastiest armpit of the Commonwealth.” 

“Where?”

“Wales,” he said. “Billie, I warned you about this before. You can’t shut it out. You need to learn to control it.”

“Why? So these awful ghosts can drive me insane? No thanks.”

“It will drive you to the nuthouse if you don’t. Do you want that?” 

Billie didn’t respond. She craned her neck, trying to work out the kink that had settled in the muscles. 

His voice crackled down the phone line. “Did you nod off on me?” 

“You’re just using me, aren’t you?” 

“Why do you think that?”

“Because,” she said. “That’s what people say about you. That you use people. Manipulate them into doing your dirty work.” 

“Who have you been talking to?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Come on. Out with it. Who said that?”

Billie chewed her lip before answering. “Marta Ostensky.” 

“Marta! I’m gonna have to word with her when I get back.” A hiss filled the line. “How is the Ukrainian Bombshell anyway?”

“She hates you. She doesn’t like me much either, to tell you the truth. Did you have a thing with her?” 

“That’s none of your business. How much, if you had to measure it, would you say she hates me?” 

“I think she’d kill you if she had the chance. Or cripple you at the very least. Did you two have a fling or was it something more?”

“Nosy, aren’t we?” 

“So you did!”

“Never mind,” he huffed. “So nothing odd is happening? No blips in the occult radar?” 

“Not that I know of.”

“Maybe me radar’s off then. Billie, have you ever heard of a place called the Murder House?”

“Never heard of it. Why?”

“Not sure—”

His voice was cut off by noise in the background. The sound of voices yelling, like there was a riot going on. Then his voice resumed. “I gotta run. These Welsh retards are getting restless.”

“Jesus, Gantry,” she said. “What have you done now?”

“Never mind. Get back to your training, Billie. Don’t shut out the dead. Talk to them—” 

More noise filled the line. Yelling and jostling, as if her caller was caught in a scrum. 

“Gantry?”

“Keep your ears peeled for anything dodgy,” he hollered into the phone. “Anything out of the ordinary. Call me if you do.”

“How am I supposed to call you?” she fumed. 

The phone hissed and went flat, the connection cut short. 

Billie tossed the phone down and nestled under the covers, trying to shake off the chill from the kitchen. The alarm clock went off a minute later. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8

 

THE REMAINS WERE laid out on stainless steel gurneys in the examination room. All seven of them, reconstructed from the gruesome pile of puzzle pieces they were found in. Not all of the pieces were there, leaving each set of remains without hands or the smaller bones of the feet. 

Detective Mockler tugged at his collar. The room was too hot and the bank of lights overhead too bright. He hated the smell of this anti-septic, white-tiled room. He prayed for it to be over soon. “So,” he said. “What do we have?”

Marla Tran was the deputy Medical Examiner. She stood before the tables of assembled remains. “Seven bodies,” she said. “All female.” 

“That’s all you got?” 

Tran dropped her hands into the pockets of her lab coat. “I’ve only had them for a few hours, Mockler. I’d say that’s a lot.” 

“Sorry.” He tugged at his collar again. “I’ve been up all night. So you put them all together?” 

“It’s not precise,” she said. “More of a best guess at this point. But at least they look more presentable. Sozen told me the state they were found in. Awful.” 

It had been surreal, that terrible jumble of bones. This was almost worse, seeing them carefully reassembled and treated with some manner of respect. It brought home the fact that these were once human beings. 

He took a step closer to the nearest gurney. “Do you have any idea what happened to them?”

“No. There’s not much to go on, given the state of the remains. But it’s early days yet.” 

“How do you know they’re all women?”

Tran gestured at the nearest set of bones. “From the shape of the pelvis.” 

“How old do you think these are? Even a ballpark? This year or a hundred years?”

“They’re not recent, I can tell you that,” Tran said. “At least a decade old, maybe two. Anything beyond that is a guess.” 

He pointed at the left leg of the remains before them, where the bones disappeared below the ankle. “What about the parts that are missing. The hands or feet. Anything to that?”

“Probably just lost. It happens with the smaller bones. They may have been disturbed by rodents or something.” 

“Maybe they’re still at the scene.”

Tran shrugged. “I doubt it. Sozen and his team are really thorough.” 

“He is.” Mockler tugged at his collar and scratched his chin, unable to be still. 

“You really hate it in here,” she said. “Don’t you?” 

“It’s not my favourite place. Anything else?” 

“Just one thing. Take a look at this.” She led him to the table at the end and gestured at the ribcage resting there. “Do you see this? The powdery grit on the bones?” 

Leaning in, he could just make out a fine sand dusting the surface of the ribs. “What is it?”

“I’m pretty sure it’s lye. I haven’t tested it yet but I know how lye smells.” 

“Lye? It’s an acid or something, isn’t it?”

“Technically it’s a base, not an acid. But it’s caustic and can be used to dissolve flesh.” 

“I see. Someone used it to get rid of these?”

Marla nodded. “Yes. But there’s a fair amount sprinkled on these remains, and two others but not on the rest.”

“Meaning, it was used at different times?”

“I think so. As each body was treated with lye, the excess settled onto the older bones and stayed there. Does that help?”

“Yep. Thanks, Marla.” 

“You can go now. I’ll call you when I find out more.” 

He thanked her again and marched quickly for the exit. 

 

~

 

As the sun went down on the western rim of the city, Detective Mockler stood alone at the crime scene, torturing himself to see what, if anything, had been missed.   The sound of dripping water echoed around inside the vast cellar like a sonar ping of loneliness. The frenzied momentum of the previous night had ebbed away until it took on a glacial pace, grinding to a halt. Returning to the broken brickwork to study the crime scene was the only thing Mockler knew to do. There had to be something he had missed, something no one else saw but his eyesight was long past blurry and he knew in his gut that he wasting his time. 

Footfalls sounded from the floor above and then a shadow drew long on the stairs. A voice called out. “You still at it, chief?” 

Mockler turned to see Detective Odinbeck descending the steps. “I am,” said Mockler. “What’s up?”

“I came to drag you out of here and send you home.” Odinbeck came alongside the younger detective and cast his eyes over the broken length of wall. “So that’s it, huh?” 

“That’s it. Where were you today?” 

“Stuck in court,” said Odinbeck. “The Dickerson inquest.” 

“How’d it go?”

“Don’t ask.” The older detective bent at the waist to peer into the broken gap in the wall. “This is a nasty piece of work you found.” 

“You heard?” Mockler said. 

“The whole city’s heard by now. Gibson gave me the details when I got back to Division. So, what do you got?” 

Mockler rubbed his eyes. “A heaping pile of nothing. The whole thing has flat-lined.”

“You just need some fresh eyes on this,” Odinbeck said. “And you need some sleep. How long you been at this?”

“I don’t remember.” 

The senior detective straightened up. “Fill me in.” 

“According to Marla, the bodies are all female. And they’ve been down here a while. They were dusted with lye to decompose them. The bodies were hidden here at different times behind this patch of wall. The persons responsible would dismantle the bricks, hide the body and rebuild the wall until next time.” 

Odinbeck looked up when the younger detective stopped talking. “And?”

“That’s it. The property is owned by some foreign outfit who won’t return calls. The records of any previous owner can’t be found because of some clerical mishap. We canvassed the area all day. No one has seen anything.” Mockler swept a hand over their surroundings. “This building has been empty for so long, no one even sees it anymore.” 

“There’s gotta be more than that.”

Mockler scratched his chin. “There was nothing else found out here or in the room where the bodies were. I called in a mason to look at the break in the wall but he said there was nothing unusual there. The only thing left is the missing persons file going back ten or twenty years. But all I have to go on is gender.”

“Marla will come up with something,” Odinbeck said. “She always does.”

“She isn’t hopeful. They’ve been seared by acid and left to rot.” 

Odinbeck motioned at the stairs. “Go home, get some sleep.” 

Mockler didn’t budge. 

“You’re no good to anybody exhausted,” the senior detective ordered. “Go crash then come back at it with a clear head. I’ll mind the store while you’re gone.” 

Mockler turned for the exit, then called back. “Call if anything comes up.”

“Yes dear. Now get outta here.”

 

~

 

Bristol Street was noisy with kids when he arrived home, a clutch of them getting in a last game of road hockey before they were called in to dinner. He loved seeing kids on the street. It always reaffirmed his notion that he had planted roots in the right neighbourhood. He watched them play for a moment. One of the boys yelled “car!” and they dragged the net out of the way until the car passed through. Quick as lightning, they were back to the game. 

Coming through the side door, he found the kitchen clean but empty. No pots on the stove, no mess on the cutting board. He looked at his watch. Noise was strumming from beyond the kitchen, near the back of the house. 

Christina was in the studio, engrossed in a painting. The back of the easel was facing the door so he couldn’t see what she was working on. The music was loud and she didn’t hear him enter. Mockler leaned on the door frame and watched her paint. She startled when she tore her eyes   from the canvass. 

“Sorry,” he said. 

“How long have you been standing there?” Christina crossed to the shelf to turn down the music. 

“I just got in.” He nodded at the easel. “Can I see?”

“When it’s done. You look tired.” 

“I am.” He looked back toward the kitchen. “You didn’t make dinner?” 

“What?” Christina looked at the clock. “I didn’t notice the time.” 

“First one home starts dinner. That’s the rule, isn’t it?” It sounded petty the moment he said it and he saw her bristle at his tone. 

“I’m sorry. I got caught up in the work.” Christina dipped the paintbrush into a can of solvent. “I wasn’t even sure if you’d be home.”

“Oh.” 

She worked the brush against the side of the can. “You called yesterday to say you were working a double shift. I haven’t heard from you since.” 

“Okay,” he said. He’d started a fight without even trying. Again. He chalked it up to exhaustion. “I need to hit the sack. What time are you up tomorrow?”

“Five. I’m going running with Sarah.”

He turned to go. “If I’m still snoring when you get up, wake me. Okay?”

“Do you want me to make you something? You must be hungry.”

“Nah. I’m more tired than hungry.” He went up the stairs, loosening his tie. “Sorry for snapping.”

She stepped out of the studio. “Are you all right?” 

He stopped for a moment. His general rule was to not bring the work home with him but he considered telling her about it, about the awful things he had seen. He dismissed it. No one needed to hear that. 

“Just tired,” he said. “Don’t forget to wake me, okay?” 

Christina nodded that she would and returned to her studio. 
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“CAN YOU TURN it to the hockey game?” asked the man on the barstool. 

“Hang on,” Billie stood behind the bar with the remote in hand. She normally kept the TV off during her shift but she wanted to catch the local news. Now that she had turned it on, the patron on the barstool expected to watch the game. She kept the volume low and waited to see if anything new had developed in the last day. 

The grisly discovery of human remains in an old warehouse had broken all over the news outlets and Billie had followed it along faithfully. This, she guessed, was what the jolt from the other night was about. Mockler had to be one of the homicide detectives working on the case. It might explain the alarming zap she had experienced but she had no way of confirming that. Despite her weakness that first night, she had restrained from attempting another call.

Instead, she followed the news. Watching every TV report and checking the newspaper, hoping to catch a glimpse of him somewhere but so far she had seen nothing. There was only the spokesperson for the police department giving updates, and even those had dwindled quickly after the first day. There had been no details given, other than the fact that human remains had been discovered. Lacking any real information, speculation ran wild about what had occurred and who had perished. The name of Evelyn Dick, Hamilton’s most notorious murderer, had even been bandied about by more than a few wagging tongues. 

“Nothing but bad news,” griped the man at the bar. “Now can we watch the game?”

“Alright, alright.” Billie turned the channel, killed the volume and turned up the music. “But no sound.” 

The man soured. “How am I supposed to follow the action?”

“Use your imagination.” 

The Gunner’s Daughter wasn’t a sports bar. It was more of a neighbourhood dive that hid its inner flaws under the ambient light of candles. Billie worked three to four shifts a week and she hated having the television on but decided to let Mr. Grumpy at the bar watch the game. With any luck, he’d get tired of the lack of audio and leave. 

People shuffled in and shuffled out of the bar at a fair pace for a weekday night, keeping her busy. The grumpy hockey fan left and another  patron claimed  the empty barstool. 

“Hi Billie,” said the new person. “How’s it going?”

She looked up from the taps to see Jen’s friend. The set-up from the other night. 

“I’m good.” She came around to his end of the bar. “How are you, Nick?”

“You remembered.” He smiled and looked around. “Busy night?”

“Steady. Which is how I like it. What can I can get  you?”

“A pint, please.”

“Of?”

Nick scanned the row of tap handles. “Surprise me.” 

Hooking a glass under the tap, she poured a local brew and wondered what he was doing here. Was he meeting friends or just getting a drink after work? It was none of her business, she decided as she placed the pint before him. 

“Thanks. Did you have fun at the Ship?” 

“It was okay,” she said. “I was in a bit of a fog that night.” 

“Oh?” He looked up from his glass. “How come?”

Billie shrugged. “I just get like that sometimes. Trapped in my own head, you know? Antisocial.”

“Ah,” he nodded. “Here I thought I was just boring you.”

“God, no. I was boring myself.” She wiped down the bar and flung out the cloth. “Say, you and Adam are pretty tight, huh?”

“Yeah. We go back a ways. Why?”

“Is everything okay with Adam and Jen?”

“The royal couple? They’re solid. Always have been.” He wiped the foam from his lips. “You think there’s trouble?”

“No,” she said. “I don’t. But Jen worries sometimes. She frets things. Details.” 

“She’s a worrier. It’s just who she is. Like the barbecue they had? Jen spent the whole time fussing over the food and the drinks and the decor. I don’t think she sat down once.”

Billie laughed. “That’s Jen’s idea of fun; sweating the details. Hang on a second.” 

She stepped away to serve another patron before drifting back to Nick. “You heading out somewhere tonight?” 

“On my way home. Long day.” He sipped his pint. “We were talking about music at the party.”

“We were?” She couldn’t remember. 

“Yeah. We were talking about Tilda Parish. You said you liked her last record.”

Billie scrambled her memory banks. Parish was popular on her playlists at home but she couldn’t remember their conversation about her. “I do.” 

“She’s playing Friday night. At the Baltimore House. Do you want to go see her?” 

She stiffened. Did he just ask her out? She immediately shook her head. “I can’t. I have to work.” 

“Sure.” The smile on his face dimmed. “Too bad. I think it’ll be a good show.” 

The conversation withered and Billie withered along with it in the silence. Someone waved to get a drink, rescuing her from the awkwardness. Taking the order, she wondered why her immediate response was to decline him. Nick wasn’t bad-looking by any means. He wasn’t exactly her type but what did that matter? What was she holding out for? 

The answer to that question bobbed to the surface of her mind and she scolded herself for it. Don’t be a fool.

She came back to Nick’s end of the bar. “You know what? I’d love to see that show. I’m pretty sure I can swap a shift with somebody.” 

His face brightened. “Awesome. We’ll have fun.” 

He seemed happy at the prospect and it bewildered her but it felt good to break out of her usual response to the world. It felt bold. Jotting her phone number on a napkin and sliding it across felt even bolder. “Call me tomorrow. We’ll go from there.” 

Nick folded the napkin and slipped it into his pocket. “Cool.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10

 

THE MAGDALENE WOMEN’S Shelter was a long shot but he needed to do something. Four days in and Mockler’s investigation had gone stone cold. Marla Tran had called to relay the bad news that she wasn’t getting anywhere. The remains were too corroded to reveal anything tangible. She was hopeful that a rough time-line could be estimated but those tests would take a while. Without that information, he couldn’t even pour through the backlog of missing persons case for any kind of match. The property records were a loss because of a clerical error and the foreign entity that owned the building currently was beginning to look like a shell company, the hollow kind. Even when he tracked down the proper owners, it could turn out to be a dead end. The building had stood empty for decades. Anyone could have had access to it. 

The women’s shelter was four blocks from the crime scene. There was no sign or marker on the exterior announcing its services. This was a practical consideration for any women fleeing a bad situation who needed to stay hidden. Mockler had passed the building a million times before without ever really noticing it. So, he supposed, its camouflage worked. 

The long shot was built on two shaky factors; the victim’s gender and the proximity of the shelter to the crime scene. Long shot or not, he needed to clear it from his list of possibilities before moving forward. Dismissed too soon, long shots began to nag at the back of one’s mind. 

Ringing the buzzer, a grey-haired woman named Anna unlocked the door to let him in. She ushered the detective into her office once he explained why he was here. 

“That’s a terrible business,” Anna said, motioning for him to take a seat. “And so close to here. How many bodies were there? The papers were unclear on that.”

“That was on purpose. We’re keeping the details quiet for now.” 

“I see.” Anna folded her hands together. “So what can we help you with?”

Mockler looked around the office. “How long has the shelter been here?”

“Since the late sixties. Back then it was called the Magdalene House for Fallen Women. Can you believe that?” 

“I can’t imagine that encouraged a lot of people to come for help.” 

“It didn’t keep them away. A lot of women have passed through these doors over the years.” Anna turned to point at a framed photograph on the wall. A well to-do couple standing before the doors of the shelter. “The Magdalene was established by these people, Helen and Clarence Napier.  She had the inspiration for the shelter, he had the pockets for it. Their family continues to endow it still.” 

“They look like nice people,” he said. 

“They were,” said Anna. “Helen especially. People still refer to her as a saint.” 

“The world needs more saints.” Mockler cleared his throat, needing to get down to business. “Ms. McPhee, I wanted to ask about any women who have gone missing from the shelter over the years.” 

“Are you serious?”

“Completely.”

The administrator lowered her eyes. “So the bodies you found, they were women?”

“Yes.” 

“I was afraid that it was.” 

“Why did you ask if I was serious about women going missing from here?”

“Most of them do, detective. A few of them stay in touch, especially the ones who thrive after their stay here. But the sad truth is that most of the women who come here simply drift away.” 

“You lose track of them?”

“It’s more the other way around. They go back to their old life and they’re ashamed of it. They don’t stay in touch or even tell us where they’ve gone.” 

“I see. How many are we talking about? Percentage-wise?”

“More than half.” 

 He chewed on that for a moment, then looked up. “Could a list be narrowed? Say, the women who had abusive husbands?”

“Most of the women who make it to our door are fleeing an abusive relationship.” 

“Right.” He felt his shoulders sag. The long shot was turning into a wash-out. “Do you keep records of the women who come in?”

“We do, but we don’t insist on information. We don’t want to scare anyone off. A number of them use false names. At first anyway. Later, once we’ve gained their trust, they’ll offer that information. The women who only stay a few days, well…” The administrator let the statement trail off into silence. 

Detective Mockler closed his notebook and dropped it back into his pocket. 

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help,” the administrator said. 

He got up from the chair. “No, this has been helpful. Thank you.”

“You’re more than welcome to go through the records if you’d like.”

“I just might. Do your records go back to the founding of the shelter?” 

“They did,” Anna said. “But we lost a great number of them a few years ago when our storage space flooded.”

“How much was lost?”

“Almost forty years worth. Now, the archive only goes back to about the mid-nineties.” 

The date buzzed around in his skull for a moment but he didn’t know why. He shook the administrator’s hand and thanked her for her time. 

 

~

 

He returned to the scene where the remains were found and crawled inside the hidden room. Using a flashlight, Mockler went over every inch of the dank space and worked his way backwards, out to the main cellar and up the stairs and traversing the main floor to all three entrances. He had hoped that the reverse track from the chamber out to the exterior of the building would give up some new insight or jog his brain to come at it from a different angle. 

Standing outside the south entrance of the old warehouse, he looked out at the street with nothing to show for his efforts. Yellow police tape was still strung between lamp posts to keep the curious away. The cars on the street slowed as they passed the cordoned-off building before speeding on their way. 

Mockler eased down to a crate near the wall and propped his elbows on his knees. Defeat wasn’t foreign to him, not in this line of work. Cases went unsolved or unprosecuted because of insufficient evidence. What burned his gut was the sickening feeling that he was failing before he had even started. These poor souls had been hidden away for so long and their histories were now his responsibility. Their truths, no matter how tragic, needed to be told but he was dropping the ball. They deserved better. 

“Are you all right?”

Mockler startled at the voice. Lifting his head, he saw a dark-haired woman holding a little girl by the hand. Both were looking at him. 

“Yes,” he said, rising quickly to his feet. “Thank you.” 

The woman didn’t walk away. She looked up at the building behind him. The little girl watched the detective from behind her mother’s legs.

“You’re with the police,” the woman said.

“I am. There’s nothing to see here, ma’am.” 

“There is if you have eyes to see.”

Mockler straightened up. “Pardon me?”

The little girl tugged her mother’s hand. “Mama, can we go?”

“Yes, Esme. Say goodbye to the policeman.” 

Mockler crossed the pavement toward them. “Hang on,” he said. “What did you mean by that? About seeing? Do you know something about this place?” 

“I know the place is haunted,” she said. “It has been for a long time.” 

The detective stopped. High profile cases like this attracted all kinds of people with crazy notions. The tip line at the office was already flooded with cranks and conspiracy theories about the discovery. The woman with the little girl was just one more. 

“Haunted, huh? So you’ve seen ghosts knocking around this place?” 

“You can feel them just walking by.” The woman looked up at him, searching his face. “Can’t you, being inside that building?” 

“No. I can’t,” he said.

“Let’s go, mama,” the little girl tugged her mother’s hand. “I don’t like it here.”

The woman let her daughter pull her away but she glanced back at the detective. “Maybe you should find someone who can.” 

“Thank you,” he said dryly. 

He watched the pair walk away, wondering if he should ask her name. He dismissed the idea and headed back to his car. There was enough crazy on this case without piling on more. The car radio blared up when he turned the ignition. He killed the volume but made no move to put the car in gear. 

The woman’s advice kept ringing through his head. What was wrong with a little crazy right now? Every avenue of investigation in this case had led nowhere. What did he have to lose? 

Slipping the car into gear, he pulled out onto the street remembering that he actually knew someone who once claimed that she could see ghosts. 
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THE WOMAN ONSTAGE was strangely magnetic and Billie couldn’t take her eyes from her for the entire set. She had never seen Tilda Parish play before but the woman’s music had drifted in and out of Billie’s playlists over the last few years. She had heard from friends that the woman’s shows were otherworldly and she understood it now. Was it just stage presence that made her so compelling? Billie had spotted the woman before the show, chatting with someone at the bar. She seemed plain as day then but something changed the moment she took the stage. Compelling didn’t begin to explain it. 

“She’s good, huh?” Nick said, huddled beside her in the crowded space. 

“Hypnotic,” Billie hollered back. 

The stage lights dimmed when Parish ended the song, signalling the end of the set. Billie finally tore her eyes from the stage and followed Nick to the bar where he ordered drinks for both of them. 

“I liked that last song she did,” Nick said, handing her a beer. “Do you know what it was?” 

Billie shook her head. “No, but it was beautiful. She said it was a love song for an old flame.” 

“Everyone’s got a past, I guess.” 

He clinked his bottle against hers in a salutation. The date was going well, if that’s what it was. She couldn’t tell. Nick was nice and easy to talk to. Unlike most men she had dated, he didn’t blather on endlessly about himself. He seemed kind. 

So what was the problem? A date, she concluded, involved a certain amount of trepidation or anxiety. None of that was present here. Was she being too quick to judge?

“You hungry?” Nick asked.

“I could eat something,” she said. “What are you thinking of?” 

“How do you feel about a kebab?” 

“Sure.” 

Her phone buzzed in her back pocket. She plucked it out and looked at the display, blinking at it like she wasn’t reading the name properly. 

Mockler. 

“Aren’t you going to answer it?” 

“What? Yeah, excuse me for a sec.” Putting the phone to her ear, she turned away from her date. Or non-date, whatever. “Hello.”

“Billie? It’s Ray. Er... detective Mockler.”

“Hi.”

“How are you?”

She kept her tone cool. “I’m good. What’s up?”

“I need to talk to you. Are you busy?”

The words had impact. What could he possibly want? She looked at Nick. “I am busy. Sorry.” 

“Is there a better time? It won’t take long.” 

Billie chewed her lip for a moment, her mind racing along. “I can’t. I’m just real busy right now.”

“Oh,” he said, his tone withering. “I understand. “Take care then.”

“You too.” 

She hung up and put the phone away. She looked at her date. “Let’s finish these then get out of here.” 

They had made it as far as two blocks before Billie asked Nick if she could take a rain cheque on the meal. Something had come up, she told him, and she needed to be somewhere. Nick was disappointed but gracious about it, offering to walk her wherever she needed to go. She said it wasn’t necessary, thanked him for a fun night and hurried back down King William Street. Retrieving her phone, she dialled Mockler’s number.  He answered on the first ring.

 

They had settled on  Beasley Park as a place to meet, not far from where she was. He had suggested a bar or a coffee shop but Billie didn’t want to be around other people. Other people meant more of the dead and she didn’t have the strength to keep them out after being at a crowded bar earlier. Settling onto the bench, she gazed at the bowl of the skateboard park, trying to keep her thoughts from racing ahead of herself. 

He had sounded so serious on the phone. What could he possibly want? She hadn’t seen him in almost two months and seeing his name on her phone display had rattled her. She assumed the detective had forgotten all about her. Was Mockler in trouble? Did he need her help in some way? What if, she thought, he had broken up with his fiancée and—

Stop. Don’t go there, Sybil Culpepper. Don’t even think it. 

She didn’t have long to scold herself for being weak. There was a noise to her left and Raymond Mockler emerged from the parking lot. 

“Hi,” he said. He seemed almost surprised to see her. “I’m glad you came.”

“Did you think I wouldn’t?”

“It’s been a while,” he said. “I wasn’t sure you’d even remember me.” 

She almost laughed at that. “My memory isn’t that bad. Sit down.”

He sat down next to her on the bench and, for a moment, Billie wished she had suggested some other spot. Three boys rolled their boards through the bowl and the rumble of the wheels was loud.  

“We should have brought our skateboards,” he said. 

“Mine’s in the shop.” She turned her head and chanced a glance at him. “How have you been?”

“Good,” he replied. “I’ve been good.”

It almost sounded like he was trying to convince himself of that. Or was she reading into it? “You look it. You seem happier than last time I saw you.”

“Do I?” He scratched at the stubble on his chin. “I had hit a rough patch back then.” 

“That’s good. That you got over it, I mean. Not that you were in a rough patch.” She was tripping over her own words. Be cool. A stupid question bubbled up to the fore of her brain. Don’t ask it, she scolded herself. 

“Everything okay at home? With you and Christina?”

Mockler leaned back a little, as if to see if she was having him on. “Yeah. Much better. Her depression eased up. So, yeah.” 

She was grateful for the darkness. Billie felt her cheeks burn hot at asking such a bold, stupid thing. Still, something about it irked her. Like the fact that Christina’s depression had lifted because Billie herself had gotten rid of the ghost that was haunting both of them. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “That’s none of my business.” 

“I’m not so sure.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Mockler leaned forward. “You told me once that something was—,” he cleared his throat, trying to get the words out. “Something was haunting me. That it was in my house and making Christina and I sick.”

Billie went still, as if caught out. She had hoped he’d forgotten all about that. 

“You tried to get rid of it,” he went on. “I dismissed it at the time but things changed after that. I don’t know how and I can’t explain it but it was like a switch had been flipped. This misery left. Things got better.”

He fell silent. Billie held her breath. The wind picked up, flapping her hair into her eyes. “I’m glad things are better for you,” she finally said. “I honestly am.”

“I still don’t know what I believe. But whatever you did, it helped. And I’m grateful for that.”

Mockler didn’t know half the story and she wasn’t about to tell him the whole gruesome tale. She felt her mouth constrict, pushing the emotion away. She couldn’t think of any way to respond. 

He sat up straight, as if he was about to say something but then he frowned and said nothing. 

“What is it?”

“I already owe you enough,” he grumbled, as if it was painful to speak. “But I’m about to ask for more.” 

It was clear from his face that he was agonizing over something. She smiled at him. “Maybe I should run a tab for you.” 

“You ought to.” 

“Come on, out with it.” She nudged him with her elbow, trying to break the ice. “Just ask.” 

He looked at her. “Have you been following the news?”

“I have.” 

“Six days ago, a number of bodies were found inside an old warehouse. They’d been there a long time.”

She perked up. “That’s your case, isn’t it?”

“How did you know?”

“I just did. I’ve been watching the news, wondering if I’d see you on TV.”

“You won’t,” he said. “I steer clear of that stuff.” 

Billie watched the boys roll by on their boards. “Sounds awful. Who were they?” 

“That’s just it.” His eyes fell to the ground at their feet. “I don’t know. I doubt we ever will. I’ve been working this case to the crumbs but I’ve gotten absolutely nowhere.” 

“Sounds frustrating. I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t feel sorry for me.” Then he leaned in again, as if sharing a secret. “There were seven people dumped into a pit like they were just garbage. And I can’t even give them back their names.” 

She couldn’t stop herself from trying to picture it. What it must have been like stumbling upon that scene. She remembered the jolt she had felt the other night, the one she knew was from him. “That must have been awful to see.”

“It was.” He looked up at the sky but there were no stars to see. He took a deep breath. “Billie, I’m not a big believer in spooky stuff. The paranormal or whatever it’s called. But I don’t dismiss it entirely. Not anymore.” 

Billie felt her spine lock up. She didn’t like where this was going. 

“The police force has brought in psychics on certain cases in the past. The really tough ones. They keep it quiet, of course. But desperate times, desperate measures? The rules get bent a little.”

She wanted to stop him there. “What exactly are you asking me?” 

His eyes rose up and locked onto hers. “Will you take a walk with me? At the site, where the bodies were found. Tell me what you see, or feel, or anything at all.”

“Don’t ask that of me.” 

“I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t desperate, Billie.” 

Leaning back against the bench, she had the odd sensation that she was deflating. Like someone had poked her with a pin and everything was slowly leaking out. This was why he wanted to meet. He didn’t want to just see her or to talk or catch-up or any of those silly things she had been stupid enough to let herself imagine. 

He needed a favour. He needed help. He wanted a supernatural shortcut. 

Fuck him.

“I can’t do it,” she finally said. “You have no idea what you’re asking.”

She got to her feet. 

He did the same. “I know it’s asking a lot—”

“Do you?” Her tone was lethal but she couldn’t rein it back in. “Do you know what it’s like, keeping them out? They’re everywhere. I can’t turn around without tripping over them. And they all want something from me. It takes everything I have to block them out. And even then, I can’t always do it. It’s exhausting.” 

His hands went up, as if in surrender. “Okay. I shouldn’t have asked.”

She wasn’t finished. Everything had been bottled up for so long, she couldn’t stop it coming out in a torrent. “You want me to walk into this awful place where something bad happened? Why? Because you can’t do your job?” 

“Easy.” He jerked back, as if bitten. “It was selfish of me. I get it.” 

Since her life had turned upside down that day back in the summer, there wasn’t anyone she could talk to about this. Her best friend didn’t want to hear about it because she didn’t believe in it. Her other two friends were open but neither of them took it seriously. That left Detective Mockler, who, by asking for help, had tripped a wire. 

She couldn’t breathe. Just leave. Before the torrent becomes a volcano. 

Too late for that now. She pointed an accusatory finger at him. “This is all your fault! My life was normal until you knocked me into a coma. Now my life is shit! It’s like everyday is Halloween.” 

That stung and it showed on his face but he kept his mouth shut. 

“And then you ask me to help you?” She spun on her heel and walked away. “I fucking hate you!”
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“ARE YOU DONE yet?” Tammy hollered. “I’m starving.” 

“In a minute,” Jen said. “I can’t get this to balance.”

There were still two customers browsing the racks inside the Doll House. Jen, ever mindful of sales and customer service, would often push the closing time back if anyone lingered in the little shop on James Street. The ladies respected this but Tammy could get impatient. 

The four of them had planned to have dinner together, meeting at the shop first as usual. Kaitlin and Tammy sat on the church pew talking while Jen hovered at the counter, reconciling her books while the last customers of the day perused the designs. 

Billie sat on the floor, leafing through a magazine without registering a single word of it. She should have just bailed on the dinner plans, knowing she’d be lousy company tonight. Her gut was still in knots over the incident with Mockler but she wasn’t in the mood to dissect it all over pizza and beer with the ladies. If anything, she was more angry with herself for thinking his need to talk was more than what it was. How stupid could she be? 

Her reaction had been over the top and she regretted her harsh words. He didn’t deserve that. Still, she felt a bit used by the whole matter. Like she had nothing better to do with her time than help him. The nerve of it. 

“I give up!” Jen snarled. 

Tammy looked up. “Was that your stomach rumbling?”

Jen snapped the laptop shut. “I can’t look at this anymore. Let’s get out of here.”

 

“Why the long face, muchacha?”

“Nothing,” said Billie. “Why?”

Tammy set her drink down. “You haven’t said a word all night.”

After a few minutes of dithering, they had settled on Thai food. It was busy and loud but the dim lighting and first round of drinks took the edge off. Jen was exhausted, Kaitlin snippy over a perceived slight from the waitress and Tammy was oblivious to anyone’s condition until the drinks arrived. Halfway through her wine, she had zeroed in on Billie like a bloodhound. 

“Spill, Culpepper,” Tammy said. “Who died?” 

Everyone, she thought. That’s the problem. What she said was “Nothing.” 

The other two leaned forward, eager to hear her out. All three of them wore masks of wry skepticism, like they weren’t buying a word of it.

“What?” Billie reached for her drink. “It’s nothing.” 

“Do we have to go through this every time?” Tammy asked. “Quit beating around the bush. Who is he?”

Billie sneered. “Who said it was about a guy?”

“Please.” said Jen. 

The ladies stared at her with expectant eyes like grand inquisitors interrogating a heretic. Billie was trapped. 

“A friend asked me to help him with something,” she said. “But I can’t. And he shouldn’t have asked.” 

Tammy rolled her eyes heavenward. “Wow. Could you be anymore vague?”

“Who was it?” asked Jen.

Kaitlin mocked up a naughty lilt to her voice. “And what kind of favour are we talking about?” 

There was no escape. She should have bailed when she had the chance. “He’s a cop,” Billie said. “He wanted me to help him with an investigation.”

“Investigation?” Jen said, jerking up in surprise. “Why would they want your help?”

Kaitlin looked up. “The police use psychics some times, but only when it’s a really tough case.” 

“Not this again,” Jen pushed back. “The ghost thing?” 

“What case?” asked Tammy. “What happened?”

“I shouldn’t say anything,” Billie said. “But it’s a gruesome one.” 

Kaitlin snapped her fingers. “The bodies found in that warehouse!” 

Billie felt their eyes burn holes in her. She nodded in agreement. “Yep.”

“So what’s the problem?” Kaitlin shrugged. “Tell him you’ll do it.” 

“It’s complicated.”

Tammy straightened up. “Ah-ha! That brings us back to the question of who.”

The scrutiny of her friends intensified, the grand inquisitors in full glory. Billie caved to the pressure. “His name’s Mockler. He’s a detective.” 

Kaitlin slammed the table like she was at a bingo hall. “I knew it!” 

“Mockler?” said Tammy. “What a stupid name.”

Jen strained to hear them above the noise. “Who’s he?”

“The guy who knocked her into the harbour,” Kaitlin said. She elbowed Jen. “He was at the shop after the fire too. Remember?” 

Billie felt her face run hot. She hated scrutiny, even if it was friendly. “Never mind.” 

“So what’s the big deal?” Tammy asked, as if the solution couldn’t be any simpler. “Help him out.” 

“It’s not that simple.” 

Kaitlin was on the edge of her seat, eager for details. “He wants you to go down there, doesn’t he? Where the bodies were found.” 

Billie looked for the waitress, hoping the food would arrive and get her out of this. 

“What’s the problem?” Tammy said. “Just go help him.”

