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Chapter 1: Plainfield, Connecticut

	 

	Monday, 4:00 PM

	 

	Osborne Kahn sat at his cluttered desk, glanced at the door to his bookstore to see if anyone was loitering outside, and sighed with relief when he saw he was alone.

	From the top drawer, he removed a pint of Popov vodka, unscrewed the cap, and quickly brought the mouth of the bottle up to his lips. He took a quick drink, wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his shirt, hesitated, and then treated himself to a second sip.

	Smacking his lips with satisfaction, Osborne put the cap back on and slid the bottle back into the desk. He had no sooner closed the drawer than the bell on the front door chimed and made him jerk upright in his chair.

	Pauline, the mailwoman, waved to him as she entered the store.

	“Afternoon, Osborne,” she smiled.

	“Pauline, always a pleasure,” he replied. “What joyous items do you bring today?”

	She chuckled and shook her head. “Only a package and a catalog. No bills today.”

	“Ah, that is excellent news.” He nodded his thanks as he accepted the items. Osborne waved goodbye as she left, and he glanced first at the catalog, which was from a supplier of all things that a bookstore or library might need. He put it on his desk and looked at the package. His eyes widened slightly as he did so. It was from an old woman in Illinois, and he had forgotten all about buying it from her over the phone.

	His hands trembled as he opened the package and withdrew a nearly pristine copy of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island. It was by no means a first edition, but it was a 1911 edition with illustrations done by N. C. Wyeth, and it had been Osborne’s favorite book as a boy. His had been battered and worn, and, eventually, his mother had sold it in a yard sale.

	A happy sigh escaped from his lips, and his longing for another drink was momentarily extinguished as he opened the book. The sweet smell of the paper, the feel of it beneath his fingers—both reminded him of his childhood.

	On the flyleaf, there was an inscription, one which the woman had told him about, but he hadn’t paid any mind to it when she had relayed the information. He had been more concerned with its condition.

	Still, Osborne thought. Who owned you before?

	To my dear Warren on your tenth birthday, the inscription began,

	 

	I hope you enjoy this book. I have treasured it these past few years, and I think that you will as well. Always remember, there is no more dangerous a man than the one-legged cook.

	 

	Love,

	Your Grandmother

	September 1, 1931

	 

	Osborne shook his head, impressed. The grandmother had kept the book in phenomenal condition before passing it on to her grandson, who, in turn, had done the same. Osborne had not treated his books half as well when he was a boy of ten.

	I think, he chuckled, taking his vodka back out of his desk, that this, in addition to the little discovery I made yesterday, calls for a celebration.

	Osborne took the cap off with a jaunty spin, then dropped it onto the desk. He loosened his tie, raised the bottle in a mock salute, and enjoyed a long drink. A smile spread across his face as the vodka raised the specter of warmth in his cheeks, and he took another pull from the bottle.

	He was about to put it away when the door opened, and his sister walked into the store.

	As always, he froze.

	The look of disappointment on her face drove shards of embarrassment through him, and he looked down, ashamed, as he hastily put the cap back on the bottle. There was no use trying to hide it from her. She had already seen it and had she not, she would have guessed it.

	Not that it’s hard to guess anymore, he thought, sliding the bottle into the drawer.

	“Osborne,” Katrina said, her voice low. “You haven’t even left the store yet and you’re drinking.”

	He winced at the disappointment in her tone.

	“I was celebrating,” he replied, hating the lameness of the statement.

	She raised an eyebrow, her green eyes fixing him with a doubtful stare.

	He swallowed and cleared his throat.

	Katrina folded her arms over her chest, and he could hear his sister’s foot tapping on the wood floor. “What are you celebrating?” she asked at last.

	Despite his embarrassment, he grinned, got up, and squeezed himself between a stack of books to a safe half-hidden behind a filing cabinet. His fingers were slow to react to his mental commands, but after a moment, he was able to unlock the safe and withdraw a book wrapped in deep, purple velvet. He carried it with a sort of reverence to his desk, cleared a spot for it, and then set it down.

	From the corner of his eye, Osborne could see his sister’s inquisitive expression.

	He eased the velvet away from the book and saw his sister frown.

	“Is that a first?” she asked after a moment, her voice low and full of awe.

