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      Each Conner Bright Mystery is stand-alone, but things do change for Conner. This is the chronological order of the stories are:
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        Chupacabra
      

      	
        Haunted by the Past
      

      	
        The Devil You Know
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HAUNTED BY THE PAST

          

        

      

    

    
      The guy letting me into the now defunct Metrocenter Mall in Phoenix, Arizona, looked me up and down. All six-foot-five and 170 pounds of me. It’s not that I look like a scarecrow that makes people gawk, it’s the unmistakable Crocodile Dundee outfit complete with alligator-skin boots, a wide-brimmed bush hat, a crocodile claw hanging from my neck, and an eleven-inch bowie knife on my belt.

      I won’t call it a costume because this is my everyday wardrobe. And I want people to gawk—it keeps them from remembering my history which was big news in Arizona twenty-five years ago. Alcohol. Teenage jealousy and rage. Death. That will get people talking for a good long time.

      “G’day, mate,” I said with as much energy as my sleep-deprived brain could manage, complete with my well-practiced B-movie-quality Australian accent. “My name is Conner Bright and I believe I am expected.” I stuck out my hand but he just stared at that too.

      This guy wasn’t much to look at. Mid-fifties with a face that reminded me of a weasel, his short brown hair most of the way to grey. Faded jeans, and an oversized Clint Black concert T-shirt that wasn’t big enough to hide his bulging belly, glasses, and a sloppy goatee. A forgettable face except for his oversized nose and prominent mole which was hard not to look at. His breath smelled like stale cigarettes and his eyes kept flicking around like he didn’t know what to look at.

      “I’m the private investigator,” I offered, trying to get his brain in gear. It took five minutes of pounding to get him to answer the door and, frankly, the empty parking lot of this 1.4 million-square-foot mall on Christmas Eve was kinda freaking me out. Where were all the guys doing their last-minute shopping? Where were the teenagers gossiping? “Detective Tricia Sanchez sent me over. Hear you folks got a bit of an odd situation here.”

      His eyes widened and he gave a lazy nod looking kind of like a bobblehead that had been barely touched. I had no idea what the case was at this recently closed mall. Sanchez was still pissed at me and didn’t tell me, but I wanted to get this over with.

      I fingered the three-month AA recovery chip in my jeans pocket to settle my nerves. It was the reason I was so tired. I was either a drunk or an insomniac and on days like this I wondered which was better.

      “We got ghosts,” he said, his voice hushed like someone might hear us at the entrance to this abandoned husk that was once a monument to American consumerism.

      I swallowed a string of swear words. Sanchez always gave me the weird cases and I could almost hear her gleeful cackle. Purple unicorns. Alien abductions. Chupacabra attacks. So far it had only been creative criminals, and I expected this one to be the same, but Jesus-H, couldn’t I just get a nice “I think my husband is cheating on me” case? A nice boring stakeout where I could charge more per hour than I get working as a bouncer?

      But this one was different. They had called the cops, talked to Sanchez, but they had asked for me by name.

      “Then I’m your man,” I said as cheerfully as I could manage. “Let’s get started, eh?”
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        * * *

      

      To a kid like me that grew up in the small town of Globe, Arizona, coming to Metrocenter was pretty much like going to Disneyland. There was so much to see and so much to do and so many other kids your age running around. Even if you didn’t have more than a buck in your pocket it could be fun.

      At twelve, I kissed a girl for the first time in front of the Orange Julius. Her name was Amy. She had curly red hair and wore overalls. I met her in B. Dalton and impressed her with my knowledge of Piers Anthony’s Xanth books series. We giggled at some of the more adult items in Spencer’s Gifts. And we kissed in the food court, her mouth all cold and orangey.

      I had memories from Metrocenter, important memories, so when I saw the empty husk of it, our footfalls echoing loudly, you will understand that I felt a little freaked out, maybe even freaked out enough to believe it was haunted. There was just something wrong with it being so empty and so very quiet.

      I looked around as I followed the odd man with the mole on his nose and felt my happy memories of this place eroding by what I saw. A manikin arm lying here, a head over there; the dark shadows of signs taken down above some of the barred shops; an antique chaise lounge under the expansive skylights that ran the length of the main concourses all by itself; a lonely pile of dirt where a potted plant must have stood; shopping carts all over the place full of odds and ends getting ready for auction; parts of cabinets just lying on the floor; turned over signs; and escalators that would never run again.