“I’m not doing that anymore. Ever.” 

Kaitlin furrowed her brow. “What do you mean? You quit? Can you do that?”

Billie shook her head. “No. But I don’t want to go looking for it.”

“This doesn’t make sense,” Tammy said. “You like this guy, don’t you?”

“No.” 

The inquisitors hardened their eyes to Billie, smelling a lie. 

Tammy laughed. “You’re a shitty liar, Bee.” 

Jen sat up straight. “Wait a minute. I remember this guy. He was at the re-opening party.”

“Yeah,” Tammy concurred. “Tall guy, crooked nose.”

“It’s not crooked,” Billie said. 

“Isn’t he married?” Kaitlin asked. 

Jen’s jaw hit the floor. “What?”

“He’s not married. He’s engaged.”

“Same thing,” Jen bristled, suddenly offended. “Billie, that’s awful. You can’t mess around with a guy who’s engaged!”

“I’m not!” Billie felt her anger overshoot her good sense. Some of that same frustration that had unloaded on Mockler was bubbling to the surface again. “I’m not messing with anybody. That’s why I said no to him.” 

“Oh,” Jen said, retreating. “Well, still.” 

“What do you think I am?” 

“I didn’t mean anything,” Jen said, her tone sharpening. “It’s just wrong. And it’s dangerous and you should know better.” 

“Easy ladies,” Tammy interjected, playing referee. 

Everyone reached for their glass at the same time. “Is the food ever gonna get here?” said Tammy.

Kaitlin looked up at Billie. “I still think you should do it. Maybe not with that guy, but you should still help.”

“The police? No way.”

“You have a gift, Billie. I think if one has that, they’re obliged to help if they can.”

Jen slapped the table, exasperated. “Kaitlin, why do you encourage this nonsense?”

“It’s not nonsense!”

“Yes it is. There are no ghosts. No one can talk to the dead.” 

Billie squared her oldest friend with a look. “How do you know?”

“Oh brother,” Tammy griped. “Here we go.” 

“Food’s here!” Kaitlin piped up as the waitress arrived.  
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“YOU KNOW THIS is a waste of time, right?” Detective Odinbeck removed the top of the next box and gazed down with defeat at the crammed folders within. 

“Always the optimist,” Mockler said. Like the older detective, he was facing another moldy box stuffed with documents. Old paper that smelled of musty dampness. “Let’s just put our heads down and get it done.”

“We’ll be here till Christmas.” 

Task Room Three had been given over to Mockler to work the stone cold murders he’d uncovered. Boxes of files wilted on the long table, more of them piled into teetering stacks on the floor. He had recruited Odinbeck and another member of the unit, Detective Hoffmann, to help him dig through the archives. A hopeless task. Thankfully Hoffmann, unlike Odinbeck, didn’t complain. 

“Just the women?” Detective Hoffmann asked. 

“Yeah. Just pull it and stack it. Then we’ll go through them.” 

“We still got nothing more to go on than that? No division by age or year?”

Mockler forced a smile. “Nope.”

Odinbeck flipped through another file and tossed it onto a growing stack on the table. “Look at this. Do you know how many women go missing every year? Jesus.” 

“Too many,” said Hoffmann. “The national average is—”

A rap on the door cut the detective’s words short. The three men turned to see Sergeant Gibson in the doorway. 

“How goes the fight?” she said to Mockler.

Mockler nodded at the mess before them. “Methodically.”

Sergeant Gibson waved him out to the hallway. “Can we talk?”

Mockler followed the sergeant out of the room. He didn’t bother trying to gauge her mood. Gibson’s poker face was masterful. 

“What is all that?” she asked.

“Missing persons files.”

“Why are you working through hard copies? Run the database.”

“Those are pre-nineteen ninety-five. They’re not in the database.”

The sergeant narrowed her eyes. “And what exactly are you looking for?”

“We’re pulling all the missing women.” 

“It’s that bad?” 

“Yup. The M.E. hopes to estimate the age on some of the remains. We can narrow the search from there.” 

“There’s nothing else?”

“Forensics came up empty. The company that owns the property is a shell that, according to the Oslo police, doesn’t even exist. I have nothing.” Mockler cocked a thumb towards the task room stacked with boxes. “Hence the needle-in-a-haystack approach.” 

Gibson’s face darkened, the poker mask slipping a little.

That worried Mockler. “What is it?” 

“Details are leaking out about how bad this is,” she said. “Pressure is coming down to get traction on it.”

“That’s what I’m doing.”

“I know you are. But people on the floor above are grumbling. Along with  others at city hall.”

“What are they grumbling about?”

“Sooner or later, this is all going to leak out to the public and then the torches will come out. The grumbling is about this being your first crack at primary. Other, more seasoned investigators, have been suggested as new primaries.” 

Mockler bit down his anger. “You can’t pull it away and give it to someone else.”

“I won’t have a say if it comes to that. You need to find something. Anything. We need the appearance, at least, that progress is being made. If that doesn’t happen soon, and I mean soon, this will get ugly.” 

He looked at the wall. An overwhelming urge to punch it came over him. 

“You understand this?”

“Loud and clear.”

“I’m sorry, Mockler.” Gibson walked back toward her office. “Find me something. Anything.” 

Mockler walked back into the task room with a gait not dissimilar to that of a condemned man walking to the gallows. 

Odinbeck looked up from the mess he was making. “What was that all about? The Sergeant giving you a pep talk?”

Mockler plucked another stack of files from the nearest box. “Something like that.” 

 

~

 

The Foal’s Head is considered one of the worst pubs in the east end of London. Even the regulars hated it, and they came every day, eager to complain and gripe. At the booth under the side window, a couple argued about a lost mobile. 

“Did you drop the bloody thing in the bog?” the woman said. She looked under the table again. 

The man patted his pockets for the fourth time but still came up empty. “Of course not! Do you think I’m that fucking stupid?”

“If the shoe fits,” she said with an acid droll. 

On the far side of bar sat a man in a rumpled tie and wrinkled shirt. He flicked away the ash from his cigarette as he scrolled through the screen of the missing mobile that the couple continued to argue about. 

John Gantry had no intention of keeping the phone. If the dimwitted couple hung about for another round, he’d slip it back into the dumb bloke’s pocket with none the wiser. If they stormed out now, well, the dumb arsehole was in for a good bollocking. 

Needs must as the devil drives. That’s how the saying went so that’s how Gantry justified it. Truth of it was that he was simply too lazy to find an internet cafe at this hour. And he didn’t own a mobile himself. It was far more convenient to “borrow” someone else’s. 

Tapping at the little keys, he kept searching through news sites for any odd bit of intel coming out of the Hammer. The news feeds were less than stellar, both the Spec and the CBC. He scrolled through pages of local, minor crime. Nothing pinged his radar. 

Then it snagged.  Hard. He sat up and brought the mobile closer to read the fine print. Remains found at abandoned property. The details were scant as he scrolled down but he when he caught the name of the lead investigator, he barked out an enormous laugh. 

“Mockler!” 

Everyone in the pub turned to look at him. Including the couple arguing over the lost phone. 

“Never mind, you all,” he said to the patrons. They went back to their pints of misery. 

Gantry skimmed through the article again. Nothing unusual in the piece itself but it hit home all the same. 

“Shite,” he muttered to himself at the prospect of crossing the pond again so soon. 

If he wasn’t careful, one of these days he’d get nicked for sure. 
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THE DEAD DRIFTED up from every shadow and dingy corner, calling out to her, eager to vent their tragedies. Some lurched and shambled like zombies, others swept over the ground with graceful movements. Billie quickened her pace and hurried home, unable to shut them all out. Arriving at the third floor flat on Barton Street, she reached for the mason jar she kept at the door and poured a generous line of salt over the threshold. A simple line of defence, but it worked most of the time. 

A noise startled her and she turned to see something scuttle up the wall to the ceiling. Half-Boy was waiting up for her. He clung to the darkest corner and watched her. 

“My night sucked,” she said to the legless ghost. “Thanks for asking. How was yours?” 

The Half-Boy just stared at her. 

The protective channel of salt at the front door was replenished constantly, as were the seals on all the windows. The seal kept the dead out, except for the Half-Boy, who came and went as he pleased. She didn’t know how he entered the apartment but she no longer cared. As long as he behaved, he was free to come and go. 

Putting the kettle on, she flopped onto the couch and waited for it to whistle. The night out had left her in a rotten mood; defensive and more than a little resentful of the few friends she had. Weren’t they supposed to be on her side? Instead, she had felt attacked. Admonished by Kaitlin to help the police and scolded by Jen for getting involved with a man who was engaged. It wasn’t as if anything had happened. It wouldn’t, she’d make sure of that. 

Gathering up the remote, she flipped through channels of dreck before settling on the news. Most of it floated past without sinking in but when footage appeared of an old building cordoned off with police tape, she sat up. An update on the gruesome discovery found inside the decrepit property, an unconfirmed report that the number of bodies uncovered was now up to seven in total. The footage flashed by; more shots of the building and police vehicles parked outside. Police officers, both uniforms and plainclothes detectives, moved in and out of the doors. Among them was Detective Mockler, trudging inside the old building with his head down and his shoulders stooped as if pressed under from some unseen weight. 

Kaitlin’s words came back to her, about her obligation to help if she could. Like a splinter caught under a fingernail, the words stung and throbbed. She changed the channel, flipping through more blathering nonsense before settling on some innocuous sitcom. 

The kettle in the kitchen boiled and turned off and when the sound of the rumbling water faded, another sound filtered up. An awful squeaking sound that grated her nerves. She sat up to see what it was. 

The Half-Boy was hunkered down on the far side of the room, bent over something. The squeaking racket grew louder.

“What are you doing?” she said. 

The small ghost startled, his head snapping back to look at her as if caught doing something he shouldn’t. He scurried away quickly and something clattered to the floor.

Billie crossed the room and knelt down to see what the Half-Boy had dropped. It was the small chalkboard she had bought, lying face down on the floor. A stick of chalk lay next to it, broken into two pieces. She turned the board over. Faint chalk marks were scratched across the black face. It took a moment to decipher what it was. A single letter, scrawled in a shaky hand. The letter “B”. 

A smile broke over her face. The little ghost had tried to write something on the chalkboard she had brought home for him. He hadn’t gotten very far but that didn’t matter. He had tried. Her heart swelled up at the scratchy little marks in white chalk. 

What had he tried to write? Was it his name? Bill or Bobby or Bart? She studied the squiggly mark that barely formed the second letter of the alphabet. Maybe, she thought, he had tried to spell her name. 

 

~

 

“Wake up, bud.” 

Mockler opened his eyes and blinked at the harsh light overhead. For the life of him, he couldn’t place the man’s voice nor why the man was in his bedroom. His eyes continued to blur and it took a moment before he realized where he was. Not at home in his bed but still at Division One, inside the task room and surrounded by stacks and stacks of near-useless paperwork. It was like some clerical nightmare. 

“Time to go home,” said the man who had shaken him awake.

Mockler looked up at Hoffmann, another detective in the Homicide Unit. Hoffmann had rotated to the graveyard shift. 

“Shit. What time is it?”

“After midnight.” Hoffmann looked over the tumble of boxes and papers. “How long you been at this?”

Mockler got to his feet and his back groaned in protest. “Too long. Thanks for waking me up.”

“Been there,” Hoffmann said. “You all right, Ray?” 

“Yeah. Why?”

“Only two reasons someone sleeps at the office,” Hoffmann said. “He can’t go home or he’s becoming obsessed. Bad news either way.”

“I hear you.” 

“Go home, bud. Come at it fresh tomorrow.” 

Mockler reached for his jacket and wished his colleague goodnight. Checking his phone, he saw that he had slept through a text message. Bringing it up, he was surprised to see Billie Culpepper’s name on the display. Her message was short and right to the point. 

I’ll do it. 

The detective smiled as he shambled for the elevator. 
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THE GLOW OF the streetlight was dim against the night, barely reaching down to illuminate the car parked below. Detective Mockler leaned against the vehicle and looked at his watch again. Billie was late. Pushing away from the car, he looked up and down the street but saw neither vehicles nor pedestrians. Maybe, he wondered, she had changed her mind and decided not to come. 

After her initial message, Mockler had texted back to ask for a time when she would able to help. He was surprised when she suggested after midnight the following evening. 

Why midnight?, he messaged back. 

Because, her reply text had read. That’s the witching hour. Silly. 

Her response made him laugh and he wrote back, asking her to meet him outside the building on Essex Street. Her response had been playful, putting his mind at ease about the whole idea. Given how angry she had been when he initially asked for her help, he wasn’t quite sure what to expect. And yet here it was, ten minutes past the witching hour and Billie Culpepper had yet to appear.

She could have changed her mind about helping him. Looking up at the dark brick edifice before him, he wouldn’t exactly blame her either. The structure was grim and ominous-looking at night and he himself was not looking forward to going back inside. 

He looked up again and there she was, gliding silently out of the night on her bicycle. She rode up over the curb into the parking lot, the bicycle tires crunching over the gravel, and wheeled up before his car. 

“Hi,” he said, trying his best to sound cheerful. “I thought maybe you had changed your mind.”

Billie disembarked and locked the bike to a post. “I almost did.” 

The night was quiet but the air seemed charged with tension. He wanted to dispel it right away. 

“Billie,” he started, “I appreciate you helping me with this. I know it’s a lot to ask.” 

“It is.” Billie looked up at the building before them. “So that’s it, huh?” 

He nodded. “Quaint, isn’t it?” 

She shivered, even though the night was warm. 

Two flashlights lay on the hood of the car. Mockler held one out to her. “What changed your mind?” 

“I’m not sure, really.” She tested the light. “Duty, I suppose.” 

He looked surprised at that. “You don’t have any duty to me. I didn’t mean to suggest you did.”

“No,” she said, her eyes drawing back to the old building. “Not to you.” 

A moment passed. He straightened up. “You ready?”

“Almost. I just need a minute.” 

He stayed still and watched her. Billie Culpepper studied the dilapidated warehouse for a moment longer. Then she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them again, she turned to him. “We can go.” 

He led the way to the tall doors, lifting the police tape for her to pass under. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Were you just steeling your nerves or do you have to prepare yourself somehow?” 

“I have to open myself up,” she said. “Most of the time, I keep them shut out.” 

He reached for the tarnished door handle and gave it a tug. The hinges squealed. “How do you do that?” 

“It’s hard to explain. It’s like keeping your guard up all the time.”

“Sounds exhausting.”

“It is.” 

Clicking on his flashlight, Mockler entered the building. Billie stepped inside and immediately jumped back out again, almost as if she’d been pushed. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

Billie flinched, as if trying to shake something off. “There’s so many in there.” 

“Do you need a minute?”

“I’m fine.” She set her shoulders and crossed the threshold. 

The beam of the flashlights cut through a soupy haze, revealing heavy beams and posts and it flashed bright against the puddles on the uneven floor.  Their footfalls echoed around them in the vast interior, rising up to the rafters high overhead.

Billie stopped again and he turned to see what was wrong. 

“Can you feel that?” she said, looking at him.

“Feel what?”

Her brow creased, as if she was groping for a word. “Misery. Sadness? Just wave after wave of it. You don’t feel it?” 

“I don’t think so,” he said but he wasn’t positive. He had, in fact, felt something every time he stepped inside the building. It was like a heaviness that dampened one’s mood but he chalked it up to the tragic reason he was here in the first place. He hadn’t considered that it could have been something else. 

“Lead the way,” she said, indicating that she was fine. 

They went on. 

Her flashlight flickered. She smacked it against her palm until the light steadied. “What is it you want me to do?”

“I’m not sure. Just tell me what you see. Or hear or pick up.” He looked back at her. “How do you experience the… you know?”

“Dead people?”

“Yeah.”

“Sometimes I can see them. Sometimes they talk to me. Or scream or cry or vent.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Sometimes it’s just a feeling.” 

Opening another creaky door, he cast the light down a set of stairs. “Watch your step here.” 

There was no handrail so he offered his hand to her. She took it and when they reached the cellar, he looked at her. “Do you see any of them now?”

“There are two in the corner. They don’t want to come any closer. There’s another one, a woman, just to your left. She’s staring at you.” 

Stepping away, he looked to see what was there but of course there was nothing but damp brick walls and the grimy floor. More darkness and a cloud of dust motes billowing through the beams of the flashlights. It was unnerving but he tried not to show that. 

“A woman? Who is she?”

“I don’t know.” 

“Does she have a name? What does she look like?”

“She won’t talk to me,” Billie said. “She’s more interested in you. But not in a nice way.” 

“Are you trying to scare me?”

“No. She is.” 

Mockler stepped back, as if trying to shake something loose. “What does she look like?”

Billie squinted, as if trying to see in the dark. “She’s young. Early twenties, maybe. Dirty blond hair.” 

“Anything else?” he said. “Scars or glasses or clothes? Anything at all.”

“I keep getting a certain year. Eighty-one or eighty-two.” 

“Is that when she died?”

“I think so.” Her hand went to her throat. “I’m getting this awful pain in my neck.”

“Is she doing that to you?”

“No. I’m feeling what she felt. I think she was strangled.”

Mockler took a step closer to Billie. “By who? Do you see them?”

“She won’t say. She knows him but she’s scared of him.” 

“Even now?”

Billie exhaled as if she’d been holding her breath. “She’s gone now.” 

He could almost feel it. There had been a clammy chill all around him but it vanished instantly. He looked at Billie. “Are you all right?”

“I feel kinda sick.” 

“Do you want to leave?”

“I just need a second.” She held her stomach in both hands, then she looked up suddenly. “The rest are coming.” 

“How many?”

“Five or six. I’m not sure. They’re all talking at once.”

His fingers itched to get his notepad, to write everything down but it didn’t seem right. He didn’t know why, it just didn’t. “What are they saying?”

“They’re talking over one another. I can’t make sense of it.” Billie closed her eyes and became still. “There’s a man. They all hate him but they’re all scared of him too.” 

Mockler didn’t take his eyes off the young woman. She seemed agitated and distressed, rubbing her hands one over the other. “Did this man do something to them?”

“He hurt them. Over and over. Until he couldn’t hurt them anymore.”

“He killed these women?”

“Yes.” 

“I need his name, Billie. Will they tell you that?”

“They’re too scared to say.” Billie tilted her head, as if trying to strain her ear for sound. “They thought they were safe. These women. They were supposed to be safe, where they were. But this man was there. He had some kind of control over them. And he used that to hurt them.”

“Were they killed here? In this building?” 

“I can’t tell.” Billie knelt down on one knee and flattened her hand against the cold floor. “No. Not here. They all died somewhere else. Then they were brought here. And hidden away in some place that was dark and cold. Oh God…”

“What is it?”

Billie opened her eyes and stood up straight. Then she rotated a quarter-turn to her left and pointed at the nearest wall. “There. They were stuffed in that wall. One after the other.”

“All at once?”

“No. Different times. This went on for years.” 

She looked unsteady so he took hold of her arm. “Billie, I need his name. Or anything about him.” 

“Stop it!” 

He let go of her arm but she wasn’t looking at him. “What’s wrong?”

“Get away from me. Stop it.”

She teetered sideways, like she was about to fall. He propped her up. “Billie, what is it?”

“They’re too close,” she hissed. “One of them’s trying to jump me.”

“Jump you?”

“Crawl inside. It hurts.” She clutched her temples as if stricken with an instant migraine. “I don’t like it here.” 

Turning for the stairs, her knees buckled but he kept her upright. Draping her arm over his shoulder, he all but carried her up the wooden steps and across the warehouse floor. 

“My bike,” she said as he pushed her into the passenger seat of his car. 

“We’ll come back for it.”  

It’s not real, he repeated to himself as he jumped behind the wheel and fired the engine. Never mind the creeping flesh crawling up your spine, it’s not real. 

The car thudded as it clunked over the curb and he stomped the gas and got the hell out of there. 
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“YOU NEED A doctor.”

“Just take me home,” she said. 

Turning onto Barton East, Mockler considered ignoring her wishes and driving straight to Emergency. Billie sat unbuckled in the passenger seat, her knees tucked into her chest. She looked green. 

“You really don’t look well,” he said. 

“It’ll pass.” 

He drove on, turning onto Barton. Watching the buildings pass on his right side, he said, “This is your block, isn’t it?”

“Just up here.” 

He pulled to the curb before a three-story edifice of dirty brick and iron fire escapes. The windows of the storefront shop were dusty and papered over. Billie gripped the door handle but hesitated, as if the exertion needed to open the door was too much. The pain and nausea had passed but it had left her raw and fragile. Climbing out of the car seemed daunting enough, to say nothing of the three flights of stairs up to the apartment. 

“Listen, I—” she said to the detective but the driver’s seat was empty. 

Her door opened on its own and Mockler took her hand and helped her out. 

“You still look a little green,” he said.

“Gosh. Thanks.” Teetering unsteadily on the sidewalk, she reached for the parking meter for support. “You didn’t have to drive me home.” 

“Clearly.” He gave her a wry smile and turned to gaze up at her building. “It’s three flights, isn’t it? Come on, I’ll help you up.”

“You’ve done enough.” 

“I’m not done with you yet.” He took her by the arm. “Come on.” 

 

Whatever humiliation she felt for being so weak had burned off in the exertion getting up the stairs. Mockler didn’t seem to mind, acting as if he did this every day. She could almost picture him helping old ladies cross the street. Just for the hell of it. 

“It’s open,” she said as they came to her door. “But it sticks. Just give it a shove.”

The door squeaked as he pushed it open. “Why don’t you lock your door? Especially in this neighbourhood?” 

Billie considered explaining that her dingy little flat was probably the most secure spot in the city, prowled as it was by a legless phantom with the temperament of a junkyard dog. She doubted the detective would like that answer so she said, “It’s not like I have anything worth stealing.” 

The mess wasn’t too bad, she thought as the door closed behind them, but it was still untidy. She didn’t get many visitors these days. 

“I need some water,” she said, making her way to the kitchen. “Do you want anything?”

“I’ll get it,” he said. 

“I’m fine. Sit.” 

A noise clanged from the kitchen, like a pot lid falling to the floor. Half-Boy was home, she thought. He didn’t care much for visitors. Especially men. 

Mockler perked up at the racket from the other room. “What was that?”

“Just the cat. Have a seat.” 

She put the kettle on and came back to the living room with two glasses of water. Mockler rose and took the glasses from her. Billie sank into the armchair she had rescued from the curb last summer. Its lumpy cushions were almost too comfortable. 

“I’m sorry I wasn’t much help back there,” she said. 

“You were a huge help. Believe me.” He sat on the edge of the couch, like he wasn’t staying long. “I’m sorry you got so sick. Is it always like that?”

“Not always.”

He took a longer look at her. “Does it last very long? The sick part?”

“Sometimes. When it’s bad, it’ll take me a few days to recover.” 

“I had no idea,” he said. “I shouldn’t have asked you to do it.” 

“It’s okay,” she said, but a different response was ringing through her brain. I’d do anything for you. She pushed the ridiculous thought away. 

Another sound rattled from the kitchen, like that of a cup being knocked over. Mockler leaned sideways to peer into the kitchen. “Where is this cat?”

“He hides. He doesn’t like visitors.” Billie let her shoes drop and tucked her feet under her. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” 

“Do you really believe in this? About what I saw back there?” 

He sipped his water. “I’m keeping an open mind.” 

“But you never used to. What changed your mind?” 

“You did.” 

That snapped her awake. “Me?”

“You told me I had a ghost in my home. And you tried to get rid of it.” 

She didn’t want to remember. It had been humiliating at the time. And terrifying, when she recalled the face of the Undertaker Man.

“The thing is,” he went on, “I think you did. Get rid of it, I mean.” 

He didn’t know the half of it. Billie chewed her lip, wondering if she ought to own up to what happened that night. Mockler would be livid if he knew that John Gantry had been inside his house. 

Mockler went on. “Something changed. At home. There was this, I dunno, pall over the place. I used to dread coming home. But shortly after you told me about the… thing, it changed. It felt completely different.”

“How so?”

He scratched his chin, thinking. “Hard to explain. It was like someone opened a window to let in some fresh air. The mood changed. Christina got better.”

Billie became very still. “What was it? Was she ill?” 

“She has these bad spells of depression. She’d been going through a really long, bad bought of it. But it changed overnight.” 

“That’s great,” she said, trying hard to sound nonchalant. “I’m glad things are better for you.”

“I think you had something to do with it.” 

“I don’t know about that.”

“You said you tried to get rid of whatever it was. And then things got better.” Mockler looked into his glass and then set it down again. “Since then, I’ve decided to keep an open mind about these things.” 

She didn’t know how to respond so she said nothing and the apartment grew quiet. Something rattled in the kitchen and then Billie suddenly flinched, as if prodded by something sharp. 

“Charlene,” she muttered. 

“Who?” 

She blinked her eyes, as if suddenly dazed by a bright light. “The name just came to me. The woman with the bruised neck.”

“Back at the crime scene?” Mockler straightened up and dug out his notebook. “Charlene what?”

“She didn’t tell me her last name.” 

“This was the first woman you saw? White, blond hair?” He scribbled into the notebook. “Why did it just come to you now?”

“It can get chaotic when they all talk at once. Hard to tell who’s saying what.”

“What else? What about the others? Did you get a name from any of them?”

“No.” She closed her eyes, trying to concentrate. “But there was something they all felt. Something specific.” 

“Like anger?”

“More specific than that.” Billie opened her eyes. “Betrayal.”

“By who? Betrayed how?”

It was all so vague and scattered. Snippets of images and snatches of emotion, all of it flashing by too quickly to grasp. “They were supposed to be safe. The place they were in.” 

“What kind of place? Did they work together?” 

“No. It’s like an institution of some kind. Not a hospital but something like it.” She balled her fist. “I just can’t see it clearly.” 

“Was it a prison?” he suggested. “Or a psychiatric hospital?” 

“No. They were free to come and go. But they didn’t have anywhere to go to. They couldn’t go home.” 

Mockler noted it all down, scratching the pen quickly across the paper. “Why weren’t they safe? Was someone hurting them?”

“Yes. The man I saw hiding the bodies in the wall. They were afraid of him. He had some kind of power over all of them.” 

“Did he kill these women?” 

“He hurt them first. Not just once, but over and over.” Billie took a long sip from the glass, like the flashes of memories and emotions had parched her. “It was awful. They would hide under the covers, pretending to sleep while this man would walk down the row of beds. And then he’d pick one of them.” 

Mockler watched her as she spoke. She was shivering and her face winced over and over, as if feeling pain at a whirl of things only she could see. He set the notebook aside and put his hand over hers. 

“Billie, can you see him, this man?”

“Not really. It’s more like I’m getting what the women felt about him. Not an image.” 

“Is there anything about him you can pick up? A name or detail. Anything at all?”

“He’s powerful. No one would speak against him. He’s a hypocrite too. A family man.” She flinched and jerked in the big chair, as if prodded with pins. 

“Is he a big man?” He tried to keep the desperation creeping up his gullet from spilling into his voice. “Thin or heavy? Tall? Short?” 

“There’s something wrong with his ear,” she said.

“His ear? Which one?”

“His left. It’s mangled, like a big chunk was cut out. They all had to look at it when he—”  The sensation that flashed over her was vile and poisonous. Her voice hitched short and she fell silent for a moment. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” he said. “Put it out of your mind now. Think of something else.”

“Is that helpful?”

“It’s huge. You’ve given me a ton to work with here, Billie. I’m sorry if that was painful, but I’m grateful to you.” He smiled at her. “Are you all right?”

“I’m exhausted,” she said. The night had been draining. 

“I’ll get out of your hair. Get some rest.” He got to his feet and when she rose to follow, he motioned for her to stay. “Don’t get up. I can see myself out.” 

He crossed toward the door. “Thanks, Billie. This was a big—” Another crash from the kitchen cut his words short. He looked at Billie. “That cat’s a terror. You should put him out at night.” 

“I’ve tried. He always finds a way back in.” 

At the door, he thanked her again and said goodnight. The door clicked shut behind him.  Billie scrounged up just enough energy to tip out of the chair onto the couch, pulling the quilt up over her shoulders. 
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“SKIP THE EGGS,” Mockler said, rushing through the kitchen. “I’ll grab something on the way in.”

Christina hovered over the oven, eggs sizzling in the pan. “What’s the rush?” 

“I need to get an early start today.” He scooped up his mug but the coffee was lukewarm. “I’ll probably be late coming home too.” 

Breakfast was usually his job. A matter of practicality, since he woke early every morning. This morning was different. He needed to get to work on the new information he had learnt the night before. 

“Eager to get work, huh?” Christina moved the eggs around with the spatula. “That’s a good sign. You making progress?”

“Yeah.” Knotting his tie, he watched her cook. “You might want to wait to flip those.”

“I know how to make eggs, thank you.” 

There was an edge to her tone. Was he nagging her? He might have, distracted as he was about getting to work. Or it was something else. There seemed to be an edge to every conversation lately. Little moments of bickering over small things. He didn’t have time to figure it out now. 

“What do you have planned today?” he asked. 

Christina flipped the eggs then turned to him. “I’m meeting Carlos today. I can’t wait.”

“Who?”

Her face fell. “Carlos. The guy who owns the gallery? I told you.”

“Right.” She had told him, he just couldn’t remember the details. “He likes your stuff. His gallery’s down on John, isn’t it?” 

“Locke North,” she said. “He’s offered me a show.” 

“That’s great.” He adjusted his tie for the third time. “Is this even?”

Christina scooped the eggs up to plate them but the yolks broke and dribbled all over the stove-top. Scowling, she looked up at him. His tie was crooked. “It’s fine,” she said. 

He rushed in to peck her cheek but barely grazed her skin in his rush to get out the door. “Good luck with the gallery guy.”

“Carlos,” she said. 

“Him too,” he joked before disappearing out the door. 

Christina looked down at the mess of runny yolk leaking over the plate. Pushing the mess aside, she settled for the toast she had made. At least it wasn’t burnt. 

 

~

 

Task Room Three was quiet and dark when Mockler arrived. He stopped to chew the fat with the graveyard shift detectives who were wrapping up before shift change. It had been an uneventful night, for which they were all grateful. With the unit still down in numbers, everyone was stretched thin to cover the workload. As a result, the mountain of old files in the task room had gone untouched. 

Mockler hit the light and surveyed the catastrophe of paperwork. The missing persons files that had been pulled lay at one end of the table, the boxes waiting to be sorted lay at the opposite end. A gargantuan task but at least now he had something to work with. 

Opening another box, he started sorting through the files, keeping an eye out for the name and physical description that Billie had given him. Identifying at least one of the victims was imperative. Every investigation started with the victim but without that basic information, nothing could be done. Uncovering a number of remains that could not be identified was a dead-end from the start. 

Flipping through file after file, he drew up a mental list of locations that might match the place that Billie had described. An institution of some kind but not a jail. There was the psychiatric facility near the university that he could check. There was also the older institute to try, given the age of the remains. There were a good number of halfway houses in town he added to his list. Piling atop that were the charitable organizations in Hamilton. He could also put in a call to someone at Family Services to see if they had any suggestions about a place where a woman could turn to for help. 

He almost slapped his forehead when he realized the answer had been staring him in the face the whole time. 

“Morning chief.” Odinbeck strolled into the room, a tall cup of coffee in his beefy hand. “You got started early. Feeling the pressure?”

“Something like that,” Mockler said. He nodded at the detective’s coffee. “Did you bring me one of those?” 

“Sorry, princess. We can send Hoffmann on a coffee-run when he gets here.” Odinbeck scanned the mess of paperwork piled throughout the room. “I had this dream last night that magical elves came in and sorted all this shit for us during the night.” 

“Dream on, buddy.” Mockler rolled down his sleeves and reached for his jacket. “I got something to work with though. It should help.”

“Oh yeah? Like what?”

“A first name,” Mockler said. “Charlene. Caucasian, about five-four, blonde hair.” 

Detective Odinbeck’s eyebrows shot up. “No shit? Where’d you get that nugget from?” 

Mockler scrounged for an answer as he shrugged into his jacket. Telling Odin the truth would just be problematic. “Something on the tip line. Caller didn’t leave a name but I think it’s right. Tell Hoffmann as soon as he comes in. Maybe we can get some more help in here too.” 

Odinbeck watched his younger colleague cross to the door. “Where the hell you going?”

“Checking another lead,” Mockler said. “A women’s shelter over in Blakely.” 

“Jesus,” Odinbeck gruffed. “Seven days of nothing and then two possibles come in overnight? Maybe the magic elves were here after all.” 
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ANNA, THE ADMINISTRATOR of the Magdalene Shelter, left him cooling his heels in the front room. Unlike his first visit, she was cool to his unexpected arrival and asked that he wait. 

“What for?” he asked. Something didn’t feel right. The woman seemed tense. 

“Please,” Anna said, escorting him to the parlour. “Our director, Mr. Napier, is on his way. He’d like to speak to you.” 

“Napier? What about?”

“He’ll answer all your questions, detective.” She stopped at the door. “Can I get you anything while you wait?”

“No thanks.” 

The door closed and Mockler looked around the large room, feeling like a chump. The front room was large with tall windows that let the sunlight flood half the space. There was a fireplace at one end and ornate crown moulding on the ceiling. The house had been grand at one time but its conversion to a shelter had roughed the sheen from the place. The furniture was old and ratty and the place smelled of stale cigarette smoke. A long table was set near the windows but this too was cheap and banged up. The foldaway kind of table found in church basements. A deck of cards were splayed across the table and he stepped closer to take a look. A round of solitaire, abandoned. 

“Detective Mockler?”

A man appeared at the door. Mockler tagged his age at fifty, but a healthy fifty. Neither the puffy face nor paunch most men acquire. Impeccably dressed in a suit that was worth more than Mockler’s car.  He looked peculiarly out of place in such a grubby surroundings. “That’s me.”

The man smiled and extended his hand. “I’m Aaron Napier. Nice to meet you.”

“Same here.” Mockler tilted his head a tiny degree. “Napier? As in the Napier family?” 

“One and the same,” Napier said, maintaining his smile. His teeth were flawless. “I heard you visited us last week, yes?”

“That’s right.” Mockler looked around the room. “Your parents founded the shelter, didn’t they?” 

“Yes. My mother was devoted to this place.” 

“This is her, isn’t it?” Mockler pointed to a framed photograph on the wall of a well-dressed woman deep in conversation with a frail-looking woman bent over a sewing machine.

“Yes. The common room has become a bit of shrine to her.” Napier nodded at the numerous photographs that hung on the walls. All of them featured Helen Napier, either working at the shelter or with her husband. “That’s my father there. Won’t you sit down?”

Napier motioned to the table and they sat. “You sure we can’t get you anything? The coffee here is actually good. Something mother insisted on.”

“I’m fine, thanks. So you still oversee this place?” 

“I wouldn’t say oversee. Anna runs the place. She’s a whiz, actually. But I stay involved. Help out where I can.” Napier scanned the room around them. “It’s funny. Of all the businesses my father built and ran, this place is the one that really stands out.”

“It’s helped a lot of people.” 

“That was mother. She used to say to dad, ‘what was the point of wealth if one couldn’t use it for good’?” He leaned back in his chair and brushed lint from his knee. “So. What is it we can help you with, Detective?” 

“Part of an investigation. It may be nothing but I’d like to look through the records of all the women who came to the Magdalene House for help.” 

Napier’s smile dimmed. “Anna told me it had something to do with that awful discovery last week. Do you really think the remains were of someone who was here?” 

Mockler kept his tone even. Something was nagging his radar but it was hard to pinpoint what it was. “It’s possible. So every possibility needs to be crossed off the list to narrow down the probable.” 

Napier looked at the floor. “It’s horrible what happened to those poor souls. How many individuals did you find?”