	Osborne nodded several times, grinning.

	“How?” Katrina shook her head. “Osborne, how did you get your hands on a first edition of Huckleberry Finn?!”

	“I was at an estate sale,” he told her, the words rushing out, one after another. “One of those run by Patty, you know. There wasn’t hardly anything there, just a bunch of miserable people pushing and shoving. But this was there. It’s in beautiful shape, Katrina. Beautiful. And it’s a true first! I checked everything. Checked it everywhere I could think of.”

	His voice broke as he added, “And it’s signed.”

	Katrina gasped. “What?!”

	He nodded and let out a laugh.

	“How much is that worth?” she whispered.

	“At least twenty thousand. Maybe more,” he told her. His hands shook as he covered the book back up. He returned it to the safe, locked it, and then went back to his desk. Osborne took out his vodka again and had another drink to settle his nerves. When he lowered the bottle, his sister’s expression was one of sadness.

	“If you don’t stop,” she said, “you’re just going to drink that money away.”

	He stiffened. “I won’t.”

	“You need to stop, Osborne,” she told him. “You’re going to drink yourself to death.”

	He opened his mouth to reply and then closed it as the temperature in the room plummeted.

	Katrina shivered and glanced toward the ceiling. “Did the air conditioning just kick in?”

	“No,” Osborne answered. There was no tell-tale knocking of the old system, nor was it rumbling and spewing its tepid air out into the building. “I don’t know what it is.”

	His sister looked around. “I don’t like it. It reminds me of the house in Jewett City.”

	Fear gripped him, and he sat on his hands to keep them from shaking. “I don’t like talking about that.”

	Her eyes narrowed as she focused her attention on him once more. “You think I like remembering it? I’m three years older than you. You might have these vague little memories of the ghost, Osborne. Mine, however, they’re crystal clear.”

	A bitter silence filled the air between them for almost a full minute. Finally, trying to hide his reluctance, Osborne muttered, “Why’d you stop by today, Katrina?”

	“Mom had another fall in the nursing home,” she answered. “You might want to stop by and talk to her.”

	“She doesn’t even know who I am.” He hated the whine he heard in his words, and he despised his sister’s expression of sympathy that followed.

	“She doesn’t know who anyone is,” Katrina sighed. She seemed about to say more when her phone rang. Katrina retrieved it and added, “I have to take this, Osborne. I’ll be right back. Looks like the damned battery is dying on this.”

	She turned and left the store. Osborne took his pint of Popov and finished it. Don’t think I’m going to tell her about the buyer coming in on Friday, he sulked. She’ll just show up and try to get me to squirrel the money away.

	“Twenty-thousand dollars?” a voice asked.

	It was weak and thin, and for a split-second, Osborne had the hope that he hadn’t heard it at all.

	“That’s a nice little bit of seed money, wouldn’t you say?” The voice became clearer, a soft, Midwest twang tinting his words. The stranger had spoken from the left, and when Osborne turned in that direction, he saw the speaker.

	An old man, perhaps in his eighties or late seventies, stood a few feet away, the bookshelves clearly visible through him. His eyes were deeply set, and his brow was furrowed. A head of thick, white hair was combed straight back, and the man’s skin was pale. He wore a button-down dress shirt with an open collar, the sleeves rolled up with the cuffs tucked underneath. His forearms were thin, but not in a sickly way. He was a slight man and perhaps only five-four or five-six in height.

	When he saw that Osborne was looking at him, the man smiled, glanced down at his own black pants, and absently tried to straighten them.

	“Ah, old habits,” the ghost sighed, forgetting the creases in his slacks and clasping his hands together in front of him. “It seems you can see me.”

	“Yeah,” Osborne whispered. “I can.”

	“Excellent,” the ghost smiled. “I heard you discussing a fair amount of money?”

	Osborne could only nod.

	“The woman?”

	“My sister,” Osborne answered. He reached into a second drawer and took out an unopened bottle of Popov. His entire body quivered as he took a drink.

	“Ah, yes, family,” the ghost nodded in understanding. “They always think they know what’s best for you. She’s trying to get you to stop drinking?”

	Osborne nodded.

	The old man shook his head. “What kind of man doesn’t drink?”

	Osborne shrugged and took a long pull from the bottle.