“We’re keeping that confidential for the time being.” 

“Right. The holdback evidence.” 

Mockler muted his surprise. “Yes. Standard procedure in some cases. So. What I need is the records of people who have passed through here. Specifically records from the late nineties and back.” 

“You’re more than welcome to what we have. Anna explained to you about the loss of a good number of records, yes? The flooded basement ruined a good number of things, I’m afraid. Including our archives.” 

“I heard. I’ll take whatever you have.”

“I’ll have it brought it up.” Napier laced his fingers together. “Is there anything specific you’re looking for? We may be able to search from our end. Anna can find anything.” 

Mockler considered dismissing the idea but decided to lob one out to the man. “There is, actually. A woman by the name of Charlene. White, blonde hair.” 

“No surname?”

“Not yet.” 

“I’ll ask Anna. She can ask the other staff if the name rings a bell.” 

“Thank you.” Mockler looked down at the unfinished game of solitaire before him. Curious, he turned over the next card. “Does the shelter employ any men?” 

“We have,” Napier said. “Custodians or groundskeepers. Not many, as you can imagine. And even then, we keep them in the background, away from our clients.”

“I’ll need a list of all the men who have worked or volunteered at the shelter.”

Napier smiled. “Of course. Going back how far?”

“All the way.” 

The director straightened up, surprised at the answer. “That far? Can I ask what it is you’re looking for?” 

“I just want to be thorough,” Mockler said. Something about the man’s demeanour rankled him but he didn’t know why. 

“I’ll have Anna start on it straight away.” Napier stood up, indicating the conversation was over. He pressed a finger to his lips, thinking. “Detective, do you think this could be done quietly? Your visit here?”

“That’s the way I prefer it.” 

“The people we reach out to. If they knew a police officer was hanging about, they might stay away. It’s unfair, but there it is.”

“Of course.” Mockler shook the man’s hand again. “Thanks for your time. Your family has done a lot of good here, Mr. Napier. I’m sure your parents would be happy to see their legacy carry on.” 

“I certainly hope so,” Napier said. 

Mockler scanned through the framed photographs on the wall again as he crossed to the door. Then he stopped cold, his eyes locked onto one of the pictures.

“Detective?” Napier asked, wondering what the matter was.

“This picture,” Mockler said. “This is your father?”

Napier took a closer look. “Yes. That was during a renovation to the shelter. Father had a wing built to the back of the property.” 

In the photograph, the late Clarence Napier was bent over blueprints, pointing out some detail to a foreman in a hard hat. There was something wrong with the man’s left ear. It seemed to be missing.

Mockler felt his pulse spike. “I don’t mean to be rude, but what happened to your dad’s ear?”

“Would you believe a dog did that? When he was a boy.” 

“Really?” Mockler stammered. His heart was knocking so loud inside his chest he feared the other man could hear it boom. “Must have been awful.”

“It was. Needless to say, we never had dogs growing up.” Napier shook the detective’s hand again, leading him to the door. “I’ll have the material brought up immediately. We’ll let you know when it’s ready to be picked up.” 

“Thanks,” Mockler said as he exited the common room. “I’ll be in touch.” 

 

Ten minutes later, Mockler was still sitting behind the wheel of the car he’d signed out of the motor pool earlier that day. He hadn’t started the engine nor even slid the keys into the ignition. He looked out at the street before him without really seeing anything that was there. It had happened so fast, he still wasn’t sure it was real. One minute he had a stone cold case with little to no chance of going anywhere, the next minute, the investigation broke open all over the place. A suspect had been identified. The scattered details of the case were locking into place. The old man, Clarence Napier, had killed those women and hidden the bodies away. Simple as that. 

The only problem, Mockler realized, was that he couldn’t do anything with that information, given the source of the lead. Testimony from psychics didn’t hold up well in court. 
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“I DON’T THINK I’m up for Art Crawl today,” Billie said into the phone. “I’m not feeling well.”

Kaitlin was on the other end of the line. “Are you sick?” 

Sick as a dog, Billie thought. She had barely moved from the couch she crashed on last night. Her joints were aching, her belly cramped and her neck was as stiff as whiplash. Encountering the dead souls at the abandoned warehouse the night before had left her ill beyond belief. The worst of it was the numbing agony in her neck. A residual echo from the suffering of the dead women. Billie had no doubt that they had all been strangled. 

“I’m coming down with something,” she said. “Nothing serious.”

“I’m sorry you’re feeling crappy,” Kaitlin said. “Do you want me to bring you anything? Jewish penicillin?”

“What’s that?”

“Chicken soup. Nana swears by it.” Kaitlin sighed. “Bummer. I don’t want to do Art Crawl alone.”

“Isn’t Kyle going?”

“Yeah. But it’s not the same.”

Art Crawl was a monthly event in the city; a street festival and art show trailing a path along James Street south to Locke street. The ladies had missed the last two events and Kaitlin was insistent that they not miss this one. 

“Aren’t the others going?”

“No. Jen was supposed to come but the girl working the shop today called in sick. Meaning hung over. So Jen’s stuck at the Doll House.”

“What about Tammy?” 

“Work. Last minute gig she couldn’t turn down.” Kaitlin sighed again. “Are you sure you won’t come? It’s a beautiful day. Maybe a walk would do you good.” 

Billie sat up and looked over her apartment. It was a mess and it was gloomy. Did she really want to spend the day here? “All right. Where’d you wanna meet?” 

 

Kaitlin was right about the day. It was especially fine. Billie felt her spirits lift as the sun warmed her skin and the crush of people on the street hummed with a certain giddiness. The Art Crawl was even bigger than last year, with crowds and vendors and music set up all along James Street. Billie meandered through the crowd with Kaitlin and her boyfriend, Kyle, stopping every so often to look at the wares on display. 

“Too bad Jen had to work,” Kaitlin said. “She’ll miss most of it being stuck at the shop.” 

Billie perused a table of handmade jewelry. “I think the amount of business she’ll do today will make up for it. She’s so worried about money right now.”

“She is?” 

“Haven’t you noticed?” 

Kaitlin shrugged. “Jen doesn’t talk to me about that stuff.” 

“That’s because she’s superstitious. She thinks that if you talk about your worries too much, you’ll make them happen.” 

“Jen isn’t superstitious,” Kaitlin replied. 

“She’s totally superstitious, she just won’t admit it.”

They walked on, jostling through the festival-goers. Music blared from a stage further up the street and the air simmered with the smell of popcorn and barbecue. It felt odd, being out alone with Kaitlin. They weren’t close and often had little to talk about if Tammy and Jen were absent. All that changed, of course, after she had woken up in the hospital. 

Kaitlin looked at her. “Are you superstitious?”

“Not really. Why?” 

“Just wondered,” Kaitlin said. “Given your abilities and all.” 

Billie bit her tongue. She’d hoped this wouldn’t come up but it seemed all Kaitlin ever wanted to talk about these days. 

“Kaitlin, why are you so interested in that stuff?”

“Dunno. I just always have been. I had an aunt who used to read the Tarot. She claimed to do seances too but I think she was fibbing to me.” They continued on before Kaitlin turned to her. “What about you?”

“No,” Billie said. “Just the opposite, actually. I used to hate it.”

“Why?”

“My mom was into it. And I mean really into it.” 

“Tarot?” 

Billie nodded. “Tarot, palmistry, tea leaves. All of it. She even read entrails.”

Kaitlin stopped. “Entrails? You mean guts?”

“Yeah. Usually bird entrails.”

“That’s gross.”

“That was mom. I used to be so mortified by it all. Most people in town thought she was crazy.” 

“That must have been tough growing up like that.” Kaitlin tried on a hat from a vendor and looked at herself in a mirror. “Could she see the dead too?”

“No. Or if she did, she never told me about it.” 

“It’s usually passed down in the family. That’s why I used to think I had some ability.”

“Maybe you do,” Billie said. “But you just haven’t found it yet.”

Kaitlin smiled at that and they carried on. Kyle had disappeared again. Then Billie said, “I took your advice.”

“What advice did I give?”

“About helping that detective.” 

“Good for you.” Kaitlin punctuated it with a bop to her friend’s arm. “What did you find out?”

“I shouldn’t say. It wasn’t much.” 

“Well, let’s hope he can use it.”

“Why wouldn’t he?”

“I don’t think the cops can use anything you found on its own. It’s not admissible as evidence or something. Your friend will have to find his own path to whatever tip you gave him.” 

“Oh,” Billie said. “How do you know that?”

Kaitlin shrugged again. “TV.” 

Kyle appeared out of nowhere with an overflowing bag of caramel corn. “Here,” he said, handing it to his girlfriend. 

“I hate this stuff,” Kaitlin groused, shoving a handful of it in her mouth. 

“Then don’t eat it,” he said. 

Billie dug into the bag. It crunched sweet and salty on her tongue. “Thanks, Kyle.” 

They walked on, the music getting louder as they neared the stage. The popcorn disappearing quickly. Kaitlin turned to Billie. “I wish I could have gone with you. To the crime scene.” 

“No, you don’t.”

“I still think you should meet my friends,” Kaitlin said. “The paranormal investigators. I think their show is gonna be big.”

“Not that again.”

“Keep an open mind. That’s all I’m saying.” Kaitlin reached into the bag again. “It’s a bigger platform, bigger reach. Think about all the people you could help.” 

Passing the fortress-like facade of Hamilton Armouries on their left, Billie took Kaitlin’s arm and tugged her in the direction of the Doll House. “Let’s go see how Jen is making out.” 

“She’s probably stressing over every detail,” Kaitlin replied. 

“Then she’ll be happy. Come on.” 
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TASK ROOM THREE was quiet and, for that, Detective Mockler was grateful. Alone in the room, he could go nuts on the white-board, spit-balling ideas and drawing connections without having to explain anything to Odinbeck or Hoffmann. He was just warming up when Sergeant Gibson poked her head in the door. 

“What are you doing?” she demanded. 

“Throwing stuff at the wall. Seeing what sticks.” 

“No, this criminal background check you ran. Clarence Napier?” 

He turned his face to stone, suppressing his surprise. How did she find out? “Just following up a lead. Like all the rest.” 

“The man’s been dead for almost twenty years.”

“How did you know?”

“I didn’t. Not until five minutes ago when I got a call from a councillor at city hall.”

“City hall?”

“They wanted to know why one of the city’s most respected citizens was being investigated.”

Mockler capped the marker and placed it on the table, stalling for time. Something smelled rotten and he needed to be careful. “How would someone downtown know that I ran a check on him?” 

“I don’t know,” Sergeant Gibson said. “But it’s making a stink for somebody. So? Why Napier?”

“Just a lead from an informant. Like every other lead, I’ll follow it along until I can cross it from the list.”

“What informant?” 

Here is where it could get slippery, Mockler warned himself. “An outside one. It’s probably just rumour.” 

“That’s it? You’re checking Napier because of a rumour?” Gibson scanned the notes on the white-board behind the detective. “The man may be dead but his family still wields a lot of power.”

“I think some of the victims may have gone through a women’s shelter that Napier started.” 

“The Magdalene House? Why?” 

“Mostly a gut guess right now. But the shelter isn’t too far from the scene.”

“Did you check their records?”

Mockler nodded at the soggy boxes piled on the table. “That’s them. What’s left of it. Most of their records were ruined in a flood.”

“And that’s all you have? Your gut?” 

“I kept digging at the property, trying to unearth the deeds and transfers. There are decades missing here too but  I tracked it back to a company called Fidelity Holdings. One of Napier’s companies.”

The Sergeant took a step forward, eager to hear something substantial. “When was this?”

“Nineteen seventy-eight.” 

Gibson stopped, disappointed. “That’s a stretch, Mockler.” 

“Maybe.” 

Gibson ran her gaze over the mess of paperwork and boxes on the table. “Wrap that lead up as soon as you can. Then move on.” 

The Sergeant turned to go but Mockler spoke up. “Serge, how would someone outside the precinct know who’s being investigated?” 

“I wish  I knew.” Gibson hesitated, as if there was more to say, but then she pivoted and walked away. 

 

~

 

“She won’t do it,” Kaitlin said, sliding into the booth. 

The two men across the table looked disappointed. “Why not?”

“She just doesn’t want to be part of the team,” Kaitlin replied. “I have to respect that. Sorry, guys.” 

The two young men at the table were the founders and core members of Phantom Trackers, a paranormal investigation group run out of their garage. Justin, the lean, wiry one, was lead researcher and central host of their nascent reality show broadcast from their website. The stockier man was Owen, camera operator and tech manager. They had formed the team two years ago out of a lifelong obsession with all things paranormal. After building a website to document paranormal phenomena, they began actively investigating sites in town that were reputed to be haunted. After that came the video-cameras and they began filming their romps through haunted locations and putting their footage up on YouTube. 

Web traffic was growing and their nascent reality show was getting a lot of views but Justin wasn’t satisfied. He wanted more reach and a bigger audience but there was one important element missing from the team. A bona fide psychic medium. 

That was when they met Kaitlin. She’d been following them online and had attended a party Justin and Owen had thrown to kick off the latest episode of Phantom Trackers. When she heard of their search for a medium she had suggested her friend, Billie Culpepper. 

“Has she seen the show?” Justin said between slugs of beer. “Or the site? Maybe she’d change her mind if she saw that we’re serious about this.”

“She doesn’t any want any part of it.” Kaitlin swirled the straw in her drink. “Not just you guys. The whole thing.”

Owen leaned in. “What do you mean?”

“Her abilities. How she can see the dead. She wishes it would just go away.” 

“That’s crazy,” Justin sputtered. “Why would you reject a gift like that?”

Kaitlin blurted back, “I know. I’d kill for abilities like that. She’s the real deal too.” 

“Fuck her,” Owen griped, waving to the waitress. 

“That’s my friend you’re talking about.”

“Sorry.”

Justin broke in. “Forget about Billie. We don’t need her.”

“And do what?” Owen moaned. “Go without a medium?”

“No.” Justin pointed a finger at Kaitlin. “You do it.”

Kaitlin leaned back. “Me? I’m not a medium.”

“But you said you have some ability.”

“Well,” Kaitlin demurred. “I think have some.”

Owen thumped his fist against the table, rattling the glasses. “Problem solved. That’s brilliant.”

“Hang on. I’m not like Billie. How would I do it?”

“You use a spirit board,” Justin said. “Old school.”

“Spirit board?” Kaitlin said. “You mean a Ouija board?”

“Exactly,” Owen replied, grinning. “It would make for great TV.”

“What if it doesn’t work?”

“We’ll manipulate in post-production,” Justin shrugged. “We can edit it so it looks like something happens.” 

Kaitlin sighed and looked out over the bar. “I don’t know, guys.”

“Give it a shot at least. If you’re sensitive at all, you’ll pick up something with the board.” 

Justin set his glass down and reached for the pitcher. “What we need is a place that’s really haunted. Somewhere with tons of paranormal activity.”

Owen looked at his friend. “You wanna try the Murder House again?” 

“Not yet,” Justin said. “I want to save that until we got a solid team.”

Kaitlin sat up straight. “You’ve been to the Murder House?”

“Early on,” Justin answered. “But we weren’t prepared. It was a wash-out.” 

Kaitlin strained her ears to hear them over the din of the bar. The Murder House was an almost legendary haunted site in Hamilton. Hidden on a lonely road halfway up the mountain and abandoned for decades, the stories about what went on in the Murder House were passed on from one generation to the next since the Second World War. Kaitlin had always wanted to explore the place since she had first heard of it when she was twelve. Where most kids dreamt of visiting Disney World, Kaitlin dreamt of visiting a real haunted house.

“I want to wait until we’re crewed up properly before going back there,” Justin went on. “Let’s start somewhere else first, with you onboard as medium.” 

“I know just the place,” Owen said, snapping his fingers. “That abandoned property where the cops found those bodies.”

Justin’s eyes lit up. “That’s perfect.” 

“You can’t go there,” Kaitlin objected. “It’s an active police investigation.”

Owen shrugged and said, “It’s been over a week. They’re done with it by now.”

“And what if you get caught? You’ll get charged with something serious.”

“We’ll be careful. No one will know we were there. What do you say?” 

Kaitlin pursed her lips. Their plan sounded foolhardy but she couldn’t deny the slight tingle of excitement at its audacity. 

“Come on, Kaitlin,” Justin urged. “It would be an amazing way to intro you to the show.” 

“I don’t know. It’s too risky.” Kaitlin propped her hand under her chin. “You know Billie’s helping the police with that investigation.”

Startled, Owen spilt his beer. “She is?”

“Yeah. She’s friends with one of the detectives. He asked her to take a walk through the place.”

Justin all but leaped out of his chair. “What did she find out? How many bodies did they find?”

“I don’t know,” Kaitlin said. “She wouldn’t tell me anything.”

“Bummer.”

Owen frowned. “So she won’t talk to us but she’s assisting the police in an active crime scene? What the hell?” 

“It’s not official or anything. She just did it as a favour to her friend.” 

Justin looked into his empty glass. “Who’s the detective?”

“Mock-something?” Kaitlin said. “Mick? I forget. Why?”

“Just curious. Do you think Billie will tell you any details about it?”

“Maybe,” Kaitlin said. “Why do you want to know?” 

“Everyone wants to know what happened there. The police have said fuck-all about it.” 

“I don’t think they have much to go on,” she said. “At least that’s the impression I got from Billie.”

“All the more reason to go and investigate,” Justin said with a wink in Kaitlin’s direction. “Will you think about it?” 

Before she could answer, the waitress appeared at the table and collected their empty glasses. 

“Finally!” Justin beamed a big smile to the waitress. “Another round, please. We need to charm this lovely lady into a job.”
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AGREEING TO HELP the detective had been a mistake, that was clear enough. After spending the last two months forgetting about him, Billie now couldn’t stop thinking about him. For the fifth time that day she had lingered over his name on her phone, thinking of a reason to call. Some tiny detail from the tour through the abandoned warehouse, something he might think important. Each time she slid the phone back into her pocket, scolding herself to think of something, anything, else. When she arrived at work, she was grateful to be too busy to dwell on anything at all. 

There was, however, one small article of fallout from the trip to the crime scene but she wasn’t sure if Mockler would want to know about it. Not that there was anything to be done about it anyway.

One of the murdered women had followed her home. 

The dead soul named Charlene had drifted in and out of Billie’s peripheral vision for the last two days. The woman never spoke nor did she come close, preferring to linger at a distance. Her eyes were big, like that of a child, and those eyes followed Billie at every turn. Timid or wary, she seemed like an outcast kid in a crowded schoolyard, alone and adrift on the outer rim of the vicious social strata of the playground. 

Billie had tried to bring the dead woman forward, cooing to her the way one tries to draw in a skittish pony. The dead woman vanished instantly only to return later, appearing in soft focus in the corner of Billie’s sight-line. Tonight, the lost soul named Charlene had followed Billie to work at the Gunner’s Daughter. She stood outside, looking in through the front window watching Billie work. 

Setting another order of drinks on the bar, Billie thought of a different tactic to get the woman to come close. A patron sitting at the end of the bar settled his bill and left, leaving the barstool vacant. Billie took a scrap of paper, folded it in half and scribbled two words on it with a thick black marker. She then stood the paper on the bar over the empty barstool and motioned to the dead woman in the window to come sit. The scribbled words on the folded paper read simply; Reserved - Charlene.

The dead woman chewed her lip for a moment, as if debating whether the woman behind the bar was to be trusted. She stayed where she was, refusing to take the bait. 

Billie went back to work, her thoughts drifting back to the detective. Would Mockler want to know that the murdered woman was here or was she just looking for an excuse to ring him. 

She wasn’t surprised when her phone went off in that exact moment. Neither was she surprised to see his name pop up in the caller display. 

She tried not to smile too hard when she brought the phone to her ear. “Hello detective.”

“Hi Billie,” Mockler said on the other end. “How are you feeling?”

“Better. What’s up?”

“I wanted to talk to you about something. Are you busy?”

Billie glanced at the window but the dead woman was gone. “I’m at work.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. I’ll let you go if you’re busy.”

“I can talk. It’s kinda slow tonight.” 

“Do you have time tomorrow? Maybe for coffee somewhere?” 

“Sure.” A silly thought rippled through her head and tripped off her tongue before she could stop it. “Are you busy now? Why don’t you stop by the bar?” 

“The bar?” His voice sounded doubtful.

Did she really just say that? Stupid, stupid, stupid…

“That grimy place on Sherman, right?” he said. “The Farmer’s Daughter or something?”

“The Gunner’s Daughter,” she corrected him. 

His tone perked up. “I’ll be there in ten.” 

 

~

 

Panic set in once she got off the phone and realized what she had done. Was she out of her mind? Had she even brushed her hair before leaving for work tonight? She ran to the bathroom at the back. A low groan leaked out of her at the sight of her reflection in the cracked mirror. She looked ghastly and pale and tired. Not unlike, she noted with no small twinge of irony, the dead woman staring in at her from the window. She did what she could, rubbing her eyes back to life without smudging the black liner she’d applied earlier. It didn’t make any difference and she could hear someone at the bar hollering for another drink. 

Detective Mockler stood just inside the door when she returned. She waved him over to the bar. 

He looked the place over. “I’ve never been in here before.”

“Decor isn’t really our strong suit.” 

He nodded at the bar. “You all alone back there?”

“Yup, just me.” She watched him give the place another quick scan. “Not exactly a posh place, I know. You hate it, don’t you?”

“No. Just the opposite. It has a real charm to it.” 

The only available barstool was the one she had claimed earlier with the little reservation card. He picked up the folded paper. “Is Charlene coming?”

“Doesn’t look like it.” She took the paper from him, balled it up and pitched it into the trash. “Sit down.”

“I thought I had been in every bar in town,” he said, taking the stool. “I guess I was wrong.” 

“Do you want a drink or are you on duty?” 

“I’m off the clock,” he said. “And I could murder a pint right now.” 

Billie poured and set the glass before him. It seemed strange with Mockler sitting in her bar. She felt exposed and self-conscious for reasons she couldn’t quite understand. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. 

“I’m surprised you wanted to meet here,” he said between sips of beer. 

“Why is that?” The exposed feeling tugged harder, like a guitar string wound too tight. 

Mockler shrugged. “Public place, lots of people. Not like before. I thought you were embarrassed to be seen in public with me.” 

“Why would you think that?”

“Dunno. Just a thought.” Propping an elbow on the bar, he leaned in and stared at her for a moment. “You seen a doctor yet?” 

Now she was thoroughly confused. “Why would I see a doctor?”

“You got really sick the other night. You said it happens a lot when you encounter the—” he glanced over his shoulder to see if anyone was listening. “You know, the dead people.” 

“Oh that.” She gave a dismissive wave of her hand. “It was nothing.”

“It didn’t seem like nothing to me. Are you taking care of yourself?” 

“Sure.” Her reply was automatic. It was also a lie. 

His left eyebrow arched, like he was sniffing out an untruth. “You look thinner. Paler too.”

Billie folded her arms, feeling not so much exposed as downright naked. Her defensiveness was instinctual. “What do you care?”

“I just don’t want anything bad to happen to you,” he said. “That’s all.”

“Oh.” 

“Especially if you’re getting sick from all the you-know-whats.” Mockler sipped his beer. “I almost killed you once, remember? That makes your wellbeing my responsibility.” 

The noise inside the bar dimmed to an ambient hum as Billie took in what was being said but it felt a little jumbled, as if he was speaking a different language. Her legs seemed to understand it though, seeing as her knees went a tad wobbly. She opened her mouth but couldn’t think of anything to say. 

Another patron leaned over the bar and ordered a round. It broke the spell and Billie went back to work, allowing enough time to reassemble the scattered fragments of her mind. Returning to Mockler she was still hard pressed for something to say. She defaulted to small talk. 

“How’s work? Any progress with your case?” 

“Nope. It’s like being stuck in mud.”

“Oh,” she said. “Sorry. I guess I wasn’t much help after all, huh?”

“No, you were brilliant. I just can’t connect anything right now. The perp in this case buried his tracks well.” 

“Perp?”

“Perpetrator,” Mockler said. “The bad guy, so to speak.” 

“Do you know who did it?”

“I think so. Thanks to you. But that’s the frustrating part. I can’t use anything you told me unless I find some other probable evidence to lead me there.” 

Billie wiped the bar down, turning the idea over. “There must be something.”

“There is. It’s just going to take some digging.” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “There is something that might help. Confirmation really.”

“Sure. What is it?”

“The man you saw. The perp? Do you think you could pick him out of line-up?”

“You mean a police line-up?” Billie shook her head. “Is that a good idea?”

“I don’t mean down at the station. A photo line-up. Here.” Mockler reached into a pocket and produced a batch of photographs. Seven in all, which he laid out across the bar. “Do any of these people resemble the man you saw?”

Billie scanned the photographs and, without hesitation, pointed out the second from last. “That’s him.”

“Are you sure?”

She looked at the picture again. The man looked benign and ordinary. Grey hair and glasses. The photograph was a three-quarter headshot of his good side, his disfigured ear hidden from the camera. “Absolutely. Who is he?”

“You don’t need to know.”

“Oh come on. I won’t breathe a word to anybody.” 

Mockler scooped up the photographs save for the one Billie picked out. He pushed it forward. “His name is Clarence Napier. He and his wife established a shelter for abused women back in the sixties.” 

Something clicked. Billie studied the face in the photograph again. “A shelter? That must have the safe place these women were at.” 

“I think so.”

“So what? This Napier guy just preyed on the women who came to the shelter? How could he do that and not get caught?” 

“I think he did it with ease. And impunity.” Mockler tilted his head to look up at her. “These women who came to the shelter clearly had nowhere else to turn. No family or friends. Most of them used false names when they were admitted. This son of a bitch just preyed on them, knowing they would not be missed.” 

Billie stepped away from the photograph, as if the image itself was poisonous. “That’s horrible.”

“That’s the way of the world.” He took up the picture and slid it back into his jacket pocket with the others. “Those with power prey on those who have none. And then they get away with it too.” 

“It doesn’t have to be that way,” she said. “You can still catch him.” 

Mockler downed his drink and set the glass down. “No, I can’t. The bastard’s been dead for twenty years, Billie. He got away with it after all.” 

A hot torch of gall burned inside her gut at what she had just heard. Mockler rose slowly from the barstool, the stink of defeat heavy in the air. He looked back at her once before turning to leave. “Like I said, the way of the world.” 
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THE WINDOWS WERE dark when Mockler pulled into the driveway of his house on Bristol Street. Unlocking the side door, he stepped into the kitchen to find the house quiet. The only light on was the dim bulb under the hood fan. 

“Christina?” 

His voice echoed through the hallway. Dropping his stuff onto a kitchen chair, he dialled his phone and waited for her to answer. 

“Hi.”

“Hey,” he said. “Where are you?”

“I’m at the gallery.” Christina’s voice was strained, like she was carrying something heavy. “What time is it?”

“It’s almost ten. I’m surprised you’re still there.” 

“Everything got messed up. The guy whose show is on now demanded an extra day to sell. Now I’ve got less than a day to figure out how to hang my stuff. It’s a nightmare.” 

“That’s rotten luck,” Mockler said, turning on the lights in the hallway. “Why did the owner let him do that? What’s his name, Carl?” 

“Carlos. He said there was some big art dealer from New York who was coming late. He wanted to extend the exhibit for him.” 

“You okay?”

“No,” Christina said. “I’m not. I wanted this to be just right but now I’m going to be rushed. And I don’t even know if I brought the right pieces.”

“I’m sure you’ll make it look great. Don’t stress out too much about it.” 

“How can I not? It’s my first show in ages.” Her voice huffed in frustration. “What are you doing right now?”

“I just got home. Why?”

“I think I forgot one piece. Can you check the studio and see if it’s there.” 

“Sure.” He crossed the hall to the sun-room at the back of the house, which Christina had converted into a studio to take advantage of the light. Hitting the light-switch, he looked over the room. “What’s it look like?” 

“It should be stacked with the others on the east wall. It’s the blue one I did of Wendy. Is it there?”

“Hang on.” Looking through the framed canvasses leaning against the wall, he lifted out one. A portrait of a woman with blue skin. “The one where she’s got fish bones in her hair?”

“Thank God it’s there. I thought maybe I’d lost it.” There was a pause, then her voice softened into a coo. “Honey, could you do me a big favour?” 

Mockler sighed. “Let me guess. You want me to run this out to you?” 

“You’re a dear,” she said. 

He hung up and set the painting aside, wondering if he should wrap it in something first. Looking through the shelves of paints and materials, a page of sketch paper tumbled to the floor. He picked it up and winced at what he saw. A nightmarish portrait of a cadaverous-looking man with no eyes. Flies were crawling out of the open mouth. 

He grimaced, looking at the ghastly visage. He’d hoped to never see this face again. Back in the summer when Christina was still in the grips of a deep depression, she had sketched and painted this gruesome portrait over and over. Then one day, she simply stopped and every picture of this character had vanished. He didn’t know whether Christina had packed them all away or if she had destroyed them. He didn’t care either, as long as she had stopped obsessively rendering that awful face. She must have missed this last sketch, tucked away on the shelf somewhere. 

He took the sketch with him and gently laid the painting across the backseat of the car. Four blocks from home, he crushed the morbid sketch into a ball and pitched it out the window. 

 

 

She was almost in tears when he got to the gallery on Locke Street. He could understand why. The previous artist still had pieces on the wall and where his work had been taken down, there were holes in the drywall and dust on the floor. Christina had placed her artwork around the room, trying to figure out the configuration of each piece. Carlos, the gallery owner, was patching the holes in the wall with plaster. 

“Can you believe what a mess this guy left?” Christina waved at the pockmarked walls. “He just tore his stuff from the walls and wrecked everything. And after all Carlos had done for him.” 

“Sounds like an asshole,” Mockler said. He handed the painting to her. “Here you go.” 

Christina took the frame from him, her hand shaking. “This was a mistake. I never should have agreed to this show.”

“You’re gonna do great.”

“No, I’m not.” Her tone became flinty. “What was I thinking, showing these pieces? This stuff is terrible.”

He touched her arm. “Don’t go there. You’re gonna have a great show.”

“I’ll never be ready in time. Even if I had something worth showing. Which I don’t!” 

“Christina, it’s just nerves. Your stuff is great.”

She shrugged her arm away. “You always say that. You have no idea how huge this is for me.” 

He could hazard a good guess, knowing how far she had come in the last two months but he decided to keep quiet. She was clearly stressed and it was all coming out the wrong way. 

He looked over the space with its white walls and tall windows facing the street. “Why don’t you take a break from it? Call it a night and come at it fresh tomorrow.”

“Are you even listening? I’ve got too much to do.” 

“Maybe you’re going at it too hard? You spend all your time here now as it is.” 

Her fists popped onto her hips. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“You’re never home.” 

“That’s good, coming from you,” she said. “You’re gone for days at a time. And when you are home, you’re barely there.” 

He bit his tongue and took a step back. A fight was brewing but he didn’t have the energy for it. 

“You and your double standards,” she said, unwilling to let it go. “Is my show getting in your way? Are you miffed because dinner isn’t waiting for you when you get home? If you come home?”

“Stop it,” he grumbled. 

“I finally have something meaningful to me and you can’t stand it.” She stepped away and then turned back. “You used to be supportive. Now everything is about you and your work. God!” 

On the far side of the room, the gallery owner turned to look at them before politely returning to his work. Pretending not to hear. 

Mockler sighed. “I’m not doing this right now.” 

“You’ve changed, Ray. You’re not the same person you used to be.”

“Really? Well that makes two of us, doesn’t it?” 

Her face darkened, her jaw muscles rippling like she was grinding her teeth. He looked away. A bus roared past the front window. 

After a moment, she looked up at him again. “Is there someone else?”

His neck popped from spinning around so fast. “What?” 

“Is there?” 

“No. Why would you say that?” 

“You’ve changed,” Christina said a second time. She fussed with a loose button on her cardigan. “You’re distant. You’re never home. What am I supposed to think?” 

“Not that.” He felt his own molars grinding together, anger bubbling up fast. “Don’t spin this out into worst-case-scenario, Chris. That doesn’t help.” 

She folded her arms and silence crept back in. The only sound came from the putty blade of the gallery owner across the room, scraping plaster over a hole in the wall. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m stressed and exhausted.” 

“It’s okay. Why don’t you wrap it up for tonight? Let me take you home.” 

“I can’t. I need to keep working on this.” 

“You sure?”

“Yes. You go. I’ll be home soon as I can.” 

The goodbye kiss was quick, almost perfunctory. Mockler left the gallery and crossed the street to where the car was parked. A queasy feeling rumbled in his gut at the things that had been said and the things that hadn’t. Dropping under the wheel, he turned the ignition and looked back at the gallery. 

Christina stood in the middle of the room, talking to the gallery owner. Carl or Carlos? He couldn’t remember. She still looked upset and her hands were gesturing like she was talking rapidly, unpacking the whole scene to the man. Mockler drummed his fingers along the steering wheel, stewing for a moment, and then he put the car in gear and drove away. 
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“THIS IS A stupid idea,” Billie said to herself. 

Standing on the broken sidewalk, she looked up at the Gothic facade of the house before her. There was no sign that read Magdalene House, nothing to mark the building as a shelter for women fleeing from trouble. From what she had read earlier, there was a reason for the lack of signage. They didn’t want abusive spouses finding the place and banging on the front door to get at their spouses and children. 

After Mockler had left the bar last night, Billie had tried not to think about the photo he had shown her or the things he had told her. It was too tragic and, with the old man long dead, there was nothing to be done. The dead woman lingering outside of the bar had different plans. She had followed Billie home, staying a block behind at every turn on the walk home. Twice Billie stopped to let her catch up but the dead woman refused. All she did was stare at Billie with those big eyes. 

Half-Boy was scuttling across the ceiling when she came home. Billie went to the window and looked down at the street. The dead woman stood on the corner, looking up at her. She couldn’t be sure but Billie wondered if the presence of Half-Boy kept the woman away. Turning back to the room, she said hello to the small ghost and picked up the slate chalkboard from the floor but there were no new chalk marks on it. Half-Boy must have given up his brief attempt to learn how to write. 

He crawled down the wall and perched on the arm of the couch as Billie opened her creaky laptop and ran a quick search on the name Clarence Napier. The hypocrisy of it almost choked her. Aside from being a prominent business leader, Clarence Napier was considered a favoured son of Hamilton. Philanthropist and patron of the arts, financial sponsor to countless little leagues and junior Bantam hockey teams. There was even a photo of the man receiving the keys to the city from the mayor back in the early eighties. Billie closed the laptop, feeling ill. 

Lying in bed later but unable to sleep, Billie stared up at the ceiling as a plan formed in her mind. Detective Mockler said that Clarence Napier had hidden his tracks well after preying on the women who had come to the shelter his wife had established. Mockler could find nothing solid to tie Napier to the bodies in the old warehouse but maybe she could. 

The plan was dead simple. Go visit the shelter. Open herself up to the other side and see who or what would come talk to her. 

Standing before the Magdalene House now, the plan seemed dead stupid. Locking her bike up, she felt her nerve slipping away at the prospect of ringing the buzzer. Why was she doing this? This wasn’t her problem. Leave it to Mockler and the police. 

She marched up the walkway to the entrance but the door swung open before she could reach the bell. A woman held the door open. 

“I thought you were going to stand out there all day,” the woman said. She pushed her glasses up into her hair and gave Billie a warm smile. “Come in and have a look around. We don’t bite.”

Billie blanched. “How did you know I was out here?” 

“I have a sixth sense for these things. You’re not the first woman to dither at the doorway. Come on in. I’m Anna.” 

Billie introduced herself, thinking too late that she should have given a false name. Anna showed her into the main reception area. 

“Are you looking for a safe place to stay, Billie?”

“Oh, it’s not for me,” she said. Think fast. “A friend of mine is in a bad spot. I wanted to see the place for myself first.” 

“Right. Well first things first.” Anna retrieved a card from the desk and pressed it into Billie’s hand. “You give this to your friend. Our number’s on there. There’s someone at the desk all hours so she can come anytime she needs to.” 

“Thank you.” Billie took another look at the woman. She seemed gentle and unassuming. “Do you get women who show up out of the blue? What happens when they arrive?”

“We get guests all the time. When someone new arrives, she’s often a bit frazzled or scared so one of us will just sit with her for a bit. Let her get settled first, let her talk. If she decides to stay, it’s a simple matter of a few questions and a form then we find her a bed.” 

“What kind of questions? About her situation or why she’s here?”

“Oh dear no. The poor things would run off if we did that.” Anna led the way down a hall and on into another room. “We ask if they have family or friends that we can call in case of an emergency. The other stuff, the reasons they’re here, well they’ll tell us in their own good time.” 

The room they entered was large and bright with a southern exposure. A television in one corner and a stack of folding chairs against one wall. Anna beckoned Billie inside. “This is the common room. Guests can relax here. We have group sessions in here or there’s another quiet room off the side if someone needs to talk privately.” 

The furnishings looked lived-in and worn down. The stale smell of cigarettes lingered over everything and it reminded her of John Gantry. “You mean like therapy?”

“Yes. We have a therapist and a counsellor who both come twice a week. For those that are ready to talk. And there’s always the staff. Everyone who works here is a good listener.” 

A buzzing noise sounded from the hallway. Anna threw up her hands. “That’s the door. Excuse me a moment, Billie.”

“Do you mind if I look around?”

“Make yourself at home,” Anna said, before disappearing from the room. 

The floor creaked under her feet as Billie walked the room. She sifted through the magazines on an end-table and looked out the window to the street outside. It was now or never, really. 

She had kept her senses closed off up until now. Even so, she could feel something cold nibbling at the periphery of her nerve endings. She took a deep breath and let go, opening herself up to the other side. 

The pain was immediate and sharp. Something digging into her throat and the struggle to breathe, as if choked by invisible hands. This was how the women died. Then new torments came. Flashes of pain in her stomach and ribs, across her cheek. Powerful blows from a hard fist. Cold fingers clawing her flesh and pushing her legs apart. 

It was too much and it was too fast and she closed herself off. The pain lessened but she couldn’t shut it out completely. A lingering sense of the torment these women suffered here stayed in her bones like damprot. They had been beaten and then raped and then choked to death. It was too awful and too overwhelming to bear. 

Shut it out. 

When she opened her eyes, the dead woman who had followed her home was in the room. Standing stock still against the far wall, as if trying not to draw attention to herself. 

“Charlene,” Billie whispered in a soft voice. “Will you talk to me now? Please.”

The dead woman only stared, silent as stone. Billie studied the woman’s appearance, trying to pinpoint the year of her death. Her hair was cut into a bob and a braided rat’s tail hung draped around her neck. Mid-eighties was Billie’s best guess. 

Billie pulled out a chair from the table and sat down. She looked at the dead woman but it was hard to maintain eye contact with those unnaturally large eyes. She folded a strand of hair behind her ear. “The man who hurt you. He owned this place didn’t he?” 

The woman nodded her head slowly. 

“And he hurt many other women here too,” Billie continued. “And he was never caught. Charlene, tell me how he got away with it.” 

No response came. Billie wondered if the woman was simply mute, not unlike the Half-Boy. She tried again. “People knew what happened, didn’t they? Why didn’t anyone go to the police?” 

“Who would believe us?” The dead woman’s speech was staggered and slow, as if her tongue was unused to forming words. “Why would they? Against him?”

“Because he was rich,” Billie said. “And powerful.”

“Because he was considered a good man. We were nobodies. Why would anyone take our word over his?” The woman stopped, listening for anyone coming, as if afraid of being caught. “We came here because there was nowhere else to go. This was the last stop before ending up on the street.” 

More questions bubbled under Billie’s tongue but she kept still, letting the woman talk. 

The dead woman licked her lips. “The old man would stalk the bunks at night. All of us pretending to sleep and praying that it wasn’t our turn. One would be chosen and he would take them downstairs. They came back to their bed bruised and bloodied. Or they didn’t come back at all.”

She fell silent again, staring into the middle of the room. Billie spoke slowly. “What happened to you?”

“He would choke me while he did it,” she said. Horror rimmed her eyes as she recalled the memory. “He went too far one night. And I died. He took me to that awful place in the cellar. He dismantled the brick wall and put me in there with the others and bricked up the wall again. My belongings were taken from the room and destroyed. Everything I had. My identification was burned until there was no trace of me left.” 

“Did everyone here at the shelter know?” Billie asked. “Were they in on it?”

“Only a few. Loyal to the old man. They helped him hide the awful things he did. The evidence of it.”

“Who are these people? Was Anna one of them?”

“No. This was before her time. There was Rodney, who worked in the kitchen and Mary, who ran the place. They’re both dead now.” Charlene licked her lips again. “There’s only the golden boy now.”

“Golden boy?”

“The son. He knew. He helped. And after the old man died, the golden boy hid his father’s crimes forever.” 

Billie scrambled her memory for the name of the son. Mockler had told it to her. “Aaron Napier? He knew?” 

“Shhh.” The woman put a finger to her cracked lips. “He’s here.”

A low hum of voices sounded from another room. Billie glanced at the door to see if anyone was coming but no one appeared. When she turned back, the dead woman was gone. 
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THE DEAD WOMEN stood in the hallway as Billie left the common room. Seven in all, a gauntlet of the dead, reaching for her as she rushed past. Some begged her to do something, others moaned for help. Billie pushed through, wanting out of this awful place and its crushing weight of misery. Coming into the main lobby, she stopped cold. 

A man stood near the front desk, talking amiably to Anna. He was well dressed and deeply tanned and he smiled warmly to the woman at the desk, laughing over some small joke. The family resemblance was strong and, although she had never laid eyes on him before, Billie knew exactly who this man was. 

Anna smiled up at Billie as she came into the lobby. “I’m sorry, Billie. I could caught up out here and almost forgot about you. Did you have a look around?”

Billie felt her mouth go dry, unable to take her eyes off the man in the expensive suit. “Yes.”

Anna nodded to the man next to her. “Billie, this is Aaron Napier. He’s the reason the Magdalene House carries on its good work.” 

“Don’t pay any attention to that,” Aaron Napier said. “Anna is the unsung hero of this place. Nice to meet you, Billie.” 

Napier smiled and stepped forward to shake hands. Billie froze, the thought of touching this man’s hand made her shudder with revulsion. He kept coming closer, his smile deepening and Billie curled her hand into a hard fist. 

Before she realized what she was doing, her fist shot out hard. It collided with a crack against Aaron Napier’s nose. 

“Oh my God!” Anna shrieked, too startled to believe what had just happened. 

Napier staggered backward, holding his nose. “What the hell?” 

“You son of a bitch.” Billie pressed in harder. She had never punched anyone in her life before but she wanted to do it again to this man. And again and again. “You knew! Your father killed those women and you covered it up!”

“Anna! Who is this?” Napier backed away. His eyes were watering and blood seeped through the hand covering his nose. “Call the police!”

Billie swung again. “Your fucking father abused the women who came here for help. And you covered his tracks!” 

Napier ducked and dodged the blows. Anna ran for the phone and when her back was turned, the man struck back. He threw Billie to the floor and pinned her arms down. 

Then he hissed at her. “You shut your fucking mouth, bitch.” 

With his hands holding Billie down, blood ran freely from his nose and dribbled off his chin. Droplets of it splattered onto Billie’s face and she shrieked in agony as if it was acid burning her flesh.

 

~

 

Mockler sat alone at the long table in Task Room Three, reading through the final report from the pathologist for a second time. Nothing had been found on the bodies and cause of death was little more than a guess. One of the victims appeared to have her neck broken, but even that couldn’t be confirmed. 

He pushed the document away, unable to focus his thoughts on the job before him. His thoughts kept drifting back to the conversation with Christina last night at the gallery. A slowly churning ball of unease kept rolling through his gut every time he recalled the words spoken. 

Was she right? Had he changed that much? Things between them had brightened so much back in the summer when the depression had lifted. Coming back to her old self, his hopes had been dampened by the slight shift in their relationship. Everything seemed the same, just muted somehow, as if clouded through a faulty lens. He had assumed it was only his perception but after last night, Christina clearly felt it too. 

Most troubling of all was the question she put to him. Was there someone else? 

Fidelity had never been an issue between them. Even during the darkest moments it hadn’t raised its head and he had always taken that as a firm confirmation that the two of them were meant to be together. And yet Christina’s question continued to burn a hole in his gut. If he was honest with himself, it wasn’t her question so much as it was the answer rumbling around in him. 

Maybe. 

Someone else had been occupying his thoughts and his routine dismissal of those same thoughts were becoming less convincing. The woman in question was attractive but not what he thought of as his type. She was easy to talk to but the same could be said for a number of women he knew. The truth of the matter was that he didn’t know why Billie Culpepper kept drifting through his head or why it was increasingly harder to push those thoughts out. Or, for that matter, why their paths kept crossing since he had knocked her into Hamilton Harbour back in June. He barely knew the woman. He wasn’t even sure if he could say they were friends. 

Still. 

Is that what Christina had picked up on? Had she sensed it somehow? Or was something else going on that he was blind to? 

Mockler shot out of his chair and stepped away rubbing his eyes. He couldn’t think about this right now. He had to concentrate on the job and find some tangible link between the dead women who had been thrown away like so much garbage and the man who ran the shelter where they had been taken from. He had nothing and continued to dig with nothing to show for his efforts. 

“Hey chief.” 

Mockler looked up to see a constable leaning into the doorway. “What’s up?” 

“Brant’s got someone downstairs. Brought in for assault. She asked for you.” 

Mockler blinked, trying to think of anyone he might know who was violent. A woman from a previous case? “Who is it?”

The detective’s jaw fell open when the constable replied. “Billie something.”
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“WHAT THE HELL were you thinking?”

Billie leaned back against the hard plastic chair. The room she had been taken to was small, holding only a table and two chairs. The surface of the table was greasy with handprints from countless suspects so she avoided touching it. Her skin crawled and she wanted to go home. 

Detective Mockler, needless to say, was livid. He stood against the door. 

“What were you even doing there in the first place?” 

“I wanted to see it,” Billie said. “I thought I could learn something.” 

“And you decided to just slug Aaron Napier on the way out? For what, shits and giggles?” 

Billie folded her hands in her lap to avoid touching anything. “You were right about him. He knows everything. He covered it all up to protect his father’s reputation. That’s why I hit him.” 

Mockler scratched the stubble on his chin. “I see. And how do you know that?”

“Because the woman his father murdered told me.” 

The detective looked at the floor, like there was something interesting there to see. Billie waited for him to say something but he didn’t. 

“How much trouble am I in?” she asked. 

“Napier’s pressing charges.” Mockler pulled out the other chair and sat down. “But it’s a first offence. You’re gonna plead guilty and pay the fine and do whatever hours of community service the judge gives you.” 

“What? Can’t I fight it?” 

“You can but you’re not going to. It’ll just make the penalty worse.” 

She folded her arms. “Thanks a lot.”

“Hey,” he barked. “You may have blown any chance I have of nailing that guy. If that asshole gets one whiff that I took a psychic down to the crime scene, I’m screwed and there’ll be no chance of nailing him to this.” 

“There’s got to be something.”

“There isn’t. This Napier guy is smart and he has lots of money to bury this thing deep. That’s on top of a case that’s already twenty years cold.”

She lowered her head. “The woman told me how she had died. And then I walked out of the room and boom. There he was. I lost it.”

“I heard his nose was broken.” 

“I just bloodied it.” She looked up at the ceiling. “I’ve never punched anyone in my life.” 

“You picked a hell of place to start.” 

Neither came right out and laughed but the tiniest smirk passed between them. Brief but enough to lighten the air. 

“Can I get out of here?” 

 

He walked her out of the precinct and they stood looking out at the traffic on King William Street. 

“Do you want a lift home?” he asked.

“No. I gotta go across town. I left my bike outside the shelter.” 

“Nix that. You don’t want to go anywhere near that place now. Where exactly did you leave it?”

“Chained to a pole out front.” 

“Give me the key to your bike lock,” he said. “I’ll get it for you later.” 

Billie worked the small key off the ring and handed it to him. “Thanks.” 

“All right. Get outta here and stay out of trouble.” 

He stayed at the curb watching her until she rounded the corner and disappeared. He turned to go back inside when he heard his name called. 

“Detective Mockler?”

What now? He spun about to see Aaron Napier standing next to a black Escalade parked at the curb. His poker face dropped into place, turning his features to stone. “Mister Napier.” 

“So you two know each other, huh?” Napier wagged his chin in the direction Billie had left. “The crazy woman.” 

The stone face slipped for a tiny moment. Mockler couldn’t tell if the man registered it or not. “Is there something I can help you with?”

“Yes, there is.” Napier smiled at him. “If we can speak off the record, that is.” 

“Sure.”

“I know that you were the one looking into my father’s affairs, trying to tie him to some heinous crime. I need you to stop and back away.” 

“Why would I do that?”

“Because,” Napier said, “life will become very uncomfortable if you don’t.”

“Really? Let me guess, a law suit from your suite of lawyers?”

“Without a doubt. But that’s just on the surface. And that will be the very least of your worries.”

“You’re threatening me?”

“I’m giving you a choice, detective.” Napier opened the back door of the Escalade. “Steer your investigation in some other direction and all will be fine.” 

The man climbed into the vehicle and reached to close the door behind him. Mockler caught the door and blocked it open. 

“Mister Napier? I know what your father did to those women. And I am going to nail him to his crimes. And everyone in this city is going to know about it. Then I’m coming for you. And I am going to fucking crucify you for this. Have a great day.” 

He walked back to the precinct with a lot more empathy toward his friend for slugging the smug bastard in the face. 

 

~

 

The sea air was cold and it ripped across the deck in a high wind like it was out for vengeance. John Gantry ducked low behind a stack but no matter where he hid, the wind found him out and he could not get the cigarette lit. The ship rolled leeways and he knocked into the bulkhead and a spray of seawater drenched the cigarette in his hand. He cursed the ship and he cursed the sea and he cursed the high scrutiny of airport security that forced him to travel like this. 

The ship levelled out. He flung the wet cigarette away, dug out another and waited for a break in the bastard wind. The gust died momentarily and he lit the damn thing and leaned back with a deep sigh against the bulkhead. Gantry despised travelling by sea but air travel was out of the question. Customs and immigration were becoming harder to bamboozle too, to say nothing of an eight hour flight where he couldn’t smoke. Vessels were easier to manage, crews easier to bribe to take on a single passenger who would not be listed on the manifest. 

A voice sounded above the ripping wind. “You ought to be below decks, Mister Gantry!” 

Gantry turned to see a crewman banging down the stairs. “I needed some air. Stinks to high heaven down there.” 

“It’s unsafe in this weather,” said the crewman. He was the ship’s third officer, the one Gantry had paid off for a discreet berth below decks. “A wrong step and you might just tumble off into the water. Or worse, the captain might spot you.”

Gantry craned his neck to gaze up at the wheelhouse. “Where is he?”

“Skyping with his granddaughter.” 

The ship lurched again and Gantry gripped the rail for support. “How long now?”

“We’ll be coming into Halifax tomorrow afternoon. I’ll need you to stay below decks when we do. At least until nightfall.” 

Gantry took a deep haul off the cigarette. “Let’s hope I survive that long. Have you seen Dmitri around?”

“This morning. He’s still fuming.”

Dmitri was a Russian crewman who liked to play cards but was something of a poor sport. When he lost a week’s wages to Gantry in a card game, the Russian accused the Englishman of cheating. He protested to his crew mates that Gantry had bewitched the cards and vowed to murder him and dump his rotten corpse into the sea. Gantry had scolded the man for being such a crybaby but that only seemed to anger the crewman more. 

The third officer looked the Englishman over. In his thin coat and rumpled tie, he was clearly not crew and unprepared for a trans Atlantic crossing. “You eager to get to the mainland?” 

“I’m eager to get off this bloody tub,” Gantry said. 

“You have family in Canada? Friends?” 

“Acquaintances more like.” Another spray of seawater doused the cigarette. Gantry flicked it overboard. “Enemies too.” 

“You’re an odd one, Mr. Gantry. Stealing passage on a freighter like this one.” The mate laughed. “What is it your running from?”

Gantry shrugged. “What do you have?”
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“LOOK AGAIN! There has to be something on this woman.” 

Aaron Napier stood before the windows of his office, looking down at the lights of the ambitious city. His nose still hurt and he was annoyed with the woman sitting on the divan in the center of the room. 

“There’s next to nothing here, Aaron.” Leah Khan tapped quickly at the keys of the laptop again, trying a different configuration of search terms. “There’s next to no presence. Which is unusual.”

“You’re telling me someone under thirty is not on some stupid social media whats-it? Please.” 

Leah furrowed her brow and bent to the task at hand. The man’s outburst didn’t bother her anymore. She’d grown used to them after three years as his personal assistant. She popped up another window. The name Billie Culpepper appeared. “She has a Facebook page but it hasn’t been updated since the summer.” 

“Then who the hell is this creepy girl?” Napier stepped around his massive desk and crossed to the sideboard where poured a drink from the crystal decanter. “And what does she have to do with that cop?” 

Khan slipped the glasses from her nose. “It is strange. It’s possible she just doesn’t go online at all.” 

He held the decanter up. “Do you want one?”

“No thanks.” The woman slid her glasses back on. “Here’s something.”

Napier leaned down to see the screen. “What is it?” 

“It’s a fashion blog. Local. This post is about a store launch. The Doll House, up on James.” Khan pointed at the screen. “There’s a picture of Culpepper here. Third one from the left.” 

Napier scowled. “That tells me nothing.” 

“Don’t be so dismissive, Aaron. Take another look.” She pointed at the picture again. “The woman Culpepper is hugging is the shop owner. Jen Eckler. I think it’s safe to say the two are good friends. We could pay a visit to the shop, ask this Jen woman about Culpepper.” 

“Do you know that shop?”

“I’ve passed by it but I’ve never gone in,” Leah said. “Not my thing.” 

“Go there tomorrow. See what she knows.” Napier slugged back his drink and returned to the sideboard for another. “Buy yourself something while you’re there. My treat.” 

“Hipster vintage isn’t really my thing.”

“Buy something anyway.”

“Wait a second,” the woman cautioned. “I think I got something.”

“More fashion blogs? Great.”

Leah’s eyes were glued to the screen. Then her mouth popped open in surprise. “You’re not going to believe this.”

“What?” Napier rushed back and looked over the woman’s shoulder as he read the screen. “Paranormal Trackers? What the hell is that?”

Leah pointed at the type on the screen. “According to this, she’s aiding the police. Turns out our mystery woman is a psychic.”

Aaron Napier blinked twice before his laughter boomed through the spacious office. 

 

~

 

“So that’s it, huh?”

“That’s it,” Owen said. “The Murder House.” 

Kaitlin stood before the iron fence and looked out across the overgrown lawns to the abandoned building in the distance. It was barely visible in the darkness of the mountain behind it but a few of the broken windows caught the moonlight. 

Justin lifted the chain wrapped around the gates. Heavy gauge, with a rusty padlock. “I don’t know if our bolt-cutters can cut through this.”

Owen looked up at the pointed spikes topping the gates. “Scaling it looks tricky. One slip and you lose your nards.” Whenever possible, Owen would quote from an old movie called Monster Squad. A childhood favourite but he did it more to annoy his fellow Paranormal Tracker. 

“Don’t start with that shit,” Justin said, reaching into the back of the vehicle for their gear. “Let’s check the equipment.” 

Kaitlin watched the two men fire up their odd-looking devices. They lit up and beeped and one squealed like a metal detector. “What is all that?”

“Electromagnetic reader,” Justin said, showing her the devices. “E.V.P. recorder, spirit box.” 

Owen held a small videocamera. “Full spectrum GoPro camera. This baby will catch everything.” 

“Wow,” Kaitlin said. “Lots of toys. What about me?” 

“Take an EMF reader.” Justin handed her one of the compact devices and then reached into the back for something else. “And then the most important piece of equipment. Voila.”

He pulled out something wrapped in a dark cloth. Unfurling the material, he revealed a board with letters and numbers in fancy script. “The spirit board.” 

Kaitlin looked at it. “Seems so low-tech.”

“Take it,” he said, offering it to her.

Kaitlin chewed her lip, as if unsure it was safe to touch. “I don’t know about this.”

“Just take it. But be gentle with it. It’s an antique.” 

“Antique?” Kaitlin pointed to the logo at the bottom edge of the board. “It’s says Parker Brothers on it.”

“Still cost me forty bucks so don’t break it. Here, take it.” 

He thrust it into her hands. Kaitlin wasn’t sure but her fingertips sparked faintly touching the board. The piece was wood, not plastic as she expected. The varnish had worn off the surface and some of the letters were faded. 

Looping a bag over one shoulder, Owen looked out over the fence surrounding the property. “Maybe if we walk the perimeter we can find a better spot to climb over.” 

A squealing sound erupted from the device in Justin’s hand. The lights flared momentarily before dimming again. 

“Whoa,” he said. “Did you see that?”

“That was one hell of a blip.” Owen checked his EMF reader. “I got nothing on mine.”

Kaitlin looked down at the device. “What was that?” 

“Energy surge. Something just strafed us.”

“Something?”

“A ghost or an entity.” 

“Shit!” Owen cursed. “Car.” 

Headlights twinkled in the distance, a car approaching fast on the dark road. It slowed as it came over the next rise and pulled parallel to Justin’s parked vehicle. 

“Damn it,” Justin grumbled. 

The passenger window of the car rolled down. The driver, a grey-haired man with a beard, leaned over to peer at the trio before the gates of the old property. “Hi there,” he said. “Car trouble?”

“Something like that,” said Justin. 

The driver looked at each of them in turn, pausing to scrutinize their bags and odd equipment. “You wouldn’t be thinking of breaking into that place, would you?”

“What’s it to you, pops?” Owen grunted. 

“I’ve had it with you fucking kids,” the driver barked. He brought up his cell phone and started dialling. “I’m calling the police. Stay put.” 

“Easy, man. We weren’t doing nothing!”

“Too late, dumbass. Cops are on their way.”

“What an asshole.” Justin tossed his bag back into the trunk. “Get in the car.”

“He’s bluffing,” Kaitlin said. 

“I’m not taking the chance. Let’s go.” 

Owen stowed his gear and the spirit board was plucked from Kaitlin’s hand and wrapped back up in the dark cloth. 

They climbed back into the car and Justin gunned the engine, spitting gravel from the back tires. 

Kaitlin shivered suddenly, as if a cold wind had whispered into her ear. She turned around to look out the back window, her eyes fixed on the Murder House until it disappeared behind the tree line. 

A word slipped from her lips. “Evelyn.”

“What?” Justin said, looking at her through the rearview mirror. 

“Nothing.” 
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LATE AFTERNOON, THE sun angling low over the western rim of the city. Mockler looked up from his notes and squinted against the light. Early autumn and the days already getting shorter. He patted his pockets for his sunglasses only to remember that he’d left them on the dashboard. He was about to fetch them when Odinbeck banged out the door of the low-rise tenement they were parked in front of. 

“Any luck?” he said. 

Odinbeck huffed it down the pathway to the sidewalk, his face mottled red. “Nope. Same story. What did you make of the place?”

“I didn’t see any signs he’d been there,” Mockler said. 

The investigation into the deceased women was put on hold for the afternoon as the two detectives made a few follow-up visits on an older case. A person of interest in a homicide investigation had skipped town three months ago. The tenement Odinbeck had just exited was the home of the missing man’s old girlfriend. They paid her an unexpected visit to see if the boyfriend had returned. Although hostile to the intrusion, the woman appeared to be telling the truth when she said she hadn’t seen her former beau. 

“She ain’t holding any torch for that guy,” Odinbeck wheezed. “I don’t think she’d lie for him.”

“That’s the feeling I got,” Mockler said. He consulted his notes. “There’s that friend of his out on Villiers. We can check on him.” 

“Yeah. We may as well be thorough.” 

They were walking back to the car when Odinbeck looked up and said, “What the hell’s all this?”

A white van had screeched to a halt up ahead, the doors sliding open before the vehicle had even stopped. Two people hustled out and were rushing their way. The woman scurried up in little steps on high heels, a microphone in hand. Behind her was a man with a big video camera slung over one shoulder. 

“Detective?” the woman said, flagging them down.

“This is bad news,” Odinbeck grumbled, “whatever it is.” 

“Detective Mockler?” the woman said, her cheeks flushing.

“Can I help you?” 

“I’m Amanda Troy from Hamilton Bay News. Can I ask you a few questions?”

“We have a press officer back at Division One,” Mockler replied. “They’ll be happy to talk to you.” 

“You are the detective investigating the bodies discovered in the Essex warehouse, correct?” 

The woman’s colleague aimed his camera at the detective. Mockler reached for the car door. “Again, you’ll have to direct your questions to—”

“Is it true,” the reporter interrupted, “that the police have employed a psychic in their investigation?” 

Caught off guard, he startled at the question and then growled at the fact that the cameraman had caught his reaction. 

Odinbeck broke in. “You heard the man, miss. Talk to the press officer.”

Amanda Troy pressed in further, almost jamming the microphone into Mockler’s face. The cameraman zoomed in. “Is it also true that the investigation is so difficult that the Hamilton Police have turned to this psychic out of desperation?” 

“No.” Mockler fought the urge to slap the microphone away from him. “It is not.” 

“Get in the car, buddy,” Odinbeck barked. “Now.” 

Mockler climbed into the car and slammed the door. The reporter kept firing questions through the glass of the window. The tiny red light of the camera glowed as the man pressed in with the lens. 

“Christ.” Odinbeck spat and pulled the car away. “Do you believe those people? You tell ‘em no and they just push harder.” 

Mockler watched the buildings pass by the window, too angry and flustered to speak. How the hell did that reporter know? 

“I mean, psychics?” Odinbeck turned on to Roxborough Avenue, barely slowing for the stop sign. “Where would she get such a stupid idea?” 

The detective in the passenger seat clenched his jaw. 

Odinbeck turned to look at Mockler and deciphered the hard set of the man’s face. “Mockler…tell me you didn’t. Please tell me you didn’t.” 

“It was quiet. Off the books.” 

“Jesus Christ. You been eating retard sandwiches again?” The older detective sputtered and then shook his head slowly. “Brother, I would not want to be you when the people upstairs hear this.” 

 

~

 

Billie wanted her bike back. Marching the thirteen blocks to Jen’s shop was no big deal. It was just a lot faster with the bicycle. She hated the thought of it abandoned outside the shelter where she had locked it to the pole. She’d had too many bikes stolen in her life to think it was safe for a few days. Twilight was burning the edges of the day and a glowing orange haze rimmed the cityscape as the sun went down. Billie checked the time on her phone and realized she was going to be late for the usual Tuesday meet-up with the ladies. The footwear wasn’t helping either, new ankle boots she had just bought but had yet to wear beyond trying them on in the store. They felt tight and, without socks, they were already chafing her feet raw. 

By the time she got to James Street, the new boots were clenched in one hand and the soles of her feet slapped against the concrete. A blister had already formed and popped and she tried not to think about how infected it might get from the grimy pavement. Pushing open the door to Jen’s shop, the vintage bell clanging overhead, she was more than ready to flop onto the bench near the cash. 

The new boots slipped from her hand and thumped against the floor. Her eyes dished wide, disbelieving what she was seeing. 

The ladies were all there, as expected. Drinks in hand, Jen, Kaitlin and Tammy were talking and laughing while music played over the sound system. What was different was the stranger in the room. Chatting up the ladies, making them laugh as he tilted a bottle to refresh their drinks. More astonishing than that was the fact that he was smoking inside the shop and Jen was laughing and chatting like this happened all the time. 

“Billie!” Jen exclaimed, rushing to the door. “A friend of your’s stopped in.” 

“Hello sunshine,” said the man. “We were wondering if you got lost.” 

John Gantry raised his glass at her in a mock cheer, the cigarette in his teeth angling up with his smile. 

Billie picked her boots back up from the floor but remained where she stood. What she saw simply didn’t compute. John Gantry, the son of a bitch who had messed up her head with crazy notions of the supernatural, was in Jen’s shop. 

“Where the hell,” she sputtered, “did you come from?”

“Miserable old England,” Gantry said, beaming a grin at her. “Get yourself a glass, luv.” 

Tammy crossed the floor to her friend. “Billie, you all right? Why are you barefoot?”

“What is he doing here?” Billie hissed, pulling Tammy close. 

“He was looking for you. We told him he could wait.” Tammy elbowed Billie in the ribs. “How come you never told us about this guy? He’s hilarious.” 

“Stay away from him. He’s dangerous.” 

“Really?” Tammy whispered, her interest in the stranger doubling. “Dangerous how?” 

“Just keep your distance.” Billie rolled her eyes at her friend and approached the newcomer. It had been three months since the wily Englishman had parachuted into her life just as it went all to hell before vanishing again. John Gantry had been the one to tell her that she could communicate with the dead. He was also, she reminded herself, a known murder suspect being actively pursued by Detective Mockler. His sudden return could only mean trouble. And here he was sitting in Jen’s shop, charming her three closest friends. 

“You better sit down,” Gantry said. “You look a wee piqued.” 

Billie plunked down to the church pew. “What are you doing here?”

“I just got back. Wanted to meet your friends.” He turned to Jen. “I was just telling Jen how much I like her shop. I predict a bright future.” 

Jen tittered like a schoolgirl, an immense smile brightening her features. Billie gaped in disbelief. What had Gantry done to them? Had he worked some charm spell? 

She turned to Jen. “Why are you letting him smoke in here?” 

“Just one, Johnny,” Jen wagged a finger at the man before looking back to her friend. “What’s the harm?” 

Her friend was bewitched, Billie decided. There could be no other explanation for someone who detested smokers. 

“John said you two met in the summer,” Kaitlin added. “How come you didn’t tell us?”

“Because he’s wanted for murder.” 

Dead silence. Then they burst into laughter. Someone handed Billie a glass and she looked at what was in it. She took a sip. Champagne for God’s sakes. 

“Can I talk to you?” she said to Gantry. “Alone.” 

Tammy mocked a shocked face, as if the two of them were having a lover’s spat. Billie limped to the front of the shop, nodding at Gantry to follow and leaving the ladies to huddle. God only knew what they were whispering about now. 

“Alright, Billie?” Gantry said. “You look a bit thin to me.”

“Why are you here?”

He squinted at her, like he needed glasses to see. “That’s a bit dramatic with the eye-liner, isn’t it? Not sure it suits you.”

“Shut up,” she said. “What do you want?”

“I came to check up on you. You dealing with the dead people better? Mastered the art of speaking to the other side and all that?” 

She wasn’t in the mood for riddles or his useless charm. “Something’s wrong, isn’t it? Did you get chased out of the U.K.?” 

“He held up both hands in a mock surrender. “Honest Pete, I was worried about you. I’ve been getting smoke signals from across the pond for two weeks now.” 

“Would you speak English, please? Smoke signals?”

“Warning signs. Trouble.” He sipped his drink. “About you and this town. What’s happened?”

Billie shrugged. “Nothing.” 

“Don’t dicker me about. Something dodgy has been going on and you of all people should have sensed it.” 

“I haven’t sensed anything,” she said. “In fact, it’s been quiet. Your radar must be off.”

“The dead arseholes are minding their manners around you?”

“Not really. I keep them shut out.” 

He clicked his teeth. “That’s not a good idea, sweetheart.” 

Billie shifted her weight to favour the sore foot. “Everything is fine. But I need you to do something for me.”

“What’s that?”

“Stay away from my friends. I need to keep these two things separate.” 

“Separate?”

“This,” she said, pointing to the ladies at the other end of the shop. “This world. The everyday world and the few friends I have. I need to keep it separate from you and the rest of the weirdness.” 

“I see. I’m not good enough for your friends, am I? You know, that really hurts my feelings.” 

“Good.” She nodded at the door. “See you around, Gantry.”

“Hang about,” he said. “I was serious about the smoke signals. You haven’t run into any spooky stuff? No evil shadow wraiths with flies coming out of their gobs or bizarro cult people trying to raise the devil?” 

“Nope. Nothing. Like I said, your radar’s off.” 

Gantry pursed his lips in odd way, mulling it over. “My radar’s never off. Say, you ever heard of a place called the Murder House?” 

“No,” she shrugged. “I dunno. Why?”

“Not sure. The name keeps coming to me. Dunno why. You ever see this place?” 

“I don’t even know where it is.” 

He gruffed, like something wasn’t making sense. His cigarette was finished but with no ashtrays around, he was about to drop it to the floor. 

“Don’t do that.” 

“Got an ashtray?”

“You’re useless.” Billie took the butt from him and stepped out the door to fling it outside. She didn’t see the news reporter until the woman all but jumped her. 

“Are you Billie Culpepper?” the woman asked.

Billie startled back in confusion. The well-dressed woman crowded into her with a microphone while a cameraman behind her angled his heavy videocamera at her. “What? Who are you?”

“Amanda Troy, HBC news,” the woman replied in rapidfire speech. “Is it true you’re a psychic medium? How long have you been assisting the Hamilton Police force with your services?”

Billie seized up. The woman spoke so fast it sounded like Italian to her. It took a second to decipher exactly what the woman had asked. “What?” 

“Did you find any new evidence in the Essex building where the bodies were discovered?” The woman pressed in even closer with the microphone. “How many bodies were uncovered? Is it true all the victims were women?” 

“What? No.” Billie stepped back, trying to get distance between herself and the reporter. “Get away from me.” 

“How many investigations have you assisted on? What’s your relationship to the detective leading the case?” 

It was surreal and overwhelming. The woman with the pristine outfit and primped hair kept firing questions and the camera lens pointed at her made Billie feel exposed and vulnerable. She wanted to flee. She wanted to take a swing and break this obnoxious woman’s nose the way she’d done to Napier. Something rushed in front of her, blocking her from the intrusive camera. 

“Piss off, you filthy vulture.”

It was Gantry. He dove out onto the street with his coat pulled up to conceal his face like some vaudeville villain. He grabbed hold of Billie and pulled her back into the shop to get away from the news crew. His coat fell away in the process and his face flared up in the light as he pushed Billie inside and swung the door closed behind him. 

The man with the video camera smiled, having caught the whole thing on film. 
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GANTRY LOCKED THE door behind them. Billie watched as the man angled his camera at the windows and the reporter banged on the glass. 

“What is going on?” Jen exclaimed, watching the commotion at the front of her shop. 

Gantry looked at Billie. “We need to get you out of here.”

“We can go out the back,” Billie said. 

Tammy peered at the intruders outside. “Who are those people?” 

“Media scum,” Gantry said. “Keep that door locked.” 

Billie marched for the back with Gantry in tow. Jen stopped her. “Is that a reporter?” 

“I’m sorry, Jen.” 

“What do they want with you?”  

“We need to go,” Gantry said as he hustled Billie along. He turned back and waved to Jen, Kaitlin and Tammy. “See you around, ladies. Next time, the drinks are on me, yeah?” 

The beads draped over the door rattled as Billie and the Englishman ran through to the back of the shop. The creak of the back entrance that fed into the alley could be heard. 

Jen looked back at the two people crowding her storefront. “What was that all about?” 

“No idea,” Tammy said. “Looks like our Billie’s been keeping secrets.” 