	“I suppose introductions are in order,” the old man smiled. He walked forward a single step and stated, “I am Warren Thorne, formerly of Illinois.”

	“I’m Osborne,” he answered, his voice shaking, and as he went to tell Warren his last name, the ghost vanished, and Osborne screamed.

	 

	***

	 

	Katrina was putting her phone away, disgusted with her ex-husband’s inability to make the child support payments on time, when Osborne screamed from within the bookstore. It was partially muffled by the glass store windows, but she knew it for what it was. It was Osborne’s scared scream, and she hadn’t heard it since Jewett City.

	For a moment, she was no longer forty-eight years old. Katrina was seven, and the ghost in the Jewett City house was hammering on the walls and throwing Osborne’s toys around the room. She was running with her parents to the bedroom, pulling Osborne out with her mother while her father yelled with impotent fury at the ghost harassing them.

	Katrina came back to reality as she took hold of the door and raced toward Osborne, who was collapsed on his desk. A fresh pint of Popov vodka was off to one side, the cap off and waiting, it seemed, for Osborne to pick it up and drink again.

	“Oz?” she asked, calling him by his childhood nickname. “Oz?”

	He raised himself up, blinking, looking around. His face twisted into an expression of distaste, and then, he chuckled in a way she had never heard before.

	Katrina took a horrified step backward as she realized she was looking at a stranger.

	It was Osborne’s body. It was Osborne’s face.

	But she knew that whoever was looking at her was not her brother. His expression was different. His posture and how he held himself were both wrong.

	“Oh, you’re a bright woman, aren’t you,” the stranger observed. His voice was Osborne’s, but the inflection was different. There was a subtle cruelty to the smile that spread across his face. “Let us try to negotiate then.”

	“Negotiate what?” she heard herself ask. She wanted nothing more than to sprint to the front door, but she suspected that whoever or whatever was in Osborne might be fast enough to catch her, despite her brother’s poor health and being overweight.

	“For your brother, of course,” the stranger answered.

	“Who are you?” she asked, forcing herself to remain calm.

	“I am Warren Thorne,” the stranger in her brother responded. “Who are you?”

	“Katrina Kahn,” she answered automatically.

	“Excellent, Ms. Kahn, a pleasure to meet you. Now, you’re going to desist with this advice for him to stop drinking.”

	She blinked, confused. “Why would I do that?”

	“Because I want you to,” Warren told her. “It’s really as simple as that. Stop it.”

	Shock and fear wore off, and Katrina looked at her brother. For a moment, she suspected he was playing some elaborate prank on her. But he had never been one for jokes.

	But this isn’t a joke, she thought. This is about alcohol, and there’s nothing he loves more than to drink and read.

	“No,” she said. “I’m not going to do that. Alcohol is going to kill him. I will not stop. And whatever you are, Warren Thorne, you need to go. Understood?”

	Anger flashed in Osborne’s eyes. A cold smile spread across his face. “I don’t think you understand this situation properly. I’m here, and I am here to stay. Your brother is coming into a sum of money which I would like to work with. To do so, I need him as a host. That requires him to remain in a fairly inebriated state. Your push for him to find sobriety will interrupt my plans, and I dislike interruptions. Do you understand me?”

	“You’re a demon,” she hissed, understanding flooding her.

	He laughed and shook his head. “No, no. I am merely a man who passed away some time ago. Now, do we have an agreement? Will you leave me to serve as your brother’s, shall we say, financial advisor?”

	“No!” Her outrage and fear exploded out from her in that single word, and she clenched her hands into fists. “I certainly will not!”

	As the last word was rushing past her lips, Warren snatched up a heavy paperweight from the desk and threw it at her. The paperweight, a brass ball etched with a rough map of Plainfield, struck her in the chest.

	Katrina’s breath was knocked from her, and she felt her sternum crack as she staggered back and collapsed to the floor. She tried to get to her feet, but the pain was too intense. It required all of her strength to remain upright. Struggling to breathe, she fished around in her purse for her phone.

	Before she could take it out, Warren, in her brother’s form, stood over her.

	“Osborne,” she whispered, “please.”

	“He’s a drunk,” Warren stated, crouching beside her. “But he is useful. I want you to understand, Ms. Kahn, that I did not wish to do this. Truly, I did not. You forced my hand in this matter. Had you not refused to allow me my entertainment, then this would not occur.”

	Warren reached out with Osborne’s hands. His left hand cupped lovingly behind Katrina’s head, and his right hand pinched her nose between his thumb and forefinger while his palm and remaining fingers gripped her face.

	Her brother, unbeknownst to him, was suffocating her.

	She fought as best she could, but the pain radiating from her chest made every motion agonizing. As she tried to twist away and arch her back, Warren adjusted accordingly.

	“I’ve killed quite a few people like this,” he informed her, his voice far away, as though he was remembering better times. “It takes longer, it’s true, but it’s easier to clean up after.”

	Her vision darkened, and the world slipped in and out of focus. What remained perfect and clear was her brother’s voice, befouled by the accent of Warren Thorne.

	“Did you know,” he asked her in a pleasant, conversational tone, “that it is remarkably easy to dispose of a body?”

	Katrina’s whimper was lost in the palm of her brother’s hand.


Chapter 2: 125 Berkley Street

	 

	Tuesday, 6:00 AM

	 

	Shane wiped the sweat off of his face and chest, his heart thumping angrily. He ignored his body’s complaints as he took a fresh towel and wiped down the grips on his pull-up bar and then his dip station. When he finished, he picked up a fresh bottle of water, opened it, and drank it all.

	Carl stepped through the door, his eyes wide in surprise as he caught sight of the empty water bottle.

	“My goodness, my friend!” Carl exclaimed in German. “Is that water you were drinking?”

	“Very funny,” Shane grinned. He capped the bottle and tossed it through Carl. The bottle struck the wall and bounced into a trash container.

	“That was rude,” Carl frowned.

	Shane shook his head. “Only if it was filled with salt. Or iron shavings. Something pleasant like that.”

	“You have a curious idea as to what is pleasant,” Carl observed.

	“Yup. I do.” Shane picked up his cigarettes, shook out a Lucky Strike, and lit it. Exhaling the smoke through his nose, Shane grinned, took a bottle of whiskey off the floor by the dip station, and had a long drink. When he finished, Carl’s expression was one of sadness.

	“What good will it do to exercise if you continue your bad habits?”

	“Probably nothing,” Shane answered. “But it feels good. Anyway, everything all right in the land of the dead?”

	“For now. There was a minor scuffle in the basement this morning. It has been resolved,” Carl stated.

	“Good.” Shane put the whiskey back down and carried his cigarettes out of the room and to his bedroom. The dead man followed.

	“I cannot remember,” Carl said, “but have you anything planned for today?”

	“Just going up to Bellows Falls, Vermont,” Shane answered. “There was another one of those robberies.”

	“A theft of haunted items?” Carl inquired.

	Shane nodded. “Yup. I’m hoping there might be one or two ghosts around. Anything to give me some information.”

	“Do you think you will have any luck?”

	“Dunno,” Shane answered. He went into the shower, cleaned himself, and when he stepped out, he caught a glimpse of Carl standing at the window and looking out onto the street.

	“Anything out there?” Shane asked in German.

	Carl shook his head. “No, I don’t think so, my friend. Ms. Jacinta’s visit was quite enjoyable. I was pleased you had a guest who was not a ghosthunter.”

	“Yeah, I liked having her here,” Shane agreed, smiling. Thoughts of Jacinta always made him smile.

	He dressed quickly, carrying his sweatshirt down the stairs with him. He went into the kitchen, started the coffee, and made a bowl of instant oatmeal. After splashing some cold water on it, he sat down and ate the food mechanically as he thought about the trip to Bellows Falls. It had been a week since the robbery, and less than two days from when James from Moran and Moran had called him.

	Shane had wanted to rush off to investigate it as soon as possible, but James had warned him that the New Hampshire State Police Captain, Jack Thompson, had called again. He had inquired about the robbery in Vermont as well as several others in states like Maryland and Delaware.

	All of the victims had been customers of Moran and Moran.

	With Carl trailing along after him, Shane walked to his library, bringing his smokes and a bottle of water with him. When he sat down behind his desk, Carl remained by the door. Shane took out his .45 Colt semi-automatic and his cleaning kit. As he smoked and drank, he broke the weapon down and prepared to clean it.