“He’s funny,” Kaitlin declared. “Why wouldn’t she tell us about him? Do you think they’re hooking up?”

Tammy shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe he’s married or something. That’s why she didn’t tell us.”

“Married?” Jen said. “She wouldn’t do that.” 

“Oh no?”

The three of them turned back to the front entrance. The reporter and the cameraman stood on the sidewalk. They appeared to be arguing. 

“What do we do about them?” asked Kaitlin.

“I dunno,” Tammy said. “Wait until they go away?”

“How long is that going to take?” 

Jen crossed to the front and tugged on a cord hanging from the window. Blinds dropped down, covering the plate glass, and she turned to her friends. “We can go out the back too. Who’s hungry?” 

 

~

 

The back door fed into the alleyway where broken glass littered the pavement. Coming out onto Cannon Street, Billie headed east, pulling in the direction of home but Gantry tugged her hand and led her into the first bar he saw. They went through to the back patio and found an empty table. 

Gantry lit up and tossed his lighter onto the table. “Mind telling me what that was all about?”

“I’m not sure,” Billie said. Her hand was still shaking. 

“You’re helping the police with a case? Christ, Billie.” Smoke billowed up into the umbrella shading them. “Tell me it isn’t Mockler.”

“He needed help,” she said. 

“So he gets you to do his job for him? What a prat.” 

“It’s not like that.” 

“Where the hell’s the waiter?” He looked around the patio and then fell back in the chair. “How did that reporter know about you?”

“I have no idea.” 

“Have you been talking about it?”

“Do you think I want people to know about this?” Billie rubbed her eyes. “What am I gonna do? Now everyone will know.” 

A server finally appeared at the table and took their order. When he walked away, Gantry looked across the table. “Why are you helping that dickhead detective?”

“Because he asked.”

“I warned you to steer clear of him, didn’t I?”

“It’s none of your business, Gantry.” 

“You’re my business now, luv.” He stubbed out his cigarette in the flimsy ashtray. “You tell him about the Undertaker Man? Or what happened that night?” 

“No. But he found that note you left for him. That was a stupid move.” 

“It’ll keep the fearless detective on his toes, won’t it?” 

“Your note was wrong,” Billie said. “He doesn’t owe you anything.” 

“I saved his arse from the fire that night.”

“No, I saved it. You were busy getting knocked out by his girlfriend.” 

“Details, details…” he grumbled. Then he leaned forward, propping an elbow onto the table. “The case you’re helping him with. This is the bodies they found in the warehouse, yeah?”

“How do you know?”

“Saw it on the news. Something twinged my radar then.” He spun the lighter on the table. “Has Mockler got it sorted yet?”

“No. He knows what happened but there’s no evidence. Everything’s been buried.” 

“Is there anything dodgy about it?”

“Dodgy? It’s horrible.”

“My kind of dodgy,” he said. 

“You mean demonic possession or alien abduction? No. Just a terrible man who preyed on vulnerable women. And got away with it because he was rich.” 

Gantry kept spinning the lighter round and round. The drinks came and the waiter left. Gantry remained silent. 

“What is it?” she asked.

“If there was nothing dodgy about it, why did it pull me back here?”

“Mockler’s case? I dunno.” Billie rubbed her temples, a headache bubbling behind her eyeballs. “Maybe it was something else.” 

“It’s possible. Something dragged me to this backwater again.”

“Hey. Don’t trash-talk my city. You don’t like it, leave.” 

Gantry laughed out loud but Billie didn’t see anything funny about it. There were two other occupied tables on the patio and the drinkers settled there turned to look at the man with the obnoxious laugh. Billie wished he would shut up. 

“Gantry,” she said, “before you disappeared last time, you told me something about Mockler.”

“That he’s an arsehole and you should stay away? That still stands.”

“No. That I knew him before this.” She swallowed hard, trying to vocalize the next part without sounding foolish. “In another life.”

“I did?”

“Stop it. You know you did. What did you mean?”

“Search me,” he said with a shrug. “I must have been pissed.” 

Her hand dropped to the table. “I hate you.” 

“No you don’t.” He clinked his glass against hers. “You find me charming and wildly good-looking. All the ladies do. Cheers.” 

He lit up again and Billie leaned back to stay out of the cloud of smoke. She kept thinking back to that awful woman thrusting the microphone into her face. If the reporter had found her, then there was a good chance she’d go after Mockler too. 

“I have to go.” She got up from the table and dug out her phone. “I need to warn Mockler about that reporter.” 

Gantry’s grin fell flat as he watched her leave. He looked at the glasses on the table. “Cor. You leaving me with the bill?” 

Billie hurried through the door without bothering to reply. The new boots were still killing her.

 

 

 

 

 

29

 

MOCKLER UNLATCHED THE cord keeping the trunk lid down. He lifted out the bicycle and set it on the ground before her. “There you go. Safe and sound.” 

“Thanks,” Billie said. “You didn’t have to get it now.”

“I didn’t mind.” He closed the trunk and leaned back against the car. “So. This is a real pickle, huh?”

Billie stood the bike gently against the fender of the car. “Yeah. More for you than me.”

She had called Mockler after leaving the bar but she was too late. The reporter had gotten to him already. He had asked to meet, offering to retrieve her bike on the way. She had taken the bus to Gage Park and they met in the parking lot. 

“Do you mind if I sit down,” she said. 

“Go ahead.”

She hopped up on the trunk, planting her feet on the bumper. “How did she find out?” 

“I think Napier tipped her off,” he said. “He’s trying to sink the investigation.”

“But she knew about me. And the reason you asked me to help. How does she know about that?”

He just shook his head. 

“You didn’t tell anyone at work, did you?”

“God no,” Mockler said. “I guess they’ll know soon enough.” 

“How much trouble are you in?”

“I don’t want to think about it.” 

“I’m sorry,” she said. 

“It’s not your fault.” He looked down at her right hand, the knuckles bruised. “How’s the hand, slugger?”

“It aches.”

He took hold of her wrist gently and raised the hand higher. Something sparked up her arm at his touch and she hoped it didn’t show on her face. 

“The swelling’s gone down,” he said. “You should have iced it some more.” 

Billie stared at him as he held her wrist. For a tiny moment, she thought he was going to lean in and kiss the back of her hand. She scolded herself for being so bloody stupid. 

“You should keep it elevated when you can.”

He lowered her hand and let go. The spell broke and she drifted back to earth again. She looked around the park before them, needing to think about something, anything, else. 

“How did she know about Jen?” Billie said. 

“Jen?” 

“Her shop. That reporter tracked me down at Jen’s store. How did she know about that?”

“I don’t know. Guess it’s her job to find things out.” 

“Does that mean she knows where I live too? Or where I work?” The more she dwelt on it, the worse the implications loomed. “And what about Jen’s business? Bad press is the last thing she needs.” 

“I doubt that will happen.”

“You don’t know that.” Billie dropped her chin into her hands. “God. I mess everything up.” 

“You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have asked you to help in the first place.”

“Stop being so nice to me.” 

He put a hand over his mouth and when she looked back, he was trying not to laugh. 

“Now you’re laughing at me? Thanks a lot, Mockler.” 

“I’m sorry,” he said, waving his hand as if to dismiss the whole thing. “I don’t why I thought that was funny.”

“Cause you’re a cruel man?”

“Maybe.” 

Billie watched him wipe an eye and compose himself. “You never laugh.” 

He looked up in surprise. “Of course I laugh.” 

“You don’t. It’s nice to see.” 

Barn swallows wheeled through the trees overhead in the silence that followed. Billie watched them dart and spin. 

“Shoot,” he said looking at his watch. “I gotta run. We can figure this out tomorrow, okay?” 

“Back to the job?” 

“No. Christina has a gallery showing tonight. I forgot I need to pick up flowers on the way home.” 

Billie felt her muscles constrict. “Flowers? That’s nice.”

“She hasn’t had a show in a long time. She’s a nervous wreck about it.” 

“You’re a sweet guy,” she said quietly. 

“And cruel too,” he said with a wink. “You want a lift home? We can toss the bike back in.” 

“No. You go.” She stood the bicycle up and rolled it away from his car. She was grateful to have something for her hands to do. They suddenly felt useless and helpless at her sides. 

“Listen, maybe this reporter thing will just blow over. Let’s meet up tomorrow and figure it out, okay? I’ll give you a ring.”

Her gut leapt at the thought, agreeing immediately but she kept her tongue still. She looked at the man rushing off to go buy flowers for his girlfriend. 

Scratch that. Fiancée. 

“That’s not a good idea,” Billie said. “Don’t call.” 

He was reaching for the car door but stopped. “Why not?”

She didn’t even look at him, her head turned away like something across the way had seized her attention. 

“Billie, what is it?” 

He stepped around the car and approached her. “Hey,” he said. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing.”

“It can’t be that bad, can it?” He touched her arm. 

She pulled away as if she’d been stung. “Don’t do that.” 

“Then tell me what’s upsetting you. What did I say?” 

“I’m an idiot. As usual.”

“We’ve established that.” A small smile as he said this. 

“Stop it.” 

Billie felt her cheeks run hot and the humiliation was unbearable. Her survival instincts urged her to get on the bike and ride away. Instead, she opened her mouth and all her guts tumbled out. “I like you. A lot more than I should. And it’s hard being around you sometimes and you’re running off to buy flowers and I should know better and this is just going to get worse and then I’m going to say something stupid.” 

He didn’t move. Not even to blink. 

“See? I just did.” She tried to keep her eyes on the ground but her eyes wouldn’t obey her and they tilted up toward Mockler. 

His face had drained of colour, the expression shifting from blank to confusion. “I don’t…” he started to say but didn’t finish. “Billie…” Again, words fell flat. 

“Don’t say anything. This is my problem. I’ll get over it.” She turned the bike around, angling it in the direction of the street. “I just need some time.” 

“If that’s what you want,” he said slowly. 

There was nothing left to be said but still she waited for something and when it didn’t come, she got on her bike and pedalled away. 

The barn swallows continued to wheel and turn in the air, as if nothing had ever happened. 
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“IS THAT AWFUL woman still out there?” Jen asked, looking up from behind the counter. 

Kaitlin had just stepped inside the Doll House, the bell overhead still ringing. “What woman?” she asked. 

“That reporter. She came back.”

Kaitlin turned to look back at the street. “She did? Why?” 

“Looking for Billie.” Jen came alongside to peer through the windows of her shop. “She came in here asking me a bunch of questions.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I told her to get out. You wouldn’t believe how pushy she was.” 

“I don’t get it. Why is she all over Billie?” Kaitlin teetered to the church bench. On a typical visit to Jen, Kaitlin would often help re-stock the racks while they caught up but she didn’t have the strength for it today. “I need to sit down.” 

Jen watched her friend ease down onto the pew. “You all right?” 

“Just tired. I’ve had no sleep the last two nights.” 

“How come?” Jen asked.

“Bad dreams. Weird ones too.” Kaitlin leaned back, resting her head against the exposed brick wall. “Lack of sleep is making me dopey. I totally meant to bring coffee. Ugh.” 

Jen crossed the floor and laid a palm over Kaitlin’s forehead. “You don’t feel hot. You should have stayed home and had a nap.”

“I had to get out of there. Kyle’s working from home for the next week. He’s driving me up the wall.” 

“Trouble in paradise?” Jen said, adding a wink. 

“No, he just gets this weirdo intensity when he’s got a new project. He’s up all night, he eats at his desk, he doesn’t shower. It’s gross.”

“You guys need a bigger place. One with a spare bedroom for Kyle. Then you can close the door on him when he’s like that.” 

“Ugh. I hate moving.” Kaitlin groaned at the thought. “So how long did that reporter stake out the shop?”

“An hour. Can you believe that?” Jen took out her phone and scrolled through it. She handed it to Kaitlin. “Here. I found this earlier.” 

The HBC news site filled the screen. Kaitlin thumbed through the brief news item. Her eyes widened and she looked up at Jen. “Oh my God. They reported that Billie’s helping the police? As a psychic?” 

“Unbelievable, huh?” 

Kaitlin looked at the article again before handing the phone back. “They stated her by name. Can they do that?”

“Guess so,” Jen shrugged. “Did you know she was helping them?”

“I knew they asked her. Not officially or anything. It was just that cop she knows.”

“The married one?”

“Engaged,” Kaitlin corrected. She took out her own phone. “Not married.”

Jen sneered at that, seeing little distinction. “Why didn’t Billie tell me?”

“You know why,” Kaitlin said. “You don’t believe in it.”

“Still. She could have told me.” 

A moment of friction. A clash of beliefs between two friends. Jen gathered up another dress from the change room and hung it back on a hanger. “How did this reporter find out? I mean, if Billie didn’t even tell me.” 

A terrible thought settled over Kaitlin. Tapping an address into the browser, she skimmed through the site that popped up. Her shoulders drooped at what she read there. Those idiots, she fumed silently. 

“What is it?” Jen asked. 

“What? Uh,” Kaitlin put the phone away. “Nothing.”

Jen’s phone pinged with an alert. She checked the message. “Shoot.”

“What is it?”

“There’s an art opening tonight,” Jen said. “This woman who comes by the shop. She invited me to her show. I just got a message that it’s been cancelled.” 

“That’s too bad.” Kaitlin rose from the bench and teetered to the door. “I have to go.”

“I thought we were getting something to eat later?”

“We are,” Kaitlin said, ringing the bell over the door again as she left. “I just to need to tear someone a new asshole first.” 

 

~

 

“I’m not going,” she said. “I can’t! I won’t!” 

Mockler stood in the doorway to the studio, flowers in one hand. A bouquet of pink and white roses. He looked down at the mess splattered across the floor. “You have to go,” he said. “It’s your show.”

“I don’t care.” Christina stood in the middle of her studio. Her hair was done but she wasn’t dressed, clad only in her natty bathrobe. Her easel, the big one she always used, lay flat on the floor from where it had been toppled like some fallen soldier. The painting she had been working on had been flung to the far corner. “You go. Have a good time.”

“It’s just nerves,” he said. “You’ll be fine the minute you walk through the door.”

“What was I thinking?” Christina paced the floor back and again, stepping over the easel. “I must have been crazy to think I could have a show. Look at this shit! I’m no artist. I’m a hack!”

“Stop it.” He watched her pace. The glass of wine in her hand wasn’t a good sign but from it he could piece together what had went down in the hours leading up to now. Already a tight ball of anxiety over the looming opening of her first show in two years, Christina had opened the wine to settle her frayed nerves. She should have mixed a highball or something instead. Although she loved red wine, it tended to pull her moods downward and if Christina wasn’t careful, it could kickstart her self-loathing. Once started, it was hard to stop the cycle.

The paper wrapping on the flowers crinkled as he set the bouquet onto the table. He caught hold of her arms and made her stand still. “This is just nerves. It happens to everybody. But you’re running out of time.” 

“Don’t condescend.” She tried to pull away but his grip was locked. “You have no idea what this is like.”

“You’re right. I don’t. But you have to push all that negative crap away right now. One step at a time. Go get dressed. Dry your eyes. Then we’ll get in the car.” 

Christina shuddered, as if to shake it all off. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly through pursed lips like a woman in labour. “Okay. Okay. Take this.”

She handed him the glass and marched for the stairs. He listened to her run up the creaky steps and then leaned back against the table. He set the glass down, grateful that he had the wherewithal to handle what he had come home to. His brain was shattered and left in pieces back at the parking lot after what Billie had said to him. Her words were plain, the meaning clear but he still couldn’t fathom a word of it. It didn’t make sense. And, if he was honest with himself, it scared the living daylights out of him. 

He looked at the flowers on the table, unopened and unseen, and wondered what the hell he was going to do. Then the stairs creaked again and Christina appeared in the doorway. She looked stunning. A simple black cocktail dress and her hair gathered high on top and held in place with a red flower. 

“Are my eyes puffy?” she asked. 

“You look fantastic.”

“Well let’s go. Before I lose my nerve again.” 

 

“You sure he said seven-thirty?” Mockler slowed as he turned the car onto Locke Street and gunned it through an amber light. “I though it started at seven.” 

“It did start at seven,” Christina said, checking her eyes in the mirror under the sun visor. “Carlos suggested I arrive half an hour after that. Something about making a grand entrance once the party is in swing.” 

“Oh,” he said. “Carlos thinks of everything, doesn’t he?”

“He’s the expert. There’s a spot.”

He swung the car into the vacant space she pointed at. Climbing out, Christina adjusted the dress and took a deep breath. Mockler held the door open with a flourish for her grand entrance. 

Christina’s heels clicked smartly against the floor and echoed through the space. It was the only sound in the room. 

Mockler looked around. “Where is everyone?”

The gallery looked perfect. Christina’s work was framed and hung against spotless white walls, the lighting overhead pristine. There was a table at the entrance with an arrangement of flowers and a leather-bound book for guests to sign. And that was all. The gallery was empty, not a soul save for the newly arrived artist herself and her date. 

“Something must have gone wrong,” Christina said. “The wrong date went out? The wrong time?”

There was a stack of printed brochures and flyers on the table. Mockler checked them both. There was no misprint or error on either. 

“Carlos!” Christina strode further into the salon, looking to the office in the back.

The gallery owner appeared, a weak smile on his face as he saw her. “Christina. I don’t know what to say.”

“What happened? Where is everyone?”

Carlos shook his head. “I don’t know. I had a full guest list. I had more people calling this afternoon, wanting to get in. But now…” He waved his hand across the empty gallery. 

“And what?” Mockler said, drawing alongside Christina. “Everyone bailed?”

“I don’t know,” Carlos replied.

“Was there a mistake?” Christina asked. Her hands were trembling. “Was the time wrong on the invitation or the website?”

“No,” the gallery owner said. “This has never happened before.”

“This doesn’t make sense.” Mockler scanned the room a second time, as if invited guests were hiding behind the potted ferns. “Not a single person showed?” 

Carlos rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know what to say.”

A murmur of street noise rushed in as the front door opened. Everyone turned to the entrance. A single guest stepped inside and looked over the framed pictures. 

Carlos rushed up to greet the sole patron. “Mr. Napier, welcome!” 

All the blood drained from Mockler’s face. He took a step back, lightheaded. 

“Wow. One guest,” Christina said, her voice little more than a sneer as she turned to Mockler. Then she saw her date’s face. “Hey. Are you all right?” 

“Stay here,” he said, moving toward the foyer of the gallery. 

Aaron Napier studied the paintings on the wall as Carlos spoke quietly to him, his hand gesturing at other pieces in the gallery. Napier looked up at the man approaching him and had the gall to smile. 

“Ah, Detective Mockler,” he said. “What a surprise.” 

Mockler felt his pulse thumping in his eardrums. “What did you do?”

“You two have met?” Carlos asked. “Mr. Napier is one of the gallery’s patrons.” 

“I never miss an opening,” Napier said. “Looks like I got here before the rush, huh?” 

Mockler moved in, almost stepping on the man’s toes. “How did you know? How did you get everyone to stay away?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about, Detective.” 

Sensing trouble, the gallery owner stepped between the two men. “You really should see the rest of the work, Mr. Napier. The artist’s best pieces are in the main room.” 

Napier leaned in to look at the nearest painting. “No thank you. Not my cup of tea, really.” 

The man straightened up and smiled at Mockler. Then he said goodnight and went out the door. 
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THE HEADQUARTERS OF the Paranormal Trackers was a garage that backed onto an alley in the Normanhurst area.  It belonged to Owen’s mother but, Justin insisted, it was merely temporary. Once their YouTube channel took off, they’d be getting fancier digs. 

Kaitlin marched up the dark alleyway, uneasy at being alone on such a desolate strip, looking for the H.Q. but every garage looked the same. Quickening her pace, she hunted down the door she had visited twice before. Marked with a bio-hazard sign, it was halfway up the alley. She pounded on it, rattling the door in its frame. 

The noise on the other side, low music and the murmur of voices, stopped instantly. Kaitlin pounded again. “Open up! It’s Kaitlin!” 

More silence, then a dull crash as if something within had been knocked over. 

“I can hear you in there!” she hollered. “Open the goddamn door!” 

A latch was turned and the door opened a few inches. A shadow silhouetted in the gap. “Go away.”

“Open the door, Owen.” 

“We’re busy,” he hissed. “Call first next time.” 

When the gap started to close again, Kaitlin hurled her shoulder against it as hard as she could. The door popped open, banging off Owen. He startled back, clutching his face. “Ow!” 

Kaitlin slipped inside and slammed the door behind her. Across the room, Justin shot to his feet. “What the hell, Kaitlin? Get out!”

“You two assholes,” Kaitlin said, pointing a finger at both, “owe me an explanation.”

The interior of the garage looked like something out of a B-movie, refurnished and decked out somewhere between a laboratory and a Halloween party. Two separate work stations held laptops and wires and piles of gear. Band posters plastered the walls, death metal bands that Kaitlin had never heard of. A plastic skeleton dangled from the rafters on a hangman’s noose. 

“Get lost, Kaitlin,” Justin groused. “We’re busy.” 

“How stupid are you two?” Kaitlin barked. “You posted what I told you about Billie on your website? Why did you do that?”

“It was news,” Owen said, clutching his cheek where the door had smacked him. 

“It’s not! I told you that in private. It’s all over the news now. The real news.”

Justin shook his head and settled onto his chair again. “The public has a right to know. Especially if it involves the police.” 

“Bullshit,” Kaitlin said. “You’re just trying to get traffic to your site.” 

“Is that so bad?” Owen folded his arms, as if chilled.

“It does if it blows back on my friend. She’s got some reporter hounding her because of you idiots.” 

“In case you missed it, Kaitlin, the name on the door is Paranormal Trackers,” Justin said. He turned his back on the intruder, returning to the desk. “It’s what we do.” 

Owen continued to shiver. He glanced at his partner. “It’s getting cold again.” 

“Shut up,” Justin ordered. 

“What is wrong with you two?” she said. 

“Nothing. Goodbye and fuck off, Kaitlin.” 

Kaitlin looked from Justin to Owen and back again, realizing what looked so odd about them. Both were bundled up with heavy sweaters and toques as if ready for winter. The air inside the garage felt like a meat locker. “Why is it so cold in here?”

Owen hugged his ribs. “Because we pissed something off.” 

“Owen, shut your mouth.” 

“Fuck you,” Owen barked back. 

Kaitlin looked the pair over. Both men were shivering and pale, dark rings under their eyes as if they hadn’t slept. “You two look like shit. What happened?” 

“I think,” Owen whispered, “we pissed something off—”

“Owen!” Justin barked. “I swear to God.”

“Just tell her. What does it matter? She was there too.” 

Kaitlin looked at both of them. “What are you talking about? What did you piss off?” 

“I don’t know what it is,” Owen said. “But I think it’s from the other night. At the Murder House.” 

Kaitlin studied the young man. It was more than the temperature that was making him shiver. There was real fear in his eyes. “Take it slow, Owen. What’s going on?”

“Both of us are freezing all  the time,” he said. “Like a cold spot that follows us around. And then there’s the nightmares. Neither of us has slept more than a few hours since we were at that place.” 

“What kind of nightmares?” 

“This woman. She’s freaky as all get-out. She looks beautiful one minute, then she gets real close and whispers in my ear. Awful shit. But when I look at her, she’s dead and rotting. Like worms in her mouth and shit. She’s there every time I close my eyes.”

Kaitlin shuddered, then looked at Justin. “You’re having the same nightmare?”

Justin rotated his head to look at her but he said nothing and turned back to the laptop before him. 

“He won’t say,” Owen said. “But I know it’s the same.” 

The cold crept in and Kaitlin shuddered as it fingered up her backbone. “This woman. Does she look like she’s from another era? Like a flapper from the twenties?”

His eyes widened. “Yeah. Short hair and that skinny dress? You’ve seen her too?” 

“Maybe,” Kaitlin said. Owen had described the woman in her own nightmares but she was suddenly reluctant to confirm it. “You think she’s from the Murder House?”

“Don’t you?”

Kaitlin didn’t answer. She wanted to leave. 

A high-pitched noise squelched from across the room. Justin shot out of his chair and snatched up the small device from Owen’s desk, the source of the annoying sound. 

“What is it?” Owen asked. 

Justin watched the needle bounce on the device. “The EMF. It’s going crazy.” 

Another sound pinged and then another, more devices going off all around the room.

Kaitlin took a step back. “What does that mean?” 

“It means you brought something with you,” Justin spat. “Something followed you here.” 

“Oh God,” Owen moaned. Reaching under the collar of his shirt, he drew out a small cross on a chain and clutched it tightly in his fingers. “She’s back...” 

“Get in the game, dummy!” Justin gathered up a small sound recorder and held it in the air. “Turn the camera on.” 

Owen snatched up a video camera and fumbled the controls with quaking hands. Hitting the record button, he swept the lens over the garage in a slow arc. 

Kaitlin took another step back as the two men moved through the room with their gear, trying to capture evidence of something otherworldly. Another sound clawed at her ear and when she turned around, she saw the vintage spirit board on the table behind her. The fragile looking planchette piece moved slowly across  the board, its spindly legs squeaking against the veneer surface. The sharp point touched the letter ‘K’ then crawled left to the first letter of the alphabet before scraping back towards the ninth letter. When it spindled south towards the ‘T’, Kaitlin’s hand shot out fast to stop it. The brittle wooden piece tugged gently of its own volition until it snapped under her hand. 

The racket from the electro-magnetic field readers went silent. The cold snap in the air was already lifting. 

Justin tapped at one of the readers, as if it was malfunctioning. “It’s gone,” he declared. 

Kaitlin remained still but her heart clanged inside her ribcage. She gathered up the broken planchette in her hand and then, almost as an afterthought, snatched up the strange board itself. Without uttering a word, she spun about and threw open the door. 

“Kaitlin,” Owen said. “Are you all right?”

She didn’t even look back as she marched out of the headquarters of the Paranormal Trackers. 

“Hey!” Justin hollered after her. “That’s my board!” 

Owen ducked out the door and ran after her but Kaitlin was gone, the alleyway as quiet as dawn. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

32

 

IT WAS FOR the best, Billie reminded herself as she clomped up the steps of her building. Telling Mockler the truth about why she couldn’t be around him any longer. He’d stay away for sure now. She almost convinced herself that it was true.

She needed distraction. Maybe Nick would want to hang out again? See another band? Or better yet, she thought, maybe she could just get the hell out of town. A few days at Long Point with Aunt Maggie might do her some good, if for no other reason than the fact that Maggie would let her work through it without prying. 

By the time she made the third floor landing, she’d decided on the trip home but a noise inside the apartment stopped her. A crashing sound like something breaking. Was Half-Boy smashing things or was someone in her flat? Gripping the knob, she pushed the door in. 

A tall figure stood in the living room. He ducked as something flew past his head and shattered against the wall. Her guard dropped when she saw who it was. 

“What are you doing here?” 

Gantry glanced up at her quickly before turning back to the kitchen where the missiles were coming from. “Haven’t you housebroken this creepy little shit yet?” 

Billie closed the door behind her. “He guards the place for me. And he doesn’t like assholes.” 

“What? I’m one of the good guys, for Chrissakes!” 

“Tell that to him,” she said, looping her bag onto the coat tree near the door. 

Another plate sailed through the air and Gantry spun and ducked but he was too slow. The dish bounced off his skull and clattered to the floor. The Englishman winced and snarled. “I’m gonna kill that little bastard!”

Billie looked over the broken shards of china on the floor. “Hey! That’s enough.” 

The Half-Boy appeared at the top of the kitchen doorway. He cowed at Billie’s bark but the hatred returned to his small eyes when he looked at the man in the room. 

“Look at this mess,” she said. “Did you spare any of the dishes?”

The diminutive ghost lowered his head and crawled away across the ceiling to the back bedroom. 

“You better run, you piece of shit ghost.” Gantry shook a fist at the ghost and then prodded his hairline. His fingers came away bloodied. “Look at this.” 

Billie took up the broom and handed it to him as she crossed into the kitchen. “Here. Clean up the mess.” 

He looked at the broom like he’d never seen one before. He stood it in the corner and patted his shirt pocket for his cigarettes. “Teach your pet to clean up after himself. I’m the injured party here.” 

“You’re the intruder, Gantry.” Billie returned to the living room popping the tab on a tall can of lager. She flopped onto the couch, plonking her feet onto the coffee table. “What are you doing here?” 

Gantry looked at the beer in her hand and then looked at the kitchen and back to her. “Nothing for the guests? That’s a poor hostess, you are.” 

“Fuck off.” 

That raised his eyebrows. “Bad day at the office?” 

“No. Just a typical one round here.” 

Disappearing into the kitchen, he returned with can and popped it open as he dropped into a chair. “Bad luck not to offer your guest a tipple, Billie. Didn’t anyone tell you that?” 

“What do you want?” 

Reaching into his back pocket, he pulled out a newspaper. “Your name’s in the news. Says you’re assisting the police.” 

“Not anymore.”

“Publicity is the last thing you need, mate.” 

She slugged at the can. “Who cares?” 

“You should.” He hooked a smoke off his lip and lit up. “Makes you a target. You don’t want that.”

“I never wanted any of it, remember?” 

“We’re not still carryin’ on about that, are we? You need to watch your back, now that your name is out there.” 

Billie rolled her eyes and then patted the couch down for the TV remote. 

“Don’t toss it off, Billie,” he warned. “There’s people out there who’ll be interested in you now. Not very nice people either.”

“Right,” she said. “This is more of that vague threat you keep going on about?”

“Possibly. Just watch your back, alright?” 

The remote was nowhere to be found so she gave up hunting for it. She wondered if Half-Boy had destroyed it trying to kill Gantry. 

Gantry tipped his ash in a take-out carton on the table. “Alright, out with it. What happened?”

“Nothing.” 

A clink sounded from the kitchen. Gantry whirled around, expecting another missile but the apartment was still. When he looked back, he said, “Why don’t you send that little creep on his way?” 

“He doesn’t listen to me,” she said. “Why would he?” 

“There’s got to be a reason he’s hanging about.” 

“Maybe he’s here to protect me.” 

“Let’s hope so. Because you might need it.” Gantry got to his feet. Reaching behind her ear, he produced the lost remote. Like magic. “I’ll be out of town for a tic. Keep your eyes open for anything fishy, yeah?” 

Unimpressed, she took the device and flicked on the TV. “Goodbye, Gantry.” 

He hesitated for a moment before striding to the door. “Chin up, luv. Can’t be that bad, whatever it is.” 
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DETECTIVE MOCKLER CRINGED at seeing his own image on the television screen. He looked frumpy and haggard. He also looked guilty as hell, startled as he was after being ambushed by the reporter. The image froze as the recording was paused. 

Mockler wondered, almost idly, if he was about to lose his job. 

“So,” said Sergeant Gibson. “Do you want to tell us what this is all about?”

The Sergeant was seated across the table. On her right sat Superintendent Phil Morrisey. Neither of his superiors looked pleased to be here. The television monitor sat on a trolley at the end of the table, the remote resting in the Sergeant’s hand. 

Mockler sat alone on the opposite side of the conference table like a penitent facing Judgement Day. He nodded at his own image frozen on the screen. “The camera really does add ten pounds, doesn’t it?” 

“Careful detective,” said Sergeant Gibson. “You’re on the thin part of the blade here.” 

Superintendent Morrisey had yet to speak a word other than a brief greeting. He looked impatient, glancing at the big clock on the wall. 

“I got jumped by a pushy reporter with a lot of stupid questions. That’s all.” 

“Is it true?” Gibson asked. “Have you enlisted the help of a psychic in your investigation? Without clearing it with anyone first?” 

“Not officially. It was more of a favour.” 

“A favour? On a high profile case like this?” Gibson nodded at the screen. “Do you have any idea how bad this looks?” 

Mockler closed his mouth. There was no answer to that question without dig his grave any deeper. 

Sergeant Gibson pointed the remote at the screen and ran the tape. The video switched to a shaky angle of a storefront where a young woman was being accosted by the camera in the same way he had been. Gibson paused the recording again. “Who is this woman?” 

“She’s just a friend. Who did me a favour when I asked.”

“Her name, detective?”

“Billie Culpepper.” 

“Billie?”

Mockler shifted in his seat. “Sybil. She goes by Billie.” 

Gibson set the remote down and steepled her fingers together. “And what did you tell her about the investigation?” 

“Not much,” he said, wondering how far to massage the truth to keep his neck out of the noose. “I had her walk through the scene cold. She told me what she saw.”

“I’m not interested in what psychics have to say about homicide investigations,” Gibson said bluntly. 

The Superintendent cleared his throat and finally spoke up. “What did she say?” 

Mockler gauged the superior’s expression but couldn’t read anything there. “She said the women had been murdered somewhere else and dumped at the scene. That they had all been at a women’s shelter four blocks from where their remains were found.” 

“I see,” the Superintendent said. “Have you been able to corroborate any of that?”

“Not yet.” 

“But you’re working on it?”

“I’m working on all of it.” 

Sergeant Gibson spoke. “Do you have a suspect?” 

“I do,” he replied. “But I don’t have anything real to connect to him.” 

“Who?” 

Mockler tugged at his collar. “Clarence Napier.” 

Gibson furrowed her brow, trying to place the name but the Superintendent almost choked on his water. 

“Clarence Napier,” the man said. “Are you serious?” 

“I am.” 

“Wait a minute,” Sergeant Gibson interrupted, plucking the name from her memory. “That Napier? He’s been dead for ten years.” 

“Twenty.” Mockler sat up straight, going over the evidence in his head in order to make it sound legit to the two superiors across the table. “Napier founded the shelter—”

“Stop,” Morrisey said, waving his hand to cut him off. “I’ve heard enough.” 

Mockler settled back, feeling the noose tighten again. 

Gibson lowered her eyes to the table. Superintendent Morrisey adjusted his cuff and then squared the detective with a cold look. “This file is being moved. Detectives Latimer and Hoffmann will be taking over. You’ll transfer the book to them and assist Detective Odinbeck on his current case files.” 

A burning sensation scalded against the back of Mockler’s throat. He cleared it, about to speak up when he noticed Sergeant Gibson glaring at him. Her head shook slightly from side to side, gently cautioning him to keep his trap shut. 

“I expect the materials to be transferred to Latimer and Hoffmann before noon today.” The man stood up and pushed the chair back in. “Any questions?” 

“Nope.” 

The Superintendent left the room and the Sergeant stood and gathered her things. “I’m sorry, Mockler. It happens. Go kick something, then get back to it.” She left the room. 

Detective Mockler didn’t move for a long time. Then he looked at the video monitor, the image of Billie Culpepper frozen on the screen. Taking up the remote, he hit the play button. 

The feed played out. Billie looked startled then confused at the barrage of questions and the intrusive microphone. Then a man burst out of the door behind her and pulled Billie away. The man hid his face behind his coat like something out of a cartoon as he put himself between the young woman and the camera. Then the coat dropped away and the face of John Gantry flared on the screen for a second before the two of them retreated back inside the building. 

Mockler killed the recording and gently set the remote down. It took a concerted effort to stop himself from picking up the monitor and hurling it straight through the window. 

 

~

 

The spirit board lay on the dining room table in Kaitlin’s condo, the broken planchette piece upside down, the snapped legs up in the air like some dead animal. Kaitlin stood frozen at the sink with her eyes locked on the parlour game. 

It had moved all on its own. 

She was in the kitchen re-heating leftovers when a high-pitched squeak sounded behind her. Awful in its tone, like nails across a chalkboard, sending a shudder down her spine. Turning about, she scanned the condominium she shared with Kyle for the source of the terrible sound. On the table lay the spirit board taken from the Paranormal Trackers, the broken planchette scraping across the board all on its own. It stopped the instant she turned her gaze on it. 

Kaitlin felt her heart hammer and hammer but seconds passed and the piece lay still and moved no more. A trick of the light, she decided. Her nerves wrought after the weird incident in the garage with Justin and Owen, her imagination too eager to believe in a sign from the other side. 

She approached the table, her eyes never straying from the gypsy board with its stylized letters and numbers. Why had she taken the damn thing in the first place? She didn’t know. An impulse she couldn’t deny in the moment that it occurred. 

The heart-shaped planchette piece lay on its back like a dead turtle. Two of the three legs had snapped off leaving only a single spindle. The urge to touch the wooden heart was magnetic and she chewed her lip for a moment before reaching out and placing the fingers of both hands on it. 

Was she unconsciously pushing the brittle pointer or was it actually moving on its own? The eternal question of every Ouija board session. 

She whispered out a question. “Is someone there?”

The planchette scraped towards the northwest corner where a smiling sun beamed at her. 

Kaitlin exhaled. “What do you want?”

The pointer scraped again, hovering over the ‘H’ and the ‘E’ before moving on. 

h-e-l-p-m-e

This is crazy, Kaitlin told herself. It was just her own hand, moving the piece. Still, she asked a second question. “How do I help you?”

The piece moved, stopping over more letters. 

c-o-m-e-b-ac-k

Kaitlin took a breath. “Where?” she asked but the piece remained still, as if it refused to answer that query. Maybe she already knew the answer. She tried again. “Come back. And do what?” 

The scraping noise sounded again as the wooden heart touched more letters. 

b-r-i-n-g-t-h-e-w-i-t-c-h

“What witch?” Kaitlin sputtered.

The racket at the front door killed everything. Kaitlin felt the electrical charge in the air vanish as Kyle came home, dropping his immense hockey bag at the door. 

“Hey babe,” he said. “What’s up?”

“Nothing.” She pushed the planchette away and went back to the kitchen. 

“Have you seen the news?” Kyle leaped over the back of the couch, landing squarely on the cushion. He scrambled for the remote, pointing it at the immense screen. 

“No. Why?” 

“Your friend’s on the news,” he said. “Hey, toss me a cola, huh?”

“Friend?” She came out of the kitchen to see the screen. “What friend?”

“The weird one.” He flipped through the channels until he came to the local station. 

They sat through a report on Russian forces in the Ukraine and another outbreak of Ebola. Then a local report updating the discovery of human remains inside an old warehouse. The headline at the bottom of the screen scrolled out, Police enlist psychic. Then Billie appeared in the shot, caught off-guard by the camera outside of the Doll House. 

“Isn’t that Jen’s shop?” Kyle asked. 

“Quiet.”

Kyle grumbled. “I always knew there was something weird about her.” 

The scene shifted quickly to Billie’s detective friend, equally startled by the news crew. Ambushed as they were, they both looked as guilty as corrupt politicians dodging the press. 

A greasy feeling roiled Kaitlin’s stomach. “Oh God,” she said. “Turn it off.” 
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TO HIS CREDIT, Odinbeck was gracious when Mockler reported to him. After the humiliation of handing the case file over to Hoffmann and Latimer, he had walked back through the cubicles with his head low. Odinbeck already knew the score and the only question he asked was if Mockler needed a little time. The dejected officer had shaken his head and said that he’d prefer to stay busy for the time being. If he had a quiet moment to let it sink in, he just might go completely ape-shit on someone. 

The older detective grunted as he tilted up out of his chair and handed Mockler a list of names. “I got ten people to re-interview in the Garrison file this afternoon. I can already tell you that none of these people will have anything new to add but they gotta be done all the same. You ready to waste time while the guilty party runs free?” 

Mockler was more than ready. As tedious as the interviews had been, the work kept his mind from dwelling on the shit-show he had endured this morning with the Superintendent. Odinbeck kept the mood light with his tired old jokes and the day progressed until the shift change. It was on the drive home that the quiet seeped in and the morning’s events got stuck in a repeating loop in his mind. He stopped at the liquor store on the way home, picked out something expensive with a fancy Gaelic name that he could not pronounce and steered the car back to Bristol Street. 

The pity party was already in progress when he arrived home. Music wailed loud through the house, pouring out from the studio at the back. Mockler dropped the stuff on the counter, trying to place the tune filling the old house. As mournful and despondent as a funeral dirge, it did not bode well for his homecoming. He took a breath to brace himself before crossing to the studio to see what kind of state Christina was in.

The studio was vacant, the stereo blaring to an empty room. The smell of smoke hung in the air and Mockler panicked until he saw a blaze of flames out in the backyard. Banging out the backdoor, he found Christina stoking a small bonfire. 

“What are you doing?”

“Waking up,” Christina said, without turning around. 

The smoke boiling into the air was black and greasy and it stank. He came around her to see what she was burning. Her work. The pigments, both oil and acrylic, burned slowly with a noxious flame that smelled like poison. 

He watched her pick up another painting, the canvass cut loose from the frame, and let it fall into the fire. He made no move to stop her. 

“That isn’t the answer,” was all he said. 

“It’s the only one that makes sense.” She still hadn’t looked at him. 

“A bit dramatic, isn’t it?” 

“Yes it is,” she agreed. 

He watched her face. Her eyes were red and puffy from crying but they had gone blank now. Her pupils were constricted to pinpricks against the light of the rippling flames. 

“Forget the opening. It was a fluke.” 

“It was humiliating.” She snapped a length of wood framing and tossed it onto the fire. “But it opened my eyes finally.” 

“It didn’t mean anything, Christina. Don’t read into it.” 

“Not a single person? How much clearer could the answer be?” 

The glazed-over look in her eyes scared him. An early warning sign of the depression Christina suffered from. The last bout of it had been the worst yet and the last thing he wanted was to watch her slip down that rabbit hole again. 

“It didn’t have anything to do with you,” he said. “It was my fault.” 

“Please.” She finally looked up at him. “Don’t even try.” 

Mockler took up one of the ratty lawn chairs leaning against the fence. Unfolding it, he sat down before the bonfire like they were camping. “I pissed off someone at work. Someone I’m investigating. He’s powerful and he has a very long reach. He orchestrated the no-show at your opening.” 

“Am I supposed to believe that?” 

“It’s true. It was a warning signal to get me to back off. But instead of targeting me directly, he punished you by sabotaging your show.” 

A sneer formed on her lips. She wasn’t buying a word of it. “This guy is that powerful he could do that?”

“He funds Carlos’s gallery. He’d have access to the gallery’s mailing list, phone numbers, whatever.” 

 Christina grew quiet but her face darkened even as it lit up in the light of the fire. When she looked at him, something akin to hatred flashed hot and quick in her eyes. “Why do you do this to me?” 

He poked a stick into the flames. “Chris, how was I supposed to know he’d pull that stunt?”

“But it’s always like this. It’s always something with you screwing things up. It’s like you go out of your way to hurt me. To crush the spirit out of me.” 

“That isn’t true.” 

“But it is.” She paced before the fire unsteadily, dangerously close to the glowing embers. “I finally see it now. You’ve always come first. In everything.  Your work, your dreams, what you want. Your wishes. Is it any wonder I sink into depression sometimes.”

He didn’t know where this was coming from. He spotted her wine glass on the picnic table. He remembered the Xanax bottle on the kitchen counter where he left his bags. Or was that just too easy, dismissing this outburst on her tendency to over-medicate sometimes? 

“It’s all about you,” she went on, the pacing becoming quicker. Urgent. “I can’t even breathe sometimes.” 

“Slow down,” he said.

“I don’t even know who you are anymore.” Her voice diminished with each syllable, as if running out of steam. “We used to be happy. But you changed.” 

The anger was already bubbling up his gullet like molten lava ready to spew. Her words were gasoline poured over the embers of the earlier part of his day. Keep your mouth shut, he told himself. Let her get it out. Let her say it and just listen. Whatever you do, do not say anything. 

“You have nothing to say?” she spat. “After everything I’ve told you, you have nothing to say? Are you even listening to me?” 

In his heart of hearts, he had meant to say it gently. He had meant to be open and honest and forthcoming but when he opened his mouth to speak, it came out as lethal as a blade. He had meant it to hurt. 

“There’s someone else,” he said. 
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SHE DIDN’T THINK it was possible to completely let oneself go in two days but she was getting close. Looking at the reflection in the mirror, Billie almost spooked herself at the sight of the individual looking back at her. Haggard and pale, with shadowy rings under her puffy eyes and bedhead of Bride-of-Frankenstein proportion. Stains dotted the T-shirt she wore. It was ripe after two straight days but she could care less. 

The sentiment carried on into the apartment itself, the space a true reflection of its occupant. A shambled miasma of apathy and neglect. Just looking at it flattened her mood even more, trapping her on this repeating loop of despair. It was time to step off the train wreck. 

“Clean yourself up,” she said to her reflection. “You had your cry. Now clean up the mess. Close the chapter and move on.” 

Oh God, she thought. I’m uttering clichéd life-affirmations. An unfortunate by-product of too much daytime TV. 

Fetching a garbage bag from under the sink, she cleared the coffee table of take-out cartons, beer cans and trashy magazines that had been her diet during this crash-and-burn session. She decided to start with the apartment first before cleaning herself up. A couple hours of hard scrubbing capped with a scalding hot shower might be enough to burn away the dark cloud hanging over everything. 

A plant on the window sill upended and hit the floor, scattering dirt across the tile. The Half-Boy scurried past in his odd crawling motion, as if determined to maintain the mess. He had been acting up the last two days, rambunctious and clumsy like a cat kept inside too long. She wondered if her own mood had affected him too somehow or if Gantry’s visit had unsettled him. She snapped at him to cut it out. He looked at her like she was some stranger and then scuttled away across the ceiling in his curious legless hobble. 

Her phone rang. It was Kaitlin. “Are you coming tonight?”

Dinner with the ladies. Tammy had texted earlier but she hadn’t responded. “I was gonna skip it.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah,” Billie said. “Just one of those days, ya know?” 

“Sure.” There was a pause and then Kaitlin said, “I need to talk to you.” 

Billie stopped clearing the coffee table. “Sounds serious.” 

“It just something that’s been eating at me. But I don’t want to discuss it at the table with the ladies. Let me buy you a cup of coffee, okay?”

 

Kaitlin was buying so Kaitlin chose the place. Radius was an upscale cafe where Billie felt out of place among the well-heeled. 

“This is all my fault,” Kaitlin blurted out once they had settled into a table near the window. “I’m sorry.”

Billie leaned back. “What’s all your fault?”

“You being outed on the news. That stupid reporter jumping you. It’s all my fault.” 

“That nosy bitch had nothing to do with you,” Billie said. “How could it?”

“Didn’t you wonder how she found out about you helping the police?” 

“Sure, but…” Her voice trickled to nothing. “Wait, you didn’t tell them, did you?” 

“I may as well have.” Kaitlin looked down into the steam of her teacup, as if some answer was waiting there. “Remember the ghost hunter guys I told you about?” 

“Yeah. The Paranormal something or other.”

“Trackers,” Kaitlin corrected. “I told them. And those two idiots posted it on their website. That’s how it got out.” 

“Oh.” It was all Billie could think of to say. 

“The reporter must have found it there. And then bam, you’re publicly outed as a psychic. I’m sorry. I should have kept my mouth shut.” 

“You didn’t know they’d do that?”

“God no,” Kaitlin said. “I never would have said anything if I knew they were such blabbermouths. They’d do anything to drive traffic to their site. I should have seen it coming.” 

Billie watched the young woman stare into her tea, unable to return her gaze. They came from different worlds and sometimes Kaitlin’s air of entitlement rubbed Billie the wrong way. But not today. The woman across the table was genuinely remorseful for her mistake and Billie reminded herself that she was in no position to judge anyone. Most of Billie’s life seemed to be one mistake after another. At least Kaitlin had the decency to fess up to it. 

“Hey.” She reached out and took hold of Kaitlin’s hand. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault either, so don’t torment yourself over it.” 

“I am sorry it happened,” Kaitlin said. “Is that awful reporter still hounding you?”

“I don’t know. I barricaded myself inside the last two days.” 

“To avoid her?”

“No,” Billie said. She wrapped her hands back around her mug to warm them. “I messed up too.” 

“How?”

“Helping that detective. It was a doozy of a screw-up.” 

“Do you want to talk about it?”

Billie shrugged. “I just want to forget the whole thing.”

A wailing siren dragged their gaze to the window and they watched an ambulance speed past. 

“Are you working with those paranormal guys?” Billie asked.

“No. I tore them a new asshole over what they did. They weren’t even sorry.” Kaitlin looked back out the window, drumming her fingernails along the table top. 

“What is it?”

Kaitlin sighed. “I dunno. Something weird happened. A ghost thing, you know? It freaked me out.”

Billie’s neck tensed up. Kaitlin’s fascination with the paranormal often set Billie’s teeth on edge but the woman across the table seemed troubled. She was reluctant to ask but did anyway. “What happened?”

“I was at their place. They call it their headquarters but it’s just a garage. The guys were already on edge, then the lights went all screwy. They have these devices that read energy. Electro something or other.” 

“Electro magnetic readers,” Billie said. 

“They all went crazy at the same time. Then the Ouija board started moving all on its own. Scared the hell out of me.” 

Billie stirred the spoon around her mug. “What do you think it was?”

“The guys said something had followed us home. From the Murder House.” 

“The what?”

Kaitlin nodded her chin in the direction of the escarpment. “That old place halfway up the mountain. It’s supposed to be haunted. You know the one.”

Billie mulled it over. Hamilton had no shortage of haunted houses or abandoned properties, all of them part of a web of urban legend and whispered folklore, but that one? This was the second mention of it in within a week. “You went there?”

“We just looked at the place. I’m dying to see inside it.” 

“Probably nothing to see.” 

Kaitlin leaned in. “Billie, do you think you could be drawn to a place and not know why?”

“Maybe. Why?”

Kaitlin tilted her head to one side, trying to wrap words around the experience of watching the planchette move on its own. She couldn’t get the grating sound of it out of her mind. “Well, it’s just—” 

“Excuse me?” 

The voice came from behind them. Both turned to see a woman approaching their table. A blonde-haired woman with expensive shoes and flawless nails. 

“Yes?” said Kaitlin, annoyed at the interruption. 

The woman focused her attention on Billie and Billie alone. “You’re that woman from the news the other night, aren’t you?”

Billie gritted her teeth. “No. Sorry.”

“I’m sure it was you,” the woman insisted. “You’re the psychic, yes? I knew it. They say you can speak to the other side.”

“No. The news got it wrong.”

The woman pulled up a chair. Billie looked at Kaitlin then back to the stranger. 

“Oh, there’s no need to be modest,” the woman gushed. “I’ve been to plenty of mediums before and I hear you’re the real McCoy. I need to talk to my sister. She passed in oh-eight, you see. It’s very important.”

“We were just leaving.” Billie dug a few bills from her pocket and left them on the table. She looked at Kaitlin. “Let’s go.” 

The woman clutched Billie’s wrist. “You don’t understand. I have to talk to her. Her passing was so awful. I did everything I could to help her but there was nothing we could do. I need her to know that.” 

“Get off of me!” 

Kaitlin startled at the outburst. The woman was already crying. Billie winced at the look of shock on her friend’s face at her coldness to this woman. 

“She knows you did everything you could,” Billie said to the woman. “She’s fine where she is now. She said you need to forgive yourself now.” 

The woman’s expression fell. Billie yanked her arm free and marched for the door. 
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SITTING BEHIND THE wheel of an ugly European import, Billie beat a hasty retreat from her adopted city. From a man she couldn’t be with and a monster who got away with murder and the lost souls of murdered women who wept and gnashed their teeth in impotent rage. 

She was running away in a borrowed Renault that smelled of musty vinyl and mothballs. It was all that Bruce had available to borrow. 

“A Renault?” Billie had said when he handed her the keys. His garage was usually choked with exotic or vintage cars that she could borrow from time to time. In the back of the garage, near Bruce’s desk, was an old Citroen that she was dying to drive but Bruce forbade anyone but himself to touch. 

“It’s this,” Bruce said, nodding to the tiny vehicle. “Or you could hitchhike to your aunt’s. Your choice.”

Billie sighed as she took the keys. The boxy little thing was possibly the ugliest car she had ever seen. “Thanks. But if this toy blows away in the wind, don’t blame me.” 

The tension in her neck eased up with every mile she put between herself and the city. Propping her elbow out the window, she felt calmer the closer she got to Lake Erie. Rumbling onto the causeway that led into the sandy finger of Long Point, she took in the houses on the strip and beyond that, the beach. The summer tourists had gone, the property owners moved back in or in the process of shutting their cottages down for winter. October was already here and as she neared Maggie’s house, Billie wondered if her aunt had anything planned for Thanksgiving. 

The Renault’s small wheels crunched over a carpet of dry pine needles in the driveway. The clapboard siding was a faded blue enmeshed in the cobwebs that were the bane of home-ownership everywhere on the spit. The dried husks of insects quivered in the webbing, rattled by the ever present wind. She was hauling her bag out of the backseat when she heard the familiar screech of the screen door. 

“I thought I heard someone pull up,” said Maggie as she stepped onto the porch. “I was starting to wonder where you were.” 

“Hi!” Billie ran up the steps and wrapped her arms around her aunt. “It’s good to see you.” 

The embrace lingered. Her aunt pulled back and looked at her. “Was the traffic bad?” 

“No. My ride was slow. It rattled hard if I pushed it past ninety.”

Maggie looked at the angular little car ticking and cooling in her driveway. “It’s a Matchbox car.”

“Drives like one too,” Billie said. 

“Is Bruce getting stingy with the cars he lets you borrow?” 

“Maybe. I think I stripped the gears on the last one I had.” 

Aunt Maggie held open the door and shooed her niece inside. “Well you made it. That’s the important thing.” 

 

The inside of the house was warm and it smelled of onions and spices, a large pot of something warming on the stove. They chitchatted as Billie set the table and Maggie ladled the chili into bowls. 

“How are the ladies doing?” Maggie asked as they settled in. 

“They’re great. Tammy’s busier than ever with photo gigs. Which is good. If she’s busy, she stays out of trouble. Jen practically lives at the shop. Kaitlin’s good too. But busy with work.” Billie blew on the first spoonful before tasting it. “Mmm. This is good.” 

“Is Jen’s shop doing well? What’s it called?”

“Doll House. She’s doing okay. I mean, it’s still a new business but I think she’ll do well. God though, she does fret about it.”

“Can’t be easy. Does her boyfriend help her out?” 

“When he can. He’s a sweetheart.”

“One of these days,” Maggie said, “I’ll have to meet this young man. He almost feels like family now.” 

“You’d like him. I can’t believe I couldn’t drag the ladies out here once this summer.”

“You had a difficult summer, what with that awful hospital stay.” Maggie physically shuddered. “I hate even thinking about it.” 

Billie reached for her water glass. “It was a strange summer.”

“How is all that?” Maggie gave a slight nod, as if the subject was too delicate to name. “Are you coping with it?” 

“I’m managing,” Billie said. Her aunt knew of her abilities. She had, in fact, tried to suppress them when Billie was a child. If it hadn’t been for the accident and subsequent coma, her gift might have remained dormant forever. 

“You look a bit thin, honey. Are you looking after yourself?”

“Yeah.” Why does everyone keep saying that? 

Her aunt cocked an eyebrow at her. “You’re not partying too much with the ladies?” 

“I wish. My social life is very quiet these days.” Billie shook a little more hot sauce into her bowl. The inevitable enquiry into her dating life was sure to come next. Hoping to dodge it, she nodded at the huge pot cooling on the stove. “The chili’s really good. How come you made so much?”

“I made extra to bring to Dean across the road.”

“Who?” 

“Mister Cooper,” Maggie said. “Didn’t I tell you about Barb?” 

Billie lowered her spoon. “No. She’s gotten worse?” 

“She passed. Tuesday before last.” Maggie pushed her bowl away. “The poor man’s been a wreck ever since.” 

The Coopers lived three doors down in a small two bedroom bungalow with a nice view of the beach. Dean used to work as an accountant, Barb was a retired teacher. Old friends to Maggie. Barb had been fighting cancer for the last year. 

“I’m sorry,” Billie said. “I thought Barb was doing better?” 

“She was. She was doing great, in fact. But then it came back about a month ago. Aggressively. It was awful.”

Billie set her own bowl aside. “They have a son, don’t they? Has he been around?”

“He lives out east. He was here for the funeral.” 

“So you’re looking out for Mister Cooper?” Billie asked. “Making sure he eats.”

“I’m trying. The poor man just seems lost now.” Maggie rose and gathered up the plates. “Maybe you can bring him some chili tomorrow, now that you’re here. You might cheer him up.” 

“Sure.” 

After dinner they took their tea to the sofa and watched television. A rerun of Law & Order. Her aunt began nodding off at the end. Maggie rose and kissed the top of Billie’s head, an affection she had done since the day her niece first came to live with her all those years ago. 

“Goodnight sweetheart,” Maggie said. “I’m glad you’re here.” 

“Goodnight, Mags.” 

Billie watched her aunt toddle off to bed, noticing that the woman’s limp seemed worse. Turning back to the TV, she flipped through the channels and stopped at the Hamilton station and waited for the news. There was no mention of the investigation into the discovery at the Essex building, nor was there any sign of that hateful reporter that had accosted her outside of Jen’s shop. No sign of Mockler either, which was a relief. 

She wondered how he was doing and if he was making any progress on the case and what he might be doing at this very moment. Then she killed the television, pushed the man out of her thoughts and went to bed. 
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THE SKY WAS overcast, the morning grey. Billie stood in the sand at the tide line, the sole occupant on an immense beach, looking out at a lake the colour of lead, a sky the colour of smoke. She opened her senses up by a degree, then two. Just enough to let a drip-drip of the otherworld into her sightline. Ships appeared on the horizon, ghost vessels all with tall masts, their sails rippling in the wind. Steamships and freighters plied the water, cutting too close to the extended sandspit hidden beneath the waves. The ships buckling hard and listing badly before going down. A thousand vessels on the water and Billie a mute witness to their final moments before going under, the crews scrambling into dinghies or tumbling into the icy water. 

It took her breath away, the after-image of all these shipwrecks. The scope her second-sight allowed was stunning and she had barely opened up more than a notch. With no more effort than the batting of an eye, she closed off her senses and the ghost ships shimmered like mirages and vanished. A lone gull traipsed through the sand on her left and when Billie turned and trudged back up the dune, the bird took flight. 

When the breakfast dishes were cleared, Maggie drove into town to run errands and Billie took the tub of chili from the fridge to deliver to the Coopers three doors down. The tub was heavy, Maggie having prepared enough to feed the widower for a week. She knocked on the door of the little cottage and waited. The curtains were drawn and she was about to give up when the door opened. 

Mr. Cooper stood behind the screen door. He bore little resemblance to the neighbour Billie knew. Older and worn down, as if aged rapidly by grief alone. “Yes?”

“Hi Mr. Cooper,” Billie said. “My aunt made you some food. How are you?” 

How are you? What a stupid question to ask the man, she thought. 

He squinted at her. “Your aunt?” 

“I’m sorry. It’s Billie,” she said, realizing he didn’t recognize her. “Maggie made you some chili.” 

“Oh, Billie.” Mr. Cooper shook his head and pushed the door open. “Forgive me. I didn’t recognize you at first. Come in.” 

He ushered his guest inside and closed the door behind him. Billie stepped into the kitchen and looked over the cottage. It was small but comfortable, with a stone fireplace at one end. The mantel piece was crowded with condolence cards, a few of them having fallen to the floor. 

“How have you been, Billie?” he asked. 

“I’m good.” Billie set the tub down and turned to the widower. “I’m so sorry to hear about Barbara, Mr. Cooper. She was such a nice lady.” 

“Thank you.” His eyes were already reddening at the mention of his late wife. “She always liked you.” 

The rawness of his grief impacted her so hard she felt herself welling up. Billie reached out to touch his arm. “How have you been holding up?” 

“I seem to be in a fog most of the time.” He looked back over the rest of the house, as if someone was there. He nodded at the tub she was holding. “Your aunt has been very sweet. I think she’s worried I’ll starve to death.” 

“She doesn’t want you to worry about cooking or anything. I’ll just put this in the fridge.” 

“I don’t mind cooking,” he said. “At least it would give me something to do.” 

Opening the fridge, Billie had to rearrange a few things to make room for the tub. Mr. Cooper had been inundated with food, the fridge crammed with homemade lasagna and pies. 

“Can I get you anything?” he asked. “I was going to make some more coffee.”

“I’d love some. But I can make it.”

“Go sit,” he said. “Please. Everyone’s been fussing over me, making everything. I’m starting to feel like an invalid sometimes.”

He shuffled past her into the kitchen. Billie took a seat on the stool and propped her elbows on the counter. “You’re not used to being fussed over,” she said.

“I hate it. Especially after the last year, with Barb.” 

She watched him fumble with the stack of paper coffee filters. “You looked after her pretty well, I guess.”

“I tried. It was hard, the last two months especially so. But I had something important to do. You know? A purpose. But now?” He waved a hand at the house around them, as if to dismiss it all. “Now, I don’t know what to do with myself.” 

“That must have been hard, looking after her.” Billie thought of her aunt and how difficult it was for her when Uncle Larry passed. “It was good that you were there. That she had you to care for her.” 

“I’m not so sure,” he said. 

“Of course it was. Why wouldn’t it be?” 

Mr. Cooper let his gaze wander to the window, the tin of coffee forgotten in his hand. “I’m not the most patient man, Billie. The last months, Barb was not herself. She was either out of her mind on all the morphine or lashing out from the pain she was in. Awful things get said. My patience would snap and I’d get just as nasty. Some nights, I prayed for her to just let go.” 

Billie lowered her eyes, not knowing how to react to the man’s honesty. Any response seemed false and unnecessary in her own mind so she said nothing. After a moment, she said simply “I’m sorry.” 

The coffeemaker gurgled. Mr. Cooper stepped away. “Excuse me for a moment.” 

He shuffled from the room and Billie exhaled, grateful for the chance to compose herself. She had hoped to cheer the man up but here she was sobbing all over his kitchen. 

Sunlight from the eastern facing windows warmed the kitchen but a cold flash goosed her flesh. The woman’s voice drifted up behind her. 

“Guilt is going to kill the man if he isn’t careful.” 

She stood on the far side of the room, near the door to the back deck like she was a guest in her own home. The late Mrs. Cooper appeared opaque against the sunlight, barely visible even to the young woman at the kitchen counter. 

“It sounds awful,” Billie said. “What you two went through.”

The woman startled at being spoken to, her brow wrinkling in confusion. 

“Hi Barb.” Billie gave a little wave to her. “I can see you.” 

The dead woman relaxed. “Billie. I always knew there was something different about you.” 

Billie slid off the stool and opened a cupboard. “You sticking around for a while?” 

“I suppose. I’m not sure what else to do.”

“I think you’re supposed to move on. Wasn’t there a light or something?”

“No. I haven’t seen one yet.” The woman’s mouth twisted up. “Maybe there won’t be any light.”

“I’m sure it will show up. Maybe you’re not ready yet.”

“Is that how it works?” 

“Dunno. I’m just guessing.” Billie opened another cupboard.

“What is it you’re looking for, dear?”

“Cups?”

“Last cupboard on your left.” 

Billie took down two mugs and poured coffee into the one with the chipped rim. “Are you worried Mr. Cooper won’t last long? Now that you’re gone, I mean?” 

“I’m worried he’s going to do something stupid.”

Billie looked off down the hallway to see if the man in question was coming back. “Like what?”

Barbara Cooper shook her head. “Do you know how much medication is lying around this place?” 

“You don’t think Mr. Cooper’s gonna overdose on something, do you?” 

“The guilt is eating the man alive,” the woman said. “The palliative care nurse was supposed to take all of the leftover pain medication away. Dean hid the powerful stuff before her last visit. The morphine.” 

“How much was left?”

“More than enough,” she said. “The other night I watched him shake out all the pills onto the table and count them. Then he poured a scotch and sat staring at them for a long time.” 

“But he put them away,” Billie said. 

“That time.” 

Billie tapped her fingertips against the side of her cup. “Where are they?”

“Back in the drawer in the nightstand,” Mrs. Cooper said. Looking up at the young woman, her eyes brightened. “Would you mind?”

“Okay. But shout if he comes back.” She slipped out of her shoes to avoid making noise on the hardwood floor and scurried to the bedroom. The pill bottles rattled around when she opened the drawer of the nightstand. Four receptacles in all, each with complicated labels.

“Hurry,” said Mrs. Cooper, standing in the doorway to her bedroom. 

Billie stuffed every bottle into the pockets of her jeans and then covered them with the hem of her sweater as best she could. She ran from the room on tiptoes but the pill bottles rattled in her pocket. 

Mr. Cooper stood in the hallway. “Where’d you go?” 

“Oh,” Billie said, taking slow strides to avoid the rattling sound in her pockets. “I was looking for tissues.” 

“On the counter,” he said, pointing to the tissue box in plain sight. 

“I’m going blind,” she said, snatching up a tissue and dabbing at her nose. “I should run.” 

“Thank your aunt for the food. It’s very sweet of her.” 

Billie slipped her shoes back on, careful not to make any quick movements that might jostle the stolen medication in her pockets. “You should thank her yourself. She’s only three doors down.”

“Maybe I will.” 

“Take care.” She gave the man a quick hug, praying her pockets wouldn’t rattle. She turned to go but then stopped halfway out the door. “Say, could I ask a favour?”

“Sure.” 

“Something’s wrong with Maggie’s sink. It’s clogging up and takes forever to drain. Neither of us can get that plug in the trap unscrewed. Do you think you could help her with it?” 

“You just need a wrench to get it open. Plyers, even.”

“She doesn’t have one,” Billie said. “Would you mind fixing it for her?” 

“I’d be happy to.” 

She said goodbye and stepped out onto the porch. The sun was trying to break through the clouds. 

“You’re a dear.” The late Mrs. Cooper stood with her hand resting on the porch railing. “Thank you.” 

“I hope it helps.”

“At least it won’t be a temptation for him,” the dead woman replied. 

Billie waved goodbye, went down the steps and walked back home, her pockets rattling the whole way. 

 

After lunch, Billie took the old straw broom from the shed and swept the cobwebs from the window screens. Maggie was busy pruning the rose bush at the side of the house.   

“You don’t have to do that, honey,” Maggie said. “I can pay the neighbourhood boy for that.”

“I don’t mind.” 

Maggie snipped off another dead twig from the thorny stalk. “Look at all these dead shoots. I’m afraid this one won’t last another winter.” 

“What happened to it?”

“It was that cold snap we had last April. The poor thing was just getting new shoots when that late frost almost killed it. I’m surprised it survived at all.” 

“That’s global warming for you.”

“I suppose. If one believes in such things.” 

Billie was about to respond when a car rumbled up the road and turned into Maggie’s driveway. 

Maggie looked at the vehicle then at her niece. “Friend of yours?”

“Not mine.” 

A man in a rumpled jacket stepped out of the car, leaving the engine running. He looked at the two women. “Sybil Culpepper?”

“That doesn’t sound promising,” Maggie said.

“That’s me.” Billie stood the broom against the clapboard and met the stranger halfway across the lawn. 

A folded document was in his hand. He thrust it at her. “Your court date is scheduled for Thursday. Ten-thirty AM. Consider yourself served.” 

Billie blinked at the thick wad of pages in her hand then to the man climbing back into his car. “My court date?”

“It’s been set,” said the man. “Don’t miss it.”

The stranger got back into his car, backed out and drove away down the empty road. 

She had almost forgotten about punching Napier’s face in. Or the fact that she was now facing assault charges. The officer who had processed her had said that she probably wouldn’t get a court date until after Christmas. It had been less than two weeks since the incident. 

“Did he say court date?” Maggie asked, rushing alongside her niece. “What in the world is he talking about?”

Billie let out a long sigh at the prospect of explaining it to her aunt. She looked up at the sky. It was now a brilliant blue with nary a speck of cloud. 
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MONSTERS WELCOME.

The words scrawled on a sandwich board on the sidewalk. The stylized arrow underneath it pointed to the church looming above. St. Mary’s Parish. The massive doors of the front entrance to the church were closed but the side door to the basement was lit up under a naked bulb. Three people stood outside smoking cigarettes. 

John Gantry read the words on the board, then looked up at the church and back to the sign again. An odd juxtaposition, to be sure. Bending down, he scanned the smaller print. 

A celebration of all things horror and occult. Books, movies, music, readings. An evening of the monstrous and the bizarre brought to you by the Hamilton Horror Society and Temperance League. 6 PM till Midnight. One night only. 

Gantry scratched his head, unsure of what to think. His gut instincts were rarely wrong but the curry he’d scarfed down an hour earlier was sitting heavy in his belly and he questioned his guts. His instincts had led him here, to this church, but the sign before him was a red flag. A half-assed horror-geek convention? Honestly. 

He looked at the church again, its spires lit up under floodlights and reaching to the heavens. An odd choice of location for such an event. He strode for the basement door, thinking maybe there was something to this. 

Pushing inside, he looked out over a mini comic-con populated by nerdists of all stripes. Here in a basement hall that usually hosted bingo nights and funeral receptions, were assembled vendors at card tables selling books and videos and zines. An overweight bloke was selling comic books next to a table where nerdy girls in glasses knitted skull-themed scarves and toques. Three separate tables were helmed by Wiccans and tattooed pagan revivalists and to his left a woman in fishnets was selling designer vampire fangs and coloured contact lenses. A DJ spun records from the far corner and the obligatory magic show was scheduled to begin in ten minutes. 

“Christ,” Gantry spat. “I’ve crossed straight into Hell.” 

“Isn’t it awesome!” squealed a young woman next to him. She was outfitted in a costume that was part Victorian debutante and biplane aviator. 

“If you’re into self-loathing,” Gantry replied, “you’ve come to the right place then.”

“Ooh,” the woman sneered. “A snob who mistakes sarcasm for wit. How original.” 

She adjusted her goggles and sauntered away and Gantry walked through the tables, seeing what the vendors were hawking. One burly-looking brute with massive arms was selling charcoal sketch portraits of serial killers. The pixie girl next to him offered handmade jewelry crafted from the bones of birds and small animals.

Gantry surveyed the room a second time. It had been a long time since his instincts had led him completely astray. The whole place, with its feverish exultation of all things bizarre, made his skin crawl. There was nothing here. He ran one more pass by the tables on his way toward the exit. 

Something hooked his peripheral attention, drawing him further down the rows to a table near the back. A young man in wire rim glasses was rearranging a display of vintage magazines and dime-store paperbacks on his table. The sign draped behind him read Realms of the Fantastic; curators of fine pulp fiction. Gantry perused the garish covers of plastic-wrapped magazines from a bygone era, sifting through titles like Astonishing Tales, True Detective Stories and Weird Tales. 

“Are you a fan of pulp fiction?” asked the young man, trying not to appear too eager.

“Not in the least.” Gantry scrutinized the vendor. He was rail thin with mincing movements like that of a bird. “People buy this stuff?”

“Collectors and connoisseurs. The pulp era was an unprecedented time for fantastic fiction.” The young man huffed, warming up his sales pitch. He held up a magazine titled Black Mask. “Do you like crime fiction? Or detective stories?”

“I hate detective stories.” 

Gantry smelled the desperation rolling off the man, eager to sell anything to cover his expenses. He wanted to get away but something was causing him to linger. At the end of the table was a smaller display of magazines capped with a folded title card that read: The Works of Hamilton’s own H. G. Albee. 

Something pinged his radar, echoing down into some lonely spot inside his ruined heart, causing it to skip. Rattling his memory for the name, he looked up at the vendor. “Who was this Albee bloke?” 