	“My friend,” Carl said.

	“What’s up?” Shane asked, glancing at the dead man. Seeing Carl’s concern, Shane straightened up. “You worried about something?”

	Carl hesitated, then he nodded. “These crimes, they have been occurring for some time?”

	“Yeah, about a couple months now, maybe more. I really can’t seem to pinpoint when it first started and that’s irritating as all hell. Still can’t get a lead on the damned guy pulling the strings,” Shane muttered.

	“You were hurt when you managed to get close, were you not?”

	Shane chuckled. “Yeah, I had my bell rung, that’s for sure. Concussions are no fun. Anyway, what are you getting at?”

	“What about Ms. Jacinta?”

	“What about her?” Shane asked.

	“You may be injured permanently. Perhaps even killed,” Carl observed.

	“That’s true, although it’s not as if I haven’t been permanently injured before,” Shane replied. He took a drink and looked at Carl. “I’m going to die sometime, Carl. I think we know that. It’s always a surprise that I’m still alive.”

	“Indeed,” the dead man said wryly. “You are not exactly careful with your well-being. I was hoping that might change.”

	Shane checked the spring on the .45’s magazine. “Because of Jacinta?”

	“Yes.”

	“I don’t think I need to change how I am, or who I am,” Shane stated, keeping his response measured. He knew the dead man was speaking out of concern, and Shane did not wish to upset him. They had been friends for far too long. “I enjoy spending time with Jacinta. We laugh, we have fun. But she knows what I am, and I know what she is.”

	“And what are you both?”

	“She’s a detective in Detroit, and a damned good one,” Shane answered. “Hell, she’ll probably make captain.”

	“And what about you, my friend?”

	“Me?” Shane asked, looking down at the disassembled weapon. “I’m a killer.”

	Without another word, he went back to cleaning his weapon, trying not to think of the bodies he had left in his wake.


Chapter 3: The Village

	 

	Tuesday, 10:00 AM

	 

	“You cannot be serious,” Marcus whispered, unable to keep the shock from his voice.

	Timmy nodded. “Yeah, I’m serious, Pop. He’s got him up there right now. Granted, the guy’s locked up tight, but yeah, Alex brought him back.”

	Marcus blinked, confused. His thoughts were difficult to wrangle and control of late, and he feared dementia might be creeping in. He had been struggling with remembering his Latin and his Greek. Even Shakespeare and Steinbeck had slipped away.

	He took his pipe out, packed the bowl, lit it, and looked at Timmy. As smoke curled up from Marcus’ lips, he asked, “Where is Alex right now?”

	“In the library,” Timmy replied.

	Marcus walked to the kitchen, stopped, turned around, and asked, “Timmy, how long has Abel Worthe been here?”

	Timmy looked down at his feet, and the dead man sighed. “Listen, he’s been here for about four weeks, I think. I don’t know. Time’s all sorts of fuzzy, you know?”

	That is more than I can say, right now, Marcus thought. And now I’m going to need to leave my refuge and go again into that damned house.

	He shuddered at the thought, hating the memories associated with the structure that Alex had claimed as his own.

	“I know time can be strange, especially for you,” Marcus remarked. From its place by the back door, Marcus took his walking stick and left the house. Timmy was waiting for him at the cobblestone street.

	“Are you going to try to talk to him about it?” the dead man asked.

	“Yes.”

	“That’s not a good idea, Pop,” Timmy observed.

	“Be that as it may, I need to do it,” Marcus grumbled.

	“You’re stubborn,” Timmy said, admiration in his voice.

	Marcus chuckled. “That’s a pleasant word for ‘idiocy’.”

	“Maybe,” Timmy laughed.

	They walked along the street, past the defunct gate, and onto the road that led the way to the main house. It was there that Alex spent most of his time, where he had been following the accident which had damaged his brain so terribly.

	Marcus winced at the memory, the sight of the boy’s skull crushed in. He was still amazed that Alex had survived it, but with the way he had been behaving of late, Marcus wondered if it might not have been better for the boy to have died.

	Marcus hated himself for the thought.

	“You’re quieter than usual, Pop,” Timmy said.

	“Mm,” Marcus responded around the stem of his pipe.

	“You’re thinking Alex should have died.”