The lad puffed up. “One of the unsung heroes of the pulp era. A writer of real genius.” 

“Never heard of him,” Gantry said. 

“He’s still pretty obscure but his work is gaining followers all the time.” The young man gestured to the withered magazines on the table. “This is from my personal collection. I’m also the chair of the H. G. Albee Appreciation Society. We study his fiction and track down all of his work.” 

Gantry eye-balled the young man, unsure if he was taking the piss. He didn’t want to delve too deep into the sticky world of fandom but the name kept banging around inside his skull. “And what’s so great about him?”

“His works transcended the genre. More than just tales of horror and the macabre, Albee created a whole mythos around the realms of the dead colliding with this world and secret societies that sought to open a portal between our world and Hell itself.” 

He’d heard enough. The fanboy vendor was getting worked up and Gantry wanted nothing more to do with him. “A real barrel of laughs then.” 

The young man twitched and went on. “He was also one of the first true paranormal investigators. An expert on the occult. What’s interesting is how his non-fiction and research often blended into his stories. It’s fascinating to compare the two.” 

Gantry looked up. “Occult?”

“That’s right. Many experts believe he was investigating something dangerous when he vanished back in the forties.” 

“Vanished? Where was this?”

“Here in town,” the young man said. “One of Hamilton’s more obscure mysteries.” 

Whatever had pinged Gantry’s radar was growing louder. He looked through the vintage magazines again. “Do you have any of this occult research here?” 

The vendor held up a yellowed pamphlet, the cover dense with curlicues and small typeset. “I have this one. It’s his investigation into the torso murders in Cleveland.” 

“Sounds ripping,” Gantry said. “How much?”

The twitchy vendor looked Gantry up and down, as if tailoring a price to the man. “Two hundred.”

“Two? Are you off your meds, son? There’s barely twenty pages here.”

“It’s extremely rare.” 

“It’s a rip-off is what it is.” He let the pamphlet drop to the table, underscoring his contempt. “No thanks.” 

The young man twitched and scooped up the booklet like it was made of eggshells. Gantry was about to step away when he snapped his fingers, his memory finally jogged. “I’ve read something by this wanker. What was it called… We all live in the outhouse?”

“What?” 

“Wait, no. ‘We have always lived in the Murder House’. That’s what it was called.” 

The young man’s eyes widened. “You have a copy of that?”

“I did.” Gantry scratched his head. “Don’t remember what I did with it.”

“That’s the last story Albee wrote before he vanished. The manuscript was found on his desk. He was in the middle of revising it.” 

“It’s an odd piece.”

The man leaned in, lowering his voice. “It’s said that he had angered something in that house with that story. And whatever it was, it dragged him straight down into Hell.” 

“You’re having me on.” 

“That’s the rumour.” 

“Excuse me?” Another young man approached them sheepishly. A teenager in black clothes and a t-shirt bearing the words Crypto Death Machine. His eyes fixed squarely on the Englishman. “Are you John Gantry?” 

Gantry’s back went up. Trouble. “Who are you?” 

“My name’s Noah,” said the boy. “You’re him, aren’t you? Gantry?”

“Nope. You got the wrong bloke, son.” Gantry patted down his pockets for the cigarette pack, the need for one suddenly urgent. 

“A-ha! You are John Gantry! I knew it was you.” 

“Who?” asked the book seller, looking from the boy to the man sticking a smoke between his teeth. 

“Is it true you exorcised a demon from some chick in England?” 

Gantry walked away. “Piss off, lad.”

The boy followed. “And that you fought the devil in Oslo? Is it true he carved a sigil into your back, marking you as his property?” 

Gantry picked up the pace, lighting up as he went. “Fuck off. I mean it.”

The lad stayed at the Englishman’s heels. “Can you sign my book? Is it true a demon killed your wife?” 

The man turned and hurled the boy to the floor. The lad yelped in surprise and whined for help. Gantry slammed his boot against the youngster’s throat. “Stay the fuck away from me, son. If I see you again, I’ll bludgeon what little brains you have with a brick. Do you understand?” 

A gurgling sound issued from the boy’s mouth. Gantry took his heel off the lad’s throat and banged out the church door into the night. 
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THE COURT DATE was a blur. The lawyer from Legal Aid Ontario, a tired looking woman named Joan, explained to Billie how the proceedings would unfold. It would be fairly straight-forward since Billie was not contesting the charge, having already admitted to the assault to the police at the time. That was, the lawyer said, her best option. With no criminal record or prior arrests, the judge would most likely go easy on a first offence. A hefty fine and probation. 

“That’s it?” Billie asked, sitting in the lawyer’s cramped office. “I’m not going to jail or anything?”

Joan looked at her over her smudgy glasses. “Not unless you do something really stupid in court.”

Billie gathered up the paperwork the woman had given her. “Okay.”

“One thing you could do,” Joan said. “Clean up. Lose the dark clothes.” 

Billie looked down at what she was wearing. “What do you suggest?” 

“No make-up, no jeans. Dress like you’re going to church. Got it?”

 

The morning of the court date, Billie rummaged through her closet for the right clothes and checked her appearance in the big mirror. The effect was somewhere between librarian and Sunday school teacher. Joan approved as they waited in the hallway to be called. 

The whole thing was over in a flash. Billie felt her heart race as they entered the court room. Her lawyer and the judge spoke quickly, another lawyer across the aisle adding to the discussion. She wondered if Napier was going to be there but he wasn’t, only his lawyer. A headache was fraying her nerves and Billie could barely follow the quick back-and-forth between the three parties. They kept addressing her as Sybil and it wasn’t like anything she had seen on TV and then it was over. Billie stood and the judge doled out her punishment. A five thousand dollar fine, seventy hours of community service and two years probation. 

Billie stared at the judge, repeating the sentence to herself but the words seemed abstract and hazy. She flinched when the woman from Legal Aid touched her arm. 

“Time to go, Billie,” Joan said. “I have three more of these to get through today.”

“What happens now?” 

“Go to the bailiff. They’ll give you the paperwork. Then go home. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

 

She found a bench out in the atrium and sat down. People stormed past her, chattering into their phones, everyone in a hurry to get somewhere. Billie unfolded the wad of court documents in her hand but she was unable to focus on the dense verbiage, the text blurring before her eyes. 

Had she really just been convicted of a crime? It seemed surreal. How was she going to come up with five grand? How long would it take to work through seventy hours of community service? To say nothing of the probation. What did probation even mean? 

Underneath all of the nagging questions and the fog numbing her brain was the bitter taste burning in her mouth. She had been convicted of the crime of assault. Yet the man she assaulted had covered up a much more heinous crime, the murder of at least seven women. Aaron Napier was not only free from any charges, he had orchestrated her own conviction. And his father, the late Clarence Napier, had gotten away with murder. 

“Billie?” a voice said.

She didn’t look up. There was no need to. She’d know his voice anywhere. 

Detective Mockler took a seat on the bench next to her. “Did I miss it?” 

“Why are you here?”

“I had to give evidence at a trial,” he said. “I saw your name on today’s docket.” 

“Oh.” She brushed a piece of lint from her skirt. 

“So what happened?”

Billie sighed. “A fine. Community service. And probation.” 

He nodded his head. “Your court date came up awfully fast. Like it got rammed through the system to the front of the line.” 

“That’s what the lawyer said too.” She finally looked at him. “Do you think Napier orchestrated that?”

“He must have. He knows which levers to pull.” 

“Any chance you’re going to nail him soon?” 

Mockler looked at the marble floor. “No. Not now, not ever.” 

“What happened?”

“It’s out of my hands. The case was taken away from me.” 

“Can they do that?” 

“Yep.” 

She slumped forward. “I’m sorry. So what happens now?” 

“Nothing,” he said. “The investigation into the murdered women has stalled out completely. There are no tangible ties to Napier. He gets away with it. Again.” 

“There’s nothing you can do?”

“I thought about going down to his office with a baseball bat and knocking his head in.” He shrugged. “What do you think?” 

“Bit rash,” she said. “I like it but you’d probably be in a world of trouble.” 

Detective Odinbeck marched up to the pair on the bench. He looked at Mockler, pointing to the watch on his wrist. “Hey, we gotta go.” Seeing the woman next to him, he said “Hey.”

She gave the older detective a wave. 

Mockler gathered up his file and rose. “See you around, Billie,” he said and marched for the elevator. 

Odinbeck turned to follow but Billie sprang up. “Detective Odinberg?”

“It’s Odinbeck,” he corrected her. “What is it?”

Billie folded her arms. “Mockler. Is he all right? He doesn’t seem himself.”

“Having a file yanked away from you is tough.”

“Of course,” Billie said. 

“Don’t worry. Mockler will be all right.” He turned to leave. “He just needs some sleep.”

Billie looked at him. “Why isn’t he sleeping?”

The detective was already walking away. He called back to her. “Because the dumb ass is crashing on my couch!” 

 

 

 

 

40

 

THE WORDS TUMBLED about but they made little sense. She turned them over in her mind like an archaeologist unearthing some bone fragment,  examining them from this angle and then that but the meaning behind the words didn’t add up. Detective Mockler was crashing on his partner’s couch. 

Why?

Had there been a fight? One so bad that he left the house he shared with his fiancée? Had he stormed out in a rage? Had she kicked him out? What had he done? What could have been so bad that Christina had ejected him from his own home? The questions ran hot, each one tumbling over the next in her mind as she paced from the kitchen to the living room and back again. 

His name and number were displayed on the screen of her phone. All she had to do was touch the little call button. She thought of a hundred reasons to call him and a thousand reasons not to. The tug of war in her heart was exhausting. 

She stopped. The phone dropped to the couch and she stepped away. If something had changed, he would call. If he wanted to talk, he would dial her number. The phone lay where she had tossed it and the screen went dark no matter how badly she wanted it to ring. 

The Half-Boy sat stooped on a chair like a cat, watching her. When she slid to the floor and wrapped her arms over her knees, he dropped down and hobbled to her, his small eyes watching her as if enthralled by her torment. 

She flinched when his cold hand touched hers. “I know,” she said. “This is stupid.”

His dark eyes stared at her without blinking, his scarred face as blank as slate and she wondered how much he understood. She didn’t know if they even spoke the same language.

“Why do you stay?”

He snatched his hand away and straightened up, eyes suddenly darting all over the apartment. Leaping onto the arm of the couch, he coiled there, as if ready to bolt. 

Billie got to her feet. “What is it?” 

His eyes shot to the front door. It thudded, as if hammered from the outside. 

She startled. “Who is it?” 

No response. Crossing to the door, she checked the peephole. The hallway was empty. 

Another thud, shaking the door in its frame. She slid the bolt, locking it. 

“What is it?” she asked, turning back to the little ghost. Half-Boy was gone. 

The lights flickered, once then twice, before winking out altogether. Darkness swallowed her up. 

Noise. A sharp crack from the living room window. Then a thud from the window in the bedroom, then the window over the kitchen sink. Something outside, trying to get in. 

A book tumbled off the shelf. The sharp snap of glass cracking in the window pane. 

Stumbling through the dark, her foot landed on something hard. A single lamp popped back on and she looked down to see what she had stepped on. The chalkboard. A message scrawled shakily across the black surface. 

let us in 

The door rattled again, the knob squeaking as it turned this way then that. Billie put her eye to the peephole again. 

The dead crowded the hallway. Seven in all. The murdered women from the cellar, gathered at her door like a lynch mob. 

Billie jerked back. The dead had followed her home. Why? 

The door shook again. 

She slid the bolt back and opened the door. The dead women glared at her from the hallway, their eyes rimmed with anger through the milky pupils. 

let us in, said one. 

Billie shook her head. “You can’t come in here.”

The dead crowded in closer but stayed at the boundary of the door. One of them cast her ghastly eyes down to the floor where a line of salt ran the length of the threshold. The dead wouldn’t cross it. Even the Half-Boy avoided it. 

“What do you want?” 

Their lips curled back, baring their teeth but none spoke. Billie felt something jostle her knee and when she looked down she saw the Half-Boy. He darted in under her legs and, with one sweep of his hand, he brushed the salt barrier away. His hand burned at its touch, filling the room with the smell of scorched flesh. 

“No!”

He darted away. Billie looked up. The women rushed inside. 

She was lifted clean off her feet, hurtled along by their hands and slammed hard against the wall. Their rage gave them strength, their ghostly hands pinning her flat to the wall. 

you lied

She tried to kick but the dead pressed up against her even more. “Get off of me!” 

you said you would help

She felt her strength drain out of her. Her energy or chi or soul, she didn’t know what but it hemorrhaged out of her, leaving her weak and lightheaded. The dead women shimmered, growing more solid before her eyes.  

you lied

you made it worse

The crime against them. The injustice of it. They wanted revenge. They wanted to be heard. Their hands were cold and their touch leeched the warmth out of Billie’s flesh. 

“I tried,” Billie sputtered. “It’s not up to me.”

not right

“I’m sorry,” she gasped. “What do you want me to do?”

She was thrown to the floor. The television popped to life before her. The local news. 

“…city officials have decided to demolish the building once the investigation is concluded…”

The video footage showed the exterior of the abandoned building on Essex Street. The site where the women had been hidden away. The voice of the news anchor carried on. “One official said that it would be wrong to allow the structure to be sold and re-purposed, given its tragic history.” 

The screen popped and went dark. 

Billie felt herself going numb. The old warehouse was to be bulldozed, its shameful history buried. 

Something nestled in close to her. Cold lips brushed against her ear, like a lover whispering sweet things. 

fix this

“How?”

The pressure on her back eased off. The icy grip on her skin dissipated. When she finally looked up, the apartment was empty but new words had been scratched onto the chalkboard.

bring him to us

 

~

 

The chill ran straight to her bones. Billie shivered on the floor with her knees tucked into her chest, unable to warm up. The dead had chilled her to the core, leaving her drained and numb. Something dark billowed through the air, landing in a heap at her feet. A blanket from the sofa. She looked up.

Half-Boy was coiled on the back of the couch watching her like a vulture waiting for its prey to die. 

Billie pulled the blanket around her shoulders. “Why did you do that?” 

The legless ghost raised his hand, turning the palm up. The skin was charred black from where he had swept aside the salt seal that protected the apartment. The stink of burnt flesh was everywhere. 

“Why did you let them in?” she demanded. “I thought you were on my side.” 

His features shifted, tilting slightly from blank to contemptuous. 

She rubbed at the pain in her wrist. The flesh was bruised from the fingerprints of the dead, like a bracelet of purple around the bone, and it stung like frostbite. The women had also sported bruises, each one bearing a necklace of purpled flesh around her throat. She wondered if the dead were marking her as their own, a cattle brand burned into her flesh. 

The Half-Boy dragged his carcass across the boards to an object lying flat on the far side of the room. With an air of disgust, he flung it spinning across the floor until it bumped into her toes. 

The chalkboard she had bought for him. The last words of the dead scratched out in white chalk; bring him to us. 

She pushed it away. “I can’t.”

He charged forward like a bull and, for a moment, she thought he was going to hurt her. He snatched up the board and banged on it with his fist. 

“How?” she snapped. “How am I supposed to do that?”

Gathering up a broken piece of chalk, he stabbed and bashed at the chalkboard with it but all that appeared were random strokes of white, whatever message he’d intended was indecipherable. 

“I don’t understand.”

He flung the board away and stomped away in his peculiar legless trot and vanished into a darkened corner. 

Billie let her forehead rest against her knee. After a moment, she began to rock back and forth. 
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THE FREEWHEEL OF the bicycle clicked away as she pedalled along Aberdeen and turned onto Ravenscliffe. The avenue was dense with big trees that canopied the pavement below, each house bigger and grander than the next. She squinted up at the homes trying to read the house numbers. Finding Aaron Napier’s home address had taken a few moments of configuring his name into a search engine until she found what she was looking for. A mock Tudor mansion nestled up in the old money neighbourhood of Durand. 

The house was big and it was old, its mullioned windows and jettied facade set well back from the street behind an iron fence. A security camera kept watch at the gate and another monitored the grounds before the front entrance. A sconced light beckoned under the pillared porch. 

The place was a fortress. Between the locked gate and multiple security cameras, Billie knew there was no way she was getting inside on her own. It wasn’t like she had a plan. She had pulled on a pair of sneakers and laced them up tight, in case she needed to run. That was as far as she had gotten with any plan. It was just a reconnaissance pass at any rate. She had simply wanted to see where Napier lived. 

She needed to lure Aaron Napier out or get inside somehow. Even if she could accomplish either one, Billie still wasn’t sure how to proceed. If she reached out to the dead women, would they come to her? They wanted the man brought to them. She had no idea how to accomplish that.  She dismounted and leaned the bike against the trunk of a black oak. Glancing up and down the street to make sure she wasn’t seen, she approached the gates and studied the gables and half-timbering behind the iron barricade. Lofty and imposing, the house spoke of old wealth and generational privilege. The bastion of a plutocrat. The ornate details of the masonry and the trim work caught her eye. Stone gargoyles flanked the roof and elaborate symbols were carved into the masonry of the archway. The chiseled motif of an eye inside a hand was repeated throughout the facade. A talisman against evil spirits? Were these symbols coincidence or was the guilty party protecting his home from the vengeance of the dead? 

The front door of the house opened and a big man in a black coat stepped outside. It wasn’t Napier. A body guard? Billie grabbed her bike and rode away. She glanced back over her shoulder. The man looked up and watched her glide off down the avenue. 

Rolling down Aberdeen, she cut across to Queen before slowing to a complete stop. There was no way she could do this alone. She needed help and, as much as she hated to admit it, there was only one person who could help in this matter. The trouble was she had no way of contacting him. Not through normal means anyway. Swinging her leg over, she laid the bike onto the curb and shook her arms and rotated her neck to loosen up. Taking two deep breaths, she opened herself up to the other side. 

The world went quiet. A few last crickets chirped in the night, oblivious to the change in the weather and the cooling temperature that would kill them. Billie opened her eyes and the dead became visible. Pale phantoms slipped along the quiet street or rising straight up out of the earth, others appearing in the windows of the houses around her. 

Footfalls rang off the pavement. A figure shambled out from behind a hedgerow, tottering about on shaky knees as if drunk. A man dressed in coveralls and a squared cap like a factory worker from another era. His arms were gone, both the right and left limbs sheared off below the elbows as if they’d been caught in some terrible engine. 

Billie watched the ghost amble forward, raising his blighted stumps for her to see as if she was somehow to blame for his misfortune. Blood dripped from the torn flesh, spattering droplets on the sidewalk. 

“Have you seen them?” he said to her. “There lying about somewheres. If we can find ‘em, maybe they can doctorfy them back on.”

Images popped into Billie’s head, flashbulb moments from the man’s life. A great clanking machine, a careless moment, a sleeve hooked on a gear and the man’s awful screams. She pushed the images away. 

“Don’t come any closer,” she said. “I need to find someone.” 

“We need to find these hands of mine first, girly. Then we’ll find what you lost.”

“Stop,” Billie said to the dead man. “Your hands are gone and they can’t be stitched back.” 

The man let the stumps fall to his sides. “It’s just not fair,” he mumbled. 

“It isn’t fair but I can’t do anything about that.” 

The man raised his eyes to her. “Who did you lose?”

“Slippery guy,” Billie said. “But he ought to show up as a big blip on your end. His name’s Gantry.” 

The man winced. “You sure? That man’s trouble and then some.” 

“I know. But I need to find him and you’re going to help me look.” 

He sighed, as if displeased with the chore he’d been tasked, then he limped north. “This way. He isn’t far.”

 

~

 

Kaitlin waited for the elevator, too tired to even feel bad about not taking the stairs. The condo she and Kyle shared was only on the second floor and she always took the stairs. Tonight was different. The day had run long and she was already exhausted from poor sleep over the last two nights. Dreams, weird and unsettling, had kept her wake through the night. She rarely remembered her dreams anyway and the same held true for the nightmares. A hazy image of a woman lingered in her memory, trying to coax Kaitlin down into a cellar. There was something the woman wanted to show her but whatever it had been was lost along with the rest of her dream. 

The bell dinged and Kaitlin rode the elevator up one floor and unlocked the door to her condo. 

“Kyle? You home?” 

There was no answer. She dropped her bag by the door and turned on the lights. 

A mess greeted her. Tumbled at one end of the dining room table was a scattering of magazines and unopened mail, this morning’s coffee mugs and an empty water bottle. It was as if everything on the table had been swept to the floor. 

What the hell had Kyle done? Her boyfriend could be a slob and a lazy bastard when he wanted to be but this was too much even for him. She was going to tear him a new one when he got home. 

The dining room table was bare save for one object. The spirit board lay positioned in the centre of the table, the broken planchette off to one side. The four chairs straightened around it, the game ready to be played. 

Kyle. The idiot was playing some kind of joke on her. Or this was his passive-aggressive way of saying he disapproved of having the game in their home. Kaitlin bent down to clean up the mess, already crafting the bark she was going to give him when he came home. The knock on the door startled her. 

“At this hour?” she grumbled to herself. The last thing she needed was a pop-in visit. It had to be one of the ladies. Jen or Billie or Tammy, needing to talk. She opened the door without looking through the peephole first. 

The Paranormal Trackers stood in the hallway. 

“What are you guys doing here?”

“We came to talk,” Justin said. “You got a minute?”

“Not now, guys. It’s late and it’s been a long day.” 

“It’s really important,” Owen muttered. 

Kaitlin hesitated. Something seemed off about the two men. With their hoods pulled up and partly shading their eyes, they looked like shady dope peddlers looking to deal. 

“It won’t take long,” Justin said, brushing past her into the apartment. Owen scuttled in behind him. 

“Make it quick.” Kaitlin made an exaggerated display of looking at her watch. “My boyfriend will be home in two minutes.” 

Justin looked around the condo unit. With his hood up and his hands in the front pockets, he looked like he was casing her home. “Nice place,” he said. 

“Thanks. What do you want?” 

“Look at that,” said Owen. He gestured to the dining room table where the spirit board lay squared up. “You been playing?”

“Not really.”

Justin looked at her. “You stole my board.” 

“You can have it back,” Kaitlin said. “I shouldn’t have taken it in the first place.” 

He nodded his head slowly. “No. It should stay here. With you.” 

A low-wattage tingle went up Kaitlin’s spine. There was something off about the two men. A weird sort of energy coming off them and tainting her home. “Are you two high?” 

“Constantly,” Justin said. His attempt to smile came off as more of a leer. 

Owen wandered through the room, scoping out everything. Justin kept his eyes on Kaitlin, his leer locked in place. 

“So,” Kaitlin said. “What’s up?”

“The Paranormal Trackers are back in action,” Justin said. “We’re heading back out into the field for another investigation. We came to get our newest team member.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

Justin took a step closer. “But you have to come, Kaitlin.”

“You’re our medium,” Owen added. 

The creeping tingle in her spine was a full alarm now. Kaitlin took a step toward the door. “Where are you going now?” 

“Back to the Murder House.” Justin’s leer melted away. “But this time we’re gonna do it right.”

“What if that guy catches you again?”

“We’ll hide the car. That asshole won’t know we’re there.” 

Owen nodded at her dress. “You should put on some jeans or something. We might get messy in there.” 

“Sorry, guys. I don’t think I’d be a good fit for the Trackers. I’m no medium.”

“Sure you are,” Owen said. “You just need to test yourself in a place that’s actually haunted.”

“Besides,” Justin added, “there’s someone we want you to meet. She knows the place. She’s gonna show us around.” 

“Who?” 

“Just come meet her.” Justin inched closer. “You’re gonna like her, Kaitlin. We told her all about you.” 

Kaitlin quelled the panic rising in her throat. The front door was ten strides behind her. Justin was five strides in front. Could she outrun him to the hallway? 

“She really wants to meet you.” 

She began a countdown in her head, ready to bolt for the door. 

She didn’t need to. A thud at the door froze everyone and then Kyle banged his way inside, a massive bag of popcorn in one hand. 

“Hey babe,” he said. Then noticing the two men in the room, he said “Hi.” 

Kaitlin ran to him, locking her arm around his elbow. “You’re home.” 

Kyle nodded to the two visitors. “I’m Kyle.”

“Oh this is Justin and Owen,” she said. “The Paranormal Tracker guys I told you about.” 

Her boyfriend smiled. “The ghost hunters? Wicked. You guys want a beer?”

“Nah,” Justin said through clenched teeth. “We were just leaving.” He nodded at his friend and the two men grumbled a goodbye and went out the door. 

Kyle looked at her. “What did those guys want?” 

“A psychic.”

“Right.” He lumbered toward the kitchen. “You gonna join the team?”

“No.” She turned the bolt on the door, locking it. “Don’t think I’m cut out for the job.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

42

 

THE CROSS IN the chancel was sixteen feet of solid Old World ash, suspended in the air with thick iron chains. Lit up by the glow of a dozen candles, it hung upside down over the altar. Gantry pondered the enormous piece, wondering what would happen if the chains were to snap. It would, he guessed, come straight down and crush whoever was standing before the altar. The priest, most likely. No big loss in this instance.

“Fancy digs,” Gantry said, his voice echoing up into the vaulted ceiling of the church. “Must have set you back quite a bit, eh Szandy?” 

“We have means,” said the man on far side of the chancel. 

“Another Ponzi scheme?” Gantry laughed. “Or you back to selling real estate?” 

“Our numbers are growing by the week, Gantry. Our parishioners are well shod and very generous.” 

Gantry looked over the old church, until recently home to United Presbyterian. A new, and very different sort of worship filled its pews now. “Bit of a change from the drop-outs and social dipshits you usually attract then?” 

The other man slipped a ribbon into the pages of the book he was consulting. Clad entirely in black, the only colour the man wore came from the heavy medallion hung from a chain around his neck. His name was Szandor LeDuke. Like most of the people who crossed paths with the Englishman, he was not happy to see John Gantry. “I’m afraid I have nothing to tell you, Gantry.”

“Come on, mate. This shite has your fingerprints all over it. You must have heard something.” 

“I can tell you without question that neither the church nor any of its members had anything to do with that incident.” Szandor closed the heavy book and placed it inside the ambry. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. I have a service to prepare for.” 

“Three deaths in as many months,” Gantry said. “All found with pentagrams or runes on the wall. And this all slips by under your radar?” 

“Nothing slips by my radar.” 

“The filth came to talk to you about it, didn’t they?”

Reaching into the ambry, Szandor brought out a large dagger with a long hilt. “And I told them what I told you.” 

“Ten quid says they’re building a case against you as we speak.” Gantry settled back onto a pew and looked up at the big inverted cross. “ I’d be worried if I were you, Szandy.”

The man in black bristled. “Let them try. Their case will fall apart like a house of cards.”

“Maybe. But if they start nosing around, they might dig up other nasty stuff on you. Like what happened to your poor sister.”

“Goodbye, Gantry.”

“Don’t be a spoilsport, Szandy.” Gantry shook a cigarette from the pack and looked for his lighter. “I’m just getting comfortable here.”

A velvet rope hung in the chancel and the man in black reached up to give it a gentle tug. The soft echo of a bell sounded from somewhere within the church and immediately the door to the sacristy opened. Four men filed out and stood at attention near the transept. They were big men with thick necks, clad in black like their vicar. 

Szandor LeDuke smiled at the Englishman. “Maybe I could tell the police about you. Or, better yet, I could detain you until they arrive. How many countries are you wanted in now?”

“I lost count.” 

A click echoed through the church, emanating from the front entrance. Everyone turned to see what it was. 

“That was fast,” Gantry said. 

The figure in the doorway strode up the aisle into the warm candlelight. She looked over the men assembled there for a familiar face. 

“Gantry?” 

The Englishman sat up. “Hullo Billie.” 

Billie stopped halfway up the aisle, looking over the tableau. The man in black and the four sentries to the side. The enormous cross suspended upside down over the altar. Gantry lounging in a pew, smoking. 

“I need to talk to you,” she said. 

The four sentries lumbered forward but Szandor motioned for them to wait. He snarled at the man in the pew. “Gantry, what is this?” 

“Friend of mine. Her name’s Billie. Billie, meet Szandor. Head of the Church of Satan.” 

Any other time, she would have laughed or guffawed at the notion but not now, amid the candles and the strange men and that awful inverted cross. “Gantry,” she hissed. “Let’s go.”

Szandor gave a flick of his hand and the four sentries marched down the side aisle of pews, surrounding Gantry and cutting off the exit. The man in black reached into his jacket pocket and produced a phone. “Your friend,” he said to Billie, “is going to be detained for a few minutes until the police arrive.” 

Gantry laughed. “Don’t be an arsehole, Szandy.” 

“The church needs funding, John. And there’s still a hefty reward for your arrest in three countries.” 

Billie watched the big men move through the pews to block the doors. She had clearly walked into the middle of a bad situation but that always seemed to be the case with Gantry. There was something more, she realized as a cold gust of air passed over her. Something else moved about inside the church. 

Gantry dropped his cigarette to the floor and ground it into the red carpeting with his shoe. “Call off your apes.” 

“Better get comfortable.” Szandor dialled the number. “You’re going to be a while.” 

Billie glanced at Gantry and saw the concern creeping into his face. They were outnumbered and, by the looks of the sentries, out-muscled. “It’s okay, Gantry. Nadine wants the police to come.”

The man in black bristled at the name. Gantry turned to Billie. “Who?”

“His sister,” she said. Then she looked at the vicar in black. “The one he murdered.” 

“Lies,” Szandor hissed. “Gantry’s been spreading rumours again.” 

Billie shook her head. “Gantry didn’t tell me. She did.” 

A spark crackled through the air. Gantry’s brow shot up in surprise. “Nadine? She’s here.”

“At the altar.” Billie levelled her gaze at the church leader. “She’s always here.” 

Szandor’s face blanched a shade paler in the candlelight. He lowered the phone from his ear. 

“Let’s get out of here.” She turned on her heel and marched for the church doors. Gantry grinned wide and followed her down the aisle. 

The goon up ahead stood blocking the entrance. Billie didn’t slow her stride. “And you,” she said to the thick-necked man in her way. “Your mother is very disappointed in how you turned out.” 

Confused, the big man took a step back. 

“She wants you to call your father. He’s sick.” Billie brushed the man aside. “Now get out of the way.”
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“YOU’RE OUT OF your mind, luv.” 

Billie took a breath, knowing he’d react this way. “You have to.” 

“Bullocks. Let Mockler solve his own bloody cases.” 

“I’m not asking you to help him,” she said. “It’s for me.” 

The night had turned cool, an early October wind blowing up from the lake as they walked. The branches of the trees bent and rippled from the gust all the way down the avenue. 

Billie stopped before the iron fence and nodded to the big house beyond the gate. “This is it.” 

Gantry surveyed the property; the security cameras and locked gate, the intercom on the post. “You want to what? Break in?” 

“Break in or get him out,” she said. “Either one will do.” 

“It’s a fortress, for Christ’s sake.” 

Billie shrugged. “Can’t you just pull some, you know, hocus-pocus on it?” 

“What do I look like to you? Batman?” He flicked the lighter but the wind blew from every angle, snuffing out the flame before he could get the smoke lit. “And once you’ve got him out of there, then what?”

“We bring him to the warehouse. Where the bodies were hidden.” 

He flung the cigarette away in frustration. “You got a gun to point at his head? Or is he just gonna come along if you ask nicely?”

The wind tussled her hair and she brushed it from her eyes. She pointed at the house. “See those signs on the stone up there? The eye inside the hand? I think that’s to protect himself.” 

“Maybe.” Gantry approached the iron fence and kicked at the dead leaves on the ground. “Here. Look at this.” 

Moving closer, she could see a length of black tubing running along the ground at the base of the fence. “What is it?” 

Gantry produced a jackknife from his pocket, unfolded the blade and cut into the tube. A fine white sand spilled out. Touching it with his finger, he tasted it. 

“Salt?” 

“You’re right,” he said, standing up. “The bastard knows the dead are after him. He’s protected himself.” 

Billie watched him fold the blade away. “Can you get us inside?”

He looked at her. “You sure you want to do this?” 

“Yes.” 

“Give us your phone.” 

Billie handed it over and watched him dial. “You’re not calling him, are you?”

“Shh,” he hissed, then he spoke into the phone. “Jameson? Guess who?” 

There was a pause, Gantry rolling his eyes at whatever was being said. “Shut it. You still got that ugly Rover of yours, yeah? Get in it and get over here. I’m seven houses down from you.” 

Another pause. Billie could hear the man on the other end squawking down the line. Gantry cut him off. “That’s right, the Napier house. Now get the motor and be quick about it.” 

She took the phone back and looked at the house. “What now? Do you think we can sneak in the back?”

“The back? What’s wrong with the front door?” 

“What are we going to do? Just walk in?” 

“Course not.” He looked at her, the smile on his face as reassuring as an eel. “We’re gonna ring the bell.” 

 

~

 

Aaron Napier laid out the spreadsheets across the length of the long table in the dining hall. Folders were stacked at one end and two laptops glowed before him. His assistant, Leah Khan, poured over another batch of paper at the far end. 

“It has to be here,” he said. “In all this mess.” 

Leah removed her glasses and massaged her eyes. “We’ve been through everything.” 

“Then look again!” He flung the pen at her. 

Leah Khan ducked and the pen hit the wall behind her and clattered to the ground where it joined three others of its kind on the parquet floor. She was paid extremely well but still wondered if it was worth it. “Why don’t you take a break, Aaron. Go stretch your legs or something.”

“Useless,” he fumed. “Fucking useless.”

The intercom buzzed. 

“What now?” Napier tapped the keyboard of the nearest laptop. The security camera view popped on the screen, showing the front gate. 

“I don’t believe this,” he cursed. 

Leah came around the table to see what was on the screen. Two people stood at the front gate. A man and a young woman, both looking up at the camera. 

“Isn’t that the woman who assaulted you?”

Napier hit the keypad. “Miss Culpepper. I believe you’re breaking probation, aren’t you?”

“Open the gate, Napier,” said the man into the camera. “We need to talk.” 

“Who the hell are you?”

“I’m the bill collector, mate. Time to settle the account.”

Napier snarled. “I’m calling the police.” 

The woman who had broken his nose tilted up to address the camera. “Napier, you need to let us in. We all know what your father did to those women. We all know you covered it up. It’s time to end it.” 

“Your father?” Leah looked at her employer. “What is she talking about?”

“She’s crazy.” He tapped the com button. “The police are on their way. You two stay put. I want to watch this.” 

The man next to Culpepper hit the button. “You sure you wanna play it this way? Come clean now and you might avert the wall of shit that’s about to come down on you.” 

“Go fuck yourself!” 

The man at the gate looked up into the camera and beamed a wide smile, like he couldn’t be more pleased. Then the image scrambled with static. 

“What the hell is it now?” Napier stabbed the com button but the camera remained scrambled. He snapped at the woman beside him. “Where the hell is Davies? What am I paying that gorilla for if he can’t watch the front gate?” 

That’s when the lights winked out, the power going down throughout the house. 

“What now?” 

Leah stumbled in the dark. “Shouldn’t the emergency lights come on?” 

“Does nothing work in this house!” he fumed. “Find a flashlight.” 

The darkness was total, just an inky night with the sounds of two people fumbling through it. A single beam of light popped on as Leah located a flashlight. 

“Come on,” he barked. They went through to the front foyer. 

“Davies!” Napier bellowed at the darkness. 

Leah waved the beam from the torch around the vast room, over the staircase and the side tables and potted ferns and the man on the floor—

She flung the light back. The security guard named Davies was crawling on all fours. Blood seeped from a cut above his eyes. 

“Davies?” Napier bent to the man. “What happened?” 

“I’m calling the police.” Scrambling to get her phone, the flashlight in her hand swung away to the wall. 

“Leah, the light!” 