	Marcus nodded, not surprised the dead man had known his thoughts. Since the events that had led to the downfall of Abel Worthe, he and Timmy had spent a great deal of time together.

	“He didn’t die, though,” Marcus stated, “and I thought that was a good thing. No, I thought it was a wonderful thing. A miracle, considering the extent of his injuries. But something changed. Drastically.”

	“Did it?”

	Marcus looked at Timmy, surprised.

	“He was getting a little strange right before it happened,” Timmy continued. “All I’m saying is, maybe the accident just sort of shook him into it a little early.”

	Marcus shook his head. “No. This change, it is too much, Timmy. His personality has been altered. Before the accident, he never would have considered reading Worthe’s notes. Now, now he has gone and fetched the madman himself.”

	Neither spoke for several moments, the only sounds that of Marcus’ boots and the end of the walking stick thumping against the road.

	“Pop,” Timmy said, “you need to be careful.”

	Marcus glanced at the dead man. “Why? What has he done?”

	“He killed the nurse.”

	“What nurse?” Marcus asked, coming to a stop and looking at the ghost.

	Timmy sighed. “The nurse at the hospital where Worthe was being kept. Alex killed her.”

	Marcus’ throat went dry, and he took the pipe out of his mouth. “How?”

	Timmy described the murder, and Marcus felt sick to his stomach. A wave of dizziness rolled over him, and the dead man must have seen some sign of it.

	“You okay, Pop?” The genuine concern in Timmy’s voice brought a smile to Marcus’ face.

	“Yes,” Marcus lied as his stomach tightened into a hideous representation of the Gordian Knot. “Yes, I’m fine.”

	“You’re lying,” Timmy observed and then shrugged. “Listen, I just want you to be careful. He hasn’t been right since the accident and, well, not to put too fine a point on it, he’s getting worse.”

	Marcus’ shoulders sagged. He wavered for a moment as sadness swept over him. Finally, in a voice both raw and broken, he whispered, “Why, Timmy? He was such a good boy. He was so sweet despite everything he had gone through. Everything he had suffered.”

	“I don’t know, Pop,” Timmy answered. “Wish to hell I did. Fact remains, though, kid’s dangerous now. He’s been asking me to teach him ways to kill people.”

	Marcus looked at Timmy, surprised.

	“Yes,” the dead man said, “I am teaching him. Don’t judge me.”

	“I can’t judge anyone,” Marcus replied with a forced smile. “I have no innocence to claim.”

	“We all can claim it,” Timmy grinned. “It doesn’t mean that it’s the truth.”

	“There is that,” Marcus murmured. With a heaviness upon his shoulders, he started toward the main house.

	Within a few minutes, he was at the front door, and one of Alex’s living guards was present. The woman smiled at Marcus and nodded to Timmy.

	“You here to see the boss or to grab a hot shower, Marcus?” she asked.

	Marcus struggled a moment to recollect her name, and when he did, he smiled. “Tabitha, I am here for both, if that is acceptable.”

	She opened the door and stepped aside. “It might be for the first, and it definitely is for the second. Can’t see how you stand living out there all the time,” she added, nodding toward the Village.

	Marcus chuckled. “I have lots of company.”

	“They’re dead,” she observed with a raised eyebrow. “Kind of makes it difficult, doesn’t it?”

	“That’s what makes it entertaining,” Marcus smiled as he passed by her. She laughed and nodded, closing the door behind him.

	“You want a shower before you talk with Alex?” Timmy asked.

	Marcus shook his head. “No. If he is as bad off as you say he is, then I’m going to need to relax after our discussion.”

	The door to Alex’s library was open, and Marcus paused at the threshold, rapping once on the frame.

	Alex’s voice, breaking, called out, “Come in!”

	Marcus stepped into the room and glanced around. It had changed significantly since his last visit. Full wooden bookcases lined the walls, and while there was a large amount of space on most of the shelves, he was surprised to see the quantity of books. There was also a large map showing the expanse of the Village, the hundreds of acres that surrounded it, and the distance from the gates of the Village to the front entrance of the house. Light was provided by lamps on small tables scattered about the room, and Marcus noticed that bookcases stood in front of the windows.

	Alex was seated on the floor, several books around him, some held open by others. A stack of
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