She cursed and swung the light back down but it too winked out and the darkness swallowed everything. She heard Napier scream and she heard the sound of scuffling. She backed away from the noise until she collided into the wall. Then everything went still. 

“Aaron?”

The flashlight in her hand came back to life, then the rest of the lights in the house returned as the power came back on. 

The security guard lay face down on the floor, moaning through a rattled windpipe. Her employer was gone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

44

“LIFT YOUR END!”

“I am!” 

“Then lift bloody harder!” 

The man kicked and bucked and Billie lost her grip. Once her end went down, Gantry’s end slipped free and the man thudded to the floor. 

“Christ,” Gantry said, huffing. “Bastard’s heavier than he looks.” 

Aaron Napier lay writhing on the stone floor, his wrists and ankles bound with duct tape. More of the heavy tape sealed his mouth shut, muffling his cries for help. Gantry had wanted to slap another swath of it across his eyes but Billie waved him off. She had found an oily rag in the back of the vehicle to blindfold him with. 

The man driving the Rover had stated that he didn’t want to know what was in the back of his vehicle. He cursed at Gantry like he hated the man, saying he would drive them where they wanted to go but no more. That was the end of it. Once they had arrived at their destination and hauled the bound man out of the back, the driver had sped off without another word. 

Billie had taken the man’s legs while Gantry lifted the heavier end and they carried Aaron Napier into the abandoned warehouse. Although blinded, the man seemed to sense where he was and had begun to kick and scream and twist. Neither of them could hang on against the man’s fits. 

Billie caught her breath, watching the man twist and wriggle on the floor, then she looked at Gantry. “Okay. We’re almost there. Pick him up.”

“He’s too bloody heavy.” 

They had barely made it through the door before dropping him. The door to the cellar still lay across the cavernous space. 

“We’re not there yet,” she said. “Pick up your end.”

“Screw that.” Gantry took hold of the man’s ankles and simply dragged him across the floor. 

Napier screamed and bucked in protest, twisting out of his captor’s grip. Gantry came about and booted him hard in the ribs. “Be still, you stupid bastard!” 

The fight seemed to drain out of the man. Billie took hold and they hauled him the rest of the way to the stairwell. Gantry waved her off and took it the rest of the way, bouncing and thudding the man down each step all the way into the cellar. 

Billie propped the man against a pillar beam. Gantry, wheezing, found a crate to sit on and patted down his pockets for his cigarettes. 

She watched the Englishman catch his breath. “You okay?”

“I hate exercise.” Fumbling with the pack, the cigarette fell from his hand and landed in a puddle at his feet. “What is with you and me? We always seem to be lugging around grown men in the dark.” 

She brushed the dirt from her hands and looked at the bound man. Napier sat with his back against the pillar, slumping to one side as if unconscious. 

“So what now, chief?”

Billie looked over the vast cellar. There were rusting hulks of machinery and greasy puddles on the floor and the massive posts holding up the floor above them. Nothing more. “I thought they’d be here. Waiting for us.”

Gantry looked behind him, as if expecting an ambush. “I should leg it before they show.”

“You can’t leave now.”

“Ghosts don’t much like me.” He tugged his tie loose and then nodded at the man on the floor. “Is he dead?”

Billie bent down and peeled the blindfold away. The man’s eyes were partially closed. “He’s passed out. Give me your knife.”

He tossed it to her. “What for?” 

Unfolding the blade, she cut away the bonds on the wrists and then the ankles. 

“Is that a good idea?”

She folded the knife and tossed it back to Gantry without replying. Lifting a corner of the tape over Napier’s mouth, she got a solid grip and yanked it free quickly. 

The man shuddered to life in a fit, howling in pain. His eyes wheeled about mindlessly and blood trickled from a split on his lip. The moaning and the howling carried on and Billie squatted down on her heels and waited. 

The cries settled into whimpers and his eyeballs stopped spinning. They came to rest on the woman before him, racking focus until the blurriness faded. 

“You bitch,” he uttered, his lips curling back over his teeth like a dog about to snap. “You fucking bitch.”

Gantry watched the man through a haze of smoke. “Be nice to the lady, arsehole.” 

Napier’s eyes darted to the man on his left and the woman crouching before him. Venom oozed from his glare and he carried his cursing forward. 

“Napier,” Billie said, locking eyes with the man. “Look around. Do you know where you are?” 

“Fucking whore,” he spat. His eyes didn’t stray from hers, as if reluctant to look elsewhere. 

“Listen to me,” she said in a low voice. “The women are coming. I don’t know what they’re going to do to you but I doubt it’s going to be very nice. If you agree to tell the police everything, about your father’s crimes and how you covered it up, I’ll get you out of here.” 

The man shut his mouth and his glare dropped to the floor before him. 

Gantry flicked the cigarette into the darkness. “That’s the best offer your gonna get, sunshine. Better take her up on it.” 

Aaron Napier remained silent but his chest was heaving, as if unable to breathe. 

She glanced back at Gantry. The Englishman shrugged his shoulders. 

“Let ‘er rip, kiddo,” he said. 

Billie closed her eyes and turned the lock on that secret door deep inside her heart. And then she whispered. “He’s here.” 

The humidity in the dank cellar evaporated as the temperature plummeted. When she opened her eyes she saw her breath misting in the air and she knew the dead were coming. 

Then Napier lunged. 

 

~

 

Leah Khan propped open the front door and stood at the threshold waiting for the police to arrive. The security guard named Davies was sitting in a chair holding a cloth to the cut on his head. 

“Where the hell are they?” she said.

Davies looked at her and then shook his head. 

She folded her arms and tried to quell the troubling thoughts that were buzzing through her head like wasps trapped under glass. Why had the young woman come back? Why risk it when she was already under probation? And then, with the help of some other man, kidnap her boss? 

The Culpepper woman had again accused her employer of a nasty crime, of covering up something terrible. No matter how many times she dismissed the very idea, it kept nagging at her. Aaron Napier was no saint and she knew he hid a good number of things from her but she always assumed that these were simply questionable business practises. Clandestine funds in offshore accounts in places like the Cayman Islands and Bermuda. Never something as horrid as this. 

Alongside these troublesome notions was the safe in Napier’s office. As his assistant, she had access to every part of the house, of his life, except that one. Only Napier himself had access to it. 

She turned away from the door and marched across the marble foyer. 

Davies raised his head. “Where are you going?” 

“I’ll be right back. Holler when the police arrive.” 

Running carefully in heels, she hurried into his office and slid back the mahogany panelling to reveal the safe. Nothing fancy or even hi-tech. A digital lock on a metal strongbox, not much bigger than the kind found in an upper scale hotel room. A four-digit code. 

Her employer liked to think of himself as a complex and intelligent man. Which he was, she admitted. He just wasn’t very creative. 

Like a telephone keypad, she punched in the name of his beloved dog, an aged Dalmatian named Spot. 

The door sprung open with a click. She withdrew a brittle folder thick with documents and brought it to the desk. She leafed through the pages, quickly skimming one after another. Halfway through the pile, she stopped. 

Reaching behind, she pulled in the chair and sat down, her eyes never leaving the page. 

She startled when the security guard bellowed at her from down the hallway. 

The police were here. 
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HER LEGS BUCKLED up and she hit the floor hard on her back. The wind knocked out of her, Billie couldn’t breathe and she panicked, gasping at air that wouldn’t fill her lungs. Napier loomed over her. His eyes were crazed and his teeth chomped as he uttered terrible things to her. A thin strand of drool ran from his gibbering lips onto her face. Then she felt his hands at her throat. 

I’m going to die, she thought. 

There was a roar and another figure rushed in, tackling Napier. In her frenzied state, Billie thought for a moment that it was Mockler, riding in like the cavalry to save her but it wasn’t. 

John Gantry and Aaron Napier rolled over the floor, fighting and clawing and tussling. Napier was like a wild animal, chomping his teeth and growling as he tried to kill the Englishman. They kicked and fought and tumbled away until Billie lost sight of them in the darkness of the cellar. 

Stars flickered before her eyes as she tried to get oxygen back into her lungs and then the racket of the two men stopped suddenly and when one emerged limping back from the shadows, it was Napier and Napier alone that appeared. 

She shot to her feet but the room was spinning and she dropped hard to her knees. She crawled away but Napier kept coming, his jaw chomping as he kept at his tirade. 

“You are nothing,” he hissed. “Less than nothing. Like all the rest.” 

He set his foot against her back and kicked down hard, flattening her to the floor. Billie gasped, tears stinging her eyes. Then she heard his voice, hot and close against her ear. 

“You all think there’s something special about you, don’t you? That you’re different, unique somehow. That’s the part that kills me. Honestly. You’re all the same. There’s nothing special, nothing that sets you apart from every other useless cunt that ever was.” 

Billie clawed at the filthy stone floor but she was pinned. Where were the women? Where were the dead who demanded revenge? She had done her part and brought the man here and now she was going to die like all the others. She felt his hands lock around her throat, his breath steaming into her ear.

“You all die the same too,” he whispered. “Crying and begging. Why? Do you think that will save you from what has already been decided for you? Your fate was written before you ever were.” 

Billie opened her eyes. The dead were there. The stood in silence, watching the man throttle her. Billie thought they would simply watch her die but one shrieked at the man and then they all did. Another lashed out, as if to knock his head in but her bony fist sailed through. His hair ruffled, as if tussled by a breeze, but that was all. The others tried, clawing and shoving. Napier shuddered, as if chilled, and looked about but there was nothing for him to see. 

The dead women shrieked, their rage impotent. 

Do something, she screamed without moving her lips. 

They shrieked louder. 

The man backed off, his eyes darting about as his hands slipped from her neck. 

He senses something in the room with him, Billie thought. Back in her apartment, the dead women had lifted her clean off her feet and hurled her into a wall. Now all they could do was wail. 

She scrambled away. Why couldn’t the women do anything? Did it have something to do with her? 

The dead stopped their gnashing. They turned to Billie. One took the hand of the other and this woman did the same until a daisy chain of clasped hands connected them all. The last one reached out to Billie. 

She didn’t want to do it. She knew what they wanted but Billie did not want to touch the dead hand reaching out to her. 

Napier snarled, his rage ramping back up. 

Billie gripped the dead woman’s hand. 

She thought she was going to die. 

The sense of being drained was overwhelming. Everything she had ran out along her arm and down her fingers and left her empty. She wondered if her very soul had been sucked out of her by the hungry dead. Then she collapsed to the floor. 

Grit stung her cheeks as a blustery wind blew through the vast basement. There was a scream but this time it was not the women. Shielding her eyes against the dust, she saw Napier. He lay flat on his stomach and his fingers clawed at the stone as the dead dragged him away. The terror in his eyes was absolute and two of his fingernails sheered clean off as he tried to hang on. 

A dull clinking sound rang above the blast of the wind. The bricks in the far wall were tumbling down as if dismantled by an unseen mason. A dark gap appeared, revealing the secret chamber where something had been hidden away for so long. Aaron Napier screamed and begged and wept as he was pushed through into the tomb and thrown to the floor. 

And then, brick by brick, the dead walled him up inside. 

The wind pushed Billie this way and that and the snap of electricity crackled through the air. Something heavy knocked into her, pulling her away. Had the dead women come for her too?

“Move!” Gantry’s voice was barely audible above the blasting wind. 

 

~

 

The squawk box in the unmarked police car was faulty, the distortion often garbling the radio calls when they came. Mockler adjusted the dial. “Did I hear that right? Kidnapping?”

Odinbeck was behind the wheel, cruising down Wentworth Avenue. “That’s what I heard. You don’t hear that one very often.”

Kidnapping was an unusual call, Mockler agreed. “Did you catch that address?”

“Wait for it,” Odinbeck said. “Catch it on the repeat.”

The box squawked again. It was definitely a kidnapping but when the address was relayed, the speaker buzzed with feedback. 

“What a piece of shit,” Odinbeck grumbled. 

Mockler took up his phone, about to call in for verification but the phone rang. “Mockler,” he answered. 

“Mock?” the voice said. “It’s Hoffmann.”

Mockler sat up. He hadn’t heard from the detective since the investigation had changed hands. He hoped the call was good news. “What’s up?”

“I’m at the warehouse. The Essex building. You need to get down here. Pronto.”

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t even want to try to describe this,” Hoffmann replied. “You’re gonna wanna see this for yourself. It’s beyond insane.” 

Mockler hung up and turned to Odinbeck. “Turn the car around.”

“Where we going?”

“Essex Street. Back to the warehouse.” 
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DETECTIVE HOFFMANN WASN’T kidding. Mockler couldn’t believe what he was seeing. 

Rushing down into the basement of the old warehouse, he jumped aside to make room for the paramedics hauling out a stretcher. Strapped to the gurney was Aaron Napier. The man thrashed against the restraints and his head waved frantically from side to side. The man was weeping openly, muttering nonsensically through his tears. 

Uniformed officers moved about the room, setting up lights. Detective Latimer and two constables were shining flashlights through the broken masonry into the hidden room behind the wall. 

Mockler caught up to Hoffmann, who was still shaking his head. “Was that who I think it was?” 

“Damndest thing I ever saw.” 

“What happened?” 

“Call came in about twenty minutes ago,” Hoffmann relayed. “Anonymous. Caller said there was a man in trouble at this address. In the basement. Constables Guerlik and Rowe over there, they came to check it out. Heard a man screaming but they couldn’t find him. The guy, and I shit you not, the dude was bricked up behind the wall.” 

Mockler regarded his colleague, waiting for some kind of punchline, some hint that the detective was pulling his leg. Hoffmann just shook his head. Mockler looked out at the gaping hole in the wall. The same hidden chamber where the bodies of the seven women had been hidden. 

Odinbeck let out a long breath. “You gotta be shitting me. Napier?”

“The man was out of his mind,” Hoffmann corroborated. “Screaming and crying and saying all kinds of crazy stuff.” 

“How the hell did he get walled up like that?” asked Odin. “Did he do it himself?”

“No idea.”

Mockler forced his eyes from the breach in the wall, shuddering to think what it would have been like to be trapped inside. Turning to Hoffmann he said, “What crazy stuff was he saying when they pulled him out?” 

“Guerlik said he was carrying on about ghosts and shit.” 

The one word prickled up the back of Mockler’s neck. All kinds of other questions bubbled up in his head but he didn’t dare give utterance to any of them. 

“Aaron Napier,” Odinbeck hawed. He rabbit-punched Mockler’s shoulder. “Son of a bitch, son. Looks like you were right after all.” 

Mockler kept his trap shut out of respect but he couldn’t help a quick glance in Hoffmann’s direction. The other detective’s face had darkened by a degree. 

Odinbeck, tactless as a bull, went on. “Jesus, Hoff. I sure as hell don’t envy you writing this shit up. Gibson’s gonna think you’re spinning stories.” 

 

~

 

There were even more cruisers on scene when Mockler ascended the stairs and stepped outside to get some air. The twinkling cherries of the prowl cars lit up the street like it was Christmas, the red flashing lights reflected in the puddles of the yard. 

Mockler leaned back against one of the cruisers and scratched his chin over and over. The exoneration put forth by Odinbeck was obscured under the bizarre nature of the events. The barely-audible kidnapping call that had come over the wire earlier turned out to be the abduction of Aaron Napier. Followed shortly by this call, the discovery and rescue of the same man at the focal point of the case that had been taken away from him. Aaron Napier bricked up and entombed in the hidden space like something out of an old Edgar Allan Poe story. The poetic retribution of it too impossible to be real. 

Turning it over and over in his head, he scratched his chin raw. One of the cruisers pulled away from the scene and he glanced up, catching sight of a figure on the far side of the street, watching everything. His heart knocked out of rhythm at the face under the streetlight staring back at him. 

Billie. The eye contact lasted less than a heartbeat. 

The twinkling lights of the prowl car flashed hot for a moment before going dark as the vehicle pulled away and rumbled off down the street. Mockler looked back to where the face under the street lamp had startled him but the space was empty, the solitary figure long gone. 
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STARING UP AT the cracked plaster in her bedroom ceiling, Billie thought about dying. 

Who would find her body if she expired alone in this shitty little apartment? She didn’t get a lot of pop-in visitors and it wasn’t uncommon for her to be negligent in returning messages. Jen and Kaitlin and Tammy would all shrug off her lack of reply as Billie “just being Billie” and leave it at that. The most likely candidate for discovering her lifeless remains would be Bruce, downstairs. He’d come knocking to see where the bad smell was coming from. 

How many people, she wondered, die alone every day? Shut up inside other shitty little homes like hers, forgotten and unwanted, waiting for some unlucky person to come complain about the smell and discover their corpse, bloated to bursting by internal gasses caused by decomposition. 

Jesus, Billie. You need to lighten up. 

Something in her guts churned the wrong way and she scrambled for the bucket beside the bed. With nothing left to vomit, she heaved up a thin slime trail and collapsed back onto her pillow sweating. The last twenty-four hours had passed in this manner, feverish in her sickbed and retching into a bucket. It was little wonder that she mused over her own death. 

What would happen after she died? Would there be a light to draw her away or would she be like so many of the others she had witnessed, drifting and lost? Trapped here on this side of the veil but unable to be seen or heard by anyone but another medium or psychic? Maybe, she wondered, that was what Hell truly was. Forget the fiery cauldrons and pitchforks, Hell is wandering the same streets one walked in life but unable to connect with anyone or anything. 

Turn off your brain, Billie. Take a shower. 

She did as she was told. The nausea had abated but the dizziness was so bad that she ran a bath instead, afraid she’d keel over if she stayed on her feet. After scrubbing off the grime, she managed to pull on the bathrobe that hung on the back of the bathroom door and made it as far as the sofa. Going back to bed would mean changing the foul sheets first and that task was too daunting to face at the moment. 

Her eyes opened at the sound of a knock on the door. She lifted her head to see who was going to win the title of unlucky-person-to-find-Billie’s-corpse. 

Gantry. 

Barging in after one knock, he swept into the room with a paper bag in one hand and a cigarette in the other. “Alright, luv?”

“Put that out,” she said. “It’s gonna make me hurl again.” 

Gantry placed the bag on the table and took a good look at her. Then he looked around the flat, sniffing the air. “It’s a bit rank here, isn’t it?”

He opened the window and a fall breeze pushed a newspaper off the coffee table. 

She shivered. “What are you doing here?” 

“Came to check on you,” he said, flinging the cigarette out the window. “I had a nasty thought I’d find your bloated corpse.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.”

He took another look at her. “You’re not far off, are you?” 

The breeze from the window chilled her flesh. She nodded at the chair behind him. “Toss me that blanket, would you?”

“How bad was it?” Gantry draped the blanket over her and then dug into the bag he had brought.

“What’s in the bag?”

“Breakies.” He lifted out a carton of orange juice and cartons of take-out. “Eggs, bacon and even some donuts. Don’t tell me uncle Johnny never takes care of you.” 

She covered her nose, the smell of a greasy breakfast made her stomach rumble. 

“Eat something. Get your strength up.” Looking for a place to sit, he gathered up the magazines and stray clothes from the armchair and tossed them onto a shelf. “I’m starting to worry about you.”

“Why?” 

“You’ve been getting sick a lot.” 

Billie shrugged. 

“Every time you come into contact with the dead,” he said. “How bad was it this time?”

“Worst one yet.” She opened one eye. “You think it’s making me sick?”

“Can’t be good for you, being that close to them. All that dead energy travelling through you.” He rifled a pocket and came up with a piece of chalk. “Maybe you should see a doctor.”

“What for?” 

“What if it’s doing some damage?” 

Billie watched as Gantry held the chalk to the floor and drew a circle completely around the armchair. Then he muttered something, tossed the chalk out the window and dropped into the chair. 

“What are you doing?”

“Protection circle,” he said, propping his feet up on the coffee table. 

“Protection from what?”

Gantry wagged his chin at something behind her. “That little shit.” 

Half-Boy clung to the darkest corner of the ceiling like some demented spider. The hatred in his eyes was lethal. 

The missile he flung at Gantry this time was a cast iron duck, an antique paperweight that Billie found at a  garage sale. Heavy, with sharp edges, fired at a velocity to do some real damage to an unlucky skull. It sailed in a straight line but veered off course when it came near Gantry and thudded into the wall. A chunk of plaster broke off and fell away. 

“See?” Gantry said to Billie, greatly pleased with himself. Then he turned his attention to the small ghost. “Piss off, son. Let mum and dad talk, yeah?” 

The Half-Boy crept away, crawling over the lintel and disappearing into the bedroom. 

“How can you live with that thing in your flat?”

“I’ve had worse room-mates.” Billie sat up and looked at the take-out carton steaming on the table. “Thanks for this.”

“Down the hatch.” He got to his feet. “I need to run. Think about seeing a doctor, yeah? You never know.” 

“You’re worried about me?”

“You’re me best psychic,” he grinned. “Need to keep you in fighting trim.”

“You have others?”

“Yeah but they’re all tossers.” Gantry made his way to the door. “Rest up, Billie. Maybe stay away from the dead folks for a while.”

“See ya around, Gantry.”

He opened the door and then stopped. “You did a good thing back there. Helping those women.” 

She turned back to look at him but didn’t know what to say. Gantry gave her a wink and closed the door behind him. 
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IN ALL LIKELIHOOD, there would be no way to avoid seeing Detective Mockler. Not after what happened. When his name popped up on her phone she almost didn’t answer it, too sick and too spent to deal with him. He needed to talk to her but didn’t say why. A time and place was arranged and that was it. End of conversation. 

Sitting on the broad lip of the fountain in Beasley Park, Billie checked the time, wishing for some excuse to bail on the whole idea. She needed to see him. She never wanted to see him. She was almost getting used to this bizarro push-and-pull she felt around the detective but it was baffling. Why couldn’t anything ever be simple? 

Checking the time again, she noted that he was one minute late. That meant he wasn’t coming. That also meant that she could leave. Quickly too. 

When he came around the side of the church, relief quashed her nerves but that was followed by the panic rising in her belly. She faked a smile. “Hi.”

“I’m late. Sorry.” 

The greeting went sideways. No hug or even a handshake. “Sit down,” she finally said. 

He looked into the fountain with the dead leaves collected in the dry basin, like he had lost something. “Did you bring the coffee?”

“What?” Then she remembered, smacking her head. “Oh my God. I totally forgot.”

“No big deal.” He sat down. 

“Sorry. My brain’s been mush lately.”

“How come?”

Billie shrugged. “Just sick.” 

He looked at her face. “You look tired. Anything serious?”

“Nah.” She folded her hands in her lap and watched a woman pass by on the sidewalk and then turned to him. “So. How have you been?”

“Busy. Work is eating up all my time lately. That’s why I called, actually.”

“Right.” She rolled her gaze away. “Business.”

“Have you seen the news? About what happened at the old warehouse?” 

“About Napier? Yeah. Weird. I guess you got your man, huh?”

“Not me,” he said. “I had nothing to do with it.”

She felt his eyes watching her. “Where’s Napier now?”

“He’s still at Hamilton General, in a near-vegetative state. Hasn’t said a word in three days.”

“Oh,” she said. “How bad is he?”

“They don’t expect him to recover. The man’s mind is just gone. You can see it in his eyes.” 

“So the truth won’t come out?” 

“No. We got lucky. His assistant unearthed a whack of documents he’d been hiding. It should all come out in the wash.” 

A tiny smile broke over her face. “That’s good news. I hope your bosses apologized to you. You were right all along.” 

“They didn’t go that far,” he said. Then he winked at her. “But I made employee-of-the-month. My picture’s in the front lobby and everything.” 

“Amazeballs,” she said, reflecting his smile back at him. 

Mockler let out a small laugh and then the moment passed and the smiles faded away. “They should have given it to you, actually. You’re the one who solved it.” 

She didn’t know how to respond. Her hands fidgeted in her lap. 

“Thank you,” he said. 

Her hands would not sit still so she sat on them, feeling the cold stone of the fountain on her palms. 

“Billie?”

“Yes.”

“How did Aaron Napier get down in that hole? Where the bodies were found?”

Thirty seconds ago, she thought that she had dodged that bullet but here it was. She still hadn’t decided what she was going to say if he asked. Was she prepared to lie to him about it? 

“They wanted me to bring Napier to them,” she said. 

“Who?”

“The women. So I did.” 

His eyes narrowed. “So you kidnapped Aaron Napier and brought him down to that cellar? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“Yes.”

“And you walled him up in that…that tomb?”

“No. They did that.” 

The detective scratched his chin then he lowered his hand and looked up at the sky and then scratched his chin some more. 

After a moment, he finally turned to her. “You do know that’s illegal. Right?”

“Kinda slipped my mind. You gonna arrest me?”

“I don’t make up the laws, Billie. But I do deal with the mess when they get broken.” 

“You do what you gotta do. I don’t care. Napier got what he deserved.”

Billie blotted her wrist against her dampening brow. She wondered if the fever was coming back. She chanced a glance in his direction. “So. What now?”

“Well,” he said with a sigh, “I’m going to choose not to believe you. Napier outweighs you by a hundred pounds at least. How could you have nabbed him.”

“Well I didn’t do it alone,” she cut in. 

“Stop.” He held a hand up. “Just leave it there.” 

She watched him rub the bridge of his nose and she noted the dark circles under his eyes. He seemed a shade of his usual self. “You look tired.” 

“I am.” 

“Is everything okay? Like at work or at home?”

“It’s fine.”

She looked at her hands. The palms were gritty from the stone beneath her. “Why are you sleeping on your buddy’s couch?”

Mockler’s eyes shot up, caught off guard. He looked away. “Shit happens.” 

“You can talk, you know? You don’t have to be a tough guy about it. With me, I mean.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said. “Things are just rough right now. That’s all.” 

Shame bloomed quickly and covered everything. She felt sick. Mockler was going through something tough and what had she done? Blurted out ridiculous things to him. Made everything worse, as usual. 

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” he said. 

Maybe she could fix it. 

“What I said the other day? In the park?” She tried to look him in the eye but couldn’t. “Forget I said all that. I wasn’t myself. I get messed up sometimes and don’t even know what I’m saying.” 

He looked at her sharply then looked away and then he was was about to speak but didn’t. 

“It’s crazy, I know,” she said, desperate to break the silence. “Runs in the family.”

“You’re not crazy, Billie.” Mockler straightened his back. “Confused maybe, but not crazy.” 

“You know the difference?”

“Sometimes.” He looked at his wrist but remembered that he had forgotten his watch today. “I need to get back to work.” 

They both rose. He strode for the street and looked back over his shoulder. “See ya.” 

She waved and watched him turn the corner. She had meant to fix things but the queasy feeling in her gut told her she was way off the mark. 

 

~

 

By Thursday she was feeling well enough to go back to work, picking up an afternoon shift. The Gunner’s Daughter was steady without being slammed, patrons drifting in for an after-work pint. In her absence, someone had started decorating the bar with paper pumpkins and fake cobwebs in anticipation of Halloween. In the past, Billie noted, this would have pleased her to no end as she had always adored the holiday. This year might be a different story. Bats and cartoon ghouls didn’t quite have the same appeal that it once had. 

The sun had already gone down as she restocked the beer before ending her shift. The days were getting shorter, dusk coming earlier each day as the temperature cooled. She kept looking to the front window expecting to see the face of the dead woman who had followed her but no gaunt phantasma materialized in the glass. She could only hope that the ghost’s absence meant she had moved on or was at peace. 

“Busy day?” 

Geoff swept behind the bar with the spare tray to the cash register in his hands, ready to take over the shift. 

“Not really,” Billie said. “It’s picking up now.”

“I heard you were sick.” He opened the register and swapped out the tills. “Feeling better?”

“Almost. I see you guys decorated without me.”

He looked at the plastic skull taped to the top of the register. “That was Becky. I told her we needed to wait for you but you can’t tell that woman anything.” 

“It’s fine.” Billie took up her till and folded a pile of receipts into one of the compartments. “I’m not much in the mood for Halloween anyway.” 

“You got plans tonight? Big night out with the ladies?” 

“The ladies, yes. Big night out, no. Which suits me fine.” 

The door swung open and Tammy pushed inside, flopping onto one of the spinning bar stools. She blew her cheeks out in a mock expression of exertion. “Hey sicko. You ready to go?” 

“I just need to cash out.” Billie turned to the relief barkeep and nodded in Tammy’s direction. “Get the pretty girl a pint while she waits. Stick it on my comp list.” 

“Thanks, honey-bunch,” Tammy said. “Go settle up so we can get gone.” 

Billie grinned, hoofing it down to the office where they cashed out the tills at the end of the shift. It felt like eons since she’d had a normal night out. 

 

~

 

Flames rippled up into the night air, sending aloft  tiny embers like pixies that whirled and glowed on the breeze before winking out. The three of them sat huddled around the newly restored barbecue pit in Jen’s backyard, watching the flames crackle and pop. 

“What do you think?” Jen asked. 

“I like it,” Billie said. 

“Very retro,” Tammy agreed. 

“Adam will be pleased to hear that. He spent two days rebuilding it.” 

The old barbecue pit had sat crumbling since Jen and Adam had moved into the place a year ago. Jen had wanted the eyesore removed but Adam promised he would restore it to its former glory. He had finally gotten around to it and tonight’s re-christening was an excuse to have the ladies over. 

“You know,” Tammy said, raising her drink in a salute, “this means you’re gonna have to throw lots of barbecues next summer.”

“I’m counting on it,” Jen agreed. “Time for S’mores?”

Jen was happiest playing the hostess to any gathering, fussing over the details to make everything perfect. It was just who she was. Temperament-wise, they were opposites and Billie often wondered how the two of them had remained close since high school. 

Rising out of the creaky lawn chair, Jen fetched a tray from the picnic table and set it on the ground before them. The simple fixings for a gooey treat but since this was Jen, the chocolate was dark and organic, the graham crackers gourmet and the marshmallows home-made. 

Tammy tucked in, inspecting a marshmallow before skewering it onto her stick. “Who the hell makes home-made marshmallows?”

“It took forever,” Jen answered. “What a mess.” 

Their eyes sparkled in the fire as they roasted their marshmallows over the pit. Tammy cursed when hers caught fire and quickly charred to a crisp. The treats were messy but delicious, everyone licking the melted chocolate from their fingers. 

Billie reached for the tray to fix another. “Kaitlin’s gonna miss out if she doesn’t get here soon.”

“Did you text her?” Tammy asked. 

“She said she’d be here,” Jen said. 

“Text her again.”

“I don’t want to get my phone messy.” 

A log in the fire popped, sending another plume of sparks into the night. 

Tammy reached for her drink. “What happened to that friend of yours, Billie?”

Billie stiffened up like she’d been caught doing something wrong. “Mockler?”

“No, the English guy. What was his name?”

“Gantry,” Billie replied, the tension easing away.

Jen turned to her. “He was funny. Where did you meet him?” 

“He came into the bar one night.” That much was true, Billie thought. Any further details about him might require lying on her part. 

Tammy leaned back, causing the chair to squeak. “You should invite him out with us sometime.”

“Is he single?” Jen asked, giving Billie a sly nod in Tammy’s direction. 

Oh God, Billie thought. The thought of Jen playing cupid between Tammy and Gantry sent a shiver down her spine. “I think he’s married,” she replied, hoping to politely quash the idea. 

“Happily?” Tammy asked with a sly smile. 

“You’re terrible,” Jen groaned. 

The screen door swung open, delivering Kaitlin into the backyard. 

“There she is,” Jen said. “I was beginning to think you’d bailed on us.”

Breathless and somewhat frazzled, she dropped into a chair. “Sorry. Busy day.” 

“Bad day at the office?” 

“Sorta,” Kaitlin said. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

All three of them interpreted that as code. A fight with Kyle. 

Jen handed a glass of wine across. “You’re here, that’s all that matters.” 

“Wanna S’more?” Tammy offered. 

“I’d love one.” Kaitlin perked up a little. She wagged her chin at the reconstructed fire pit. “Looks good. Adam did a great job.” 

“I’ll tell him it’s a big hit.” 

Sipping her wine, Kaitlin slid back in the chair, almost purring as the warmth of the fire washed over her. “This is perfect.”

Billie studied the newcomer. Kaitlin’s hair was a little untidy and her clothes seemed rumpled. Unusual for a woman who wouldn’t run to the corner store without lipstick on. “You all right, Kay?” 

“I am now.” 

“Heads up, chief,” Tammy said, holding out the squished mess between graham crackers. 

“Thanks.” Kaitlin leaned forward as she tucked into it, letting the drippings fall to the grass. 

Jen poked the fire with a stick. “So what are we doing this weekend?” 

“Dunno,” Tammy said. “Nothing’s going on.”

“Oh,” Kaitlin perked up, trying to speak through an open mouth. “I have the greatest idea ever!”

The other three leaned in, waiting for her to wipe the sticky mess from her lips. 

“Who wants to visit a haunted house?” 

“Not again.” Jen rolled her eyes. “Here I thought you actually had something.”

“I’m serious,” Kaitlin gushed. “They’re tearing down the Murder House. This is the last chance to see it.”

“The what?” Jen asked.

Tammy looked at her. “That place halfway up the mountain. The old house.”

“Who the hell wants to go there?”

“I do. I’ve always wanted to see the inside of that place.” Kaitlin turned to Tammy. “And you could take pictures. Document it before it’s gone forever.”

Tammy brightened, warming to the idea. “That would make for a good shoot.” 

“Count me out,” Jen dismissed. 

Billie remained silent, her eyes on the rippling flames. 

Katlin turned to her. “What do you say, Billie?”

“No thanks.” 

“Here, here,” Jen said. 

“Oh come on,” Kaitlin pleaded. “You could be our guide.”

Billie glanced at Jen only to see her friend sour at the turn in conversation. “Sounds dangerous,” she said. “Poking around some place that’s ready to collapse.” 

Tammy crushed her beer can. “All the more reason to go.”

Billie went back to staring at the fire. She hated being cajoled. 

Kaitlin perched on her chair, looking to her friend with big hopeful eyes. This is what she said. 

“What’s the worst that could happen?” 

 

…

 

 

 

Excerpted from the short story “We Have Always Lived in the Murder House” by H. G. Albee. 

First published in Uncanny Tales, September 1943, three months after the writer’s disappearance. 

Reprinted here without permission.

 

 

*  *  * 

 

 

The woman’s hand is cold as it touches mine but the sensation of her caress induces more than a shudder in me. She grows more beautiful each time she visits me here in this vast room with its books and candles and blasphemous curios. Her features are so breathtaking that I can barely look at her now. 

 

“I don’t want to be here anymore,” I tell her. It’s the truth.

 

She laughs at me. 

 

I slip my hand away from hers and there are red marks left on my flesh. Frostbite. 

 

She leans in closer and the hush of her breath against my ear leaves me quaking. There is a war inside my chest. Two sides fighting. I want to ravish her. I want to lash her to a pole and burn her like the witchfinder generals of old. 

 

“Don’t leave me,” she coos. “You can’t.”

 

“Please.” I sound like a child in my own ears. Begging. 

 

“Bring me what I want,” she says. “You’re the only one who can save me now.”

 

My hand grips the arm of the chair, turning the knuckles white. 

 

“Then stay with me.” 

 

I look at her. “How long?” 

 

“You already know that answer, pet.” 

 

My lips are dry and my throat constricts before uttering the next question. It doesn’t want to come but I spit it out. “How long have you been here in this place?”

 

“We have always lived in the Murder House.” Her eyes sparkle as she says this. I look away but she keeps cooing to me.

 

“We always will.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thanks for reading the third book in the Spookshow series. If you have a moment, let me know what you think in a review. 

 

The fourth book is underway now, to be followed by a fifth book. I think book 5 will be the end but you never know. I’m having a lot of fun with this series.

 

If you’d like to be alerted when the next book is out, please subscribe to my newsletter.
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