      The magic was gone and my stomach tightened on the long walk under those skylights and then down some narrow hallways in the bowels of the structure into a cramped office with a metal cabinet, two beat-to-hell office chairs, a broad metal desk, and lots of LCD screens with black and white views of this empty place.

      I never got the man’s name who let me in, but the guy in the office was different. He had a big steel-grey mustache, a firm handshake, and a round face that squeezed his green eyes into slits when he smiled. He even had on a clean button-down shirt and looked like he shaved regularly.

      “Glad you could make it, Mr. Bright,” he said.

      “Happy to help if I can,” I said. My guide was already gone, scurrying away like some scared mouse. “But call me Conner, please.”

      “Conner it is,” he said. “I’m Mitch, Mitch Jones, and I’m overseeing operations here.” He paused and looked me over and chuckled, his eyes lingering on the bowie knife. “I will say that your reputation precedes you but… you are even more than I expected. And I mean that in a good way.”

      I didn’t know how to take that. My Conner Bright persona was not meant to be impressive, just so overwhelming that my past stayed hidden. But I didn’t want to explore it either. I wanted to get out of here. “I hear you’ve got a little ghost problem,” I said.

      His smile evaporated and he bit his lower lip. “That we do. There’s a lot of work to be done here. Auction what we can. Get rid of what we can’t. Keep the lookie-loos out. But I can’t keep people.” He paused, looking around. The door to the office was open but there was no one else back here. “At least not the kind of people you want to keep.”

      He was referring to my guide.

      “These aren’t ghosts, mate,” I said. “I can assure you of that. Just someone tryin’ to slow ya down, stop this process for some reason.”

      He blinked and looked away. He thought there were ghosts too. He sat down at the desk, tapped at the keyboard, and pointed at one of the screens. It was timestamped “DEC 21 02:02” and showed a long view of the mall from a camera on the ceiling. A man was running and looking behind him. “I didn’t mean to hurt her,” he yelled. “I didn’t mean to. I swear. I swear!”

      The footage was grainy black and white but clearly shot in low light with an infrared camera, the man glowing on the screen like some kind of ghost. His running was erratic and he kept looking behind him. He soon tripped over a sign and went sliding down the tiled floor and bumped into a column and didn’t move.

      Mitch paused the video and swung around to face me, his cheap office chair creaking as he leaned back. “This kind of thing happened to two other people and now I can’t get anyone to stay the night.”

      “What was he hearing?” I asked.

      “He told me he heard his dead mother,” he said, rubbing at his mustache, “but he wouldn’t tell me what she said.”

      “I’ll need his name and address, then,” I said. “And that of the other two that had themselves an ‘experience.’”

      He nodded but didn’t move to write anything down. “So… you don’t believe in ghosts,” he said, his voice hushed again.

      “No, sir,” I said. “I do not.”

      “Then you won’t mind being the security guard here tonight,” he said, his green eyes locked with mine. “And maybe if you happen to have an ‘experience,’ you can get to the bottom of it.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t bother to tell him it was Christmas Eve, that I had somewhere to be tomorrow and I really, really needed some sleep, and that without a stupid amount of beer I only sleep every third night and this was the night. I didn’t tell him there was a reason I had made it past three months and earned that AA chip, and that her name was Irene and she was nine years old, and I had saved her from what appeared to be a rampaging purple unicorn, and that little girl’s trust had turned my life around, and I wanted to be there for her on Christmas, sober and awake.

      That was none of his business and the two hundred dollars in cash he offered right then and there, enough to keep my utilities going for another month and fill my gas tank and get Irene a nice present, was all I needed to take the job.

      But I didn’t want it. That mall felt haunted. And, sure, there was probably no literal ghosts, just some enterprising criminals, but a lot of us are haunted by our past. Some more than most. And this derelict mall was a literal part of my past.

      It felt like the setup of some lighting-laden, B-horror movie where the protagonist enters the obviously dangerous cobweb-filled mansion on the hill on the flimsiest of pretexts.

      But I was going to enter that “haunted” mall and my pretext didn’t feel flimsy at all.

      I only had a couple of hours before the night shift started, and instead of spending most of that time driving home and back, I went to the Walmart Supercenter just south of the mall, bought a cheap thermos, filled it with cheaper coffee, and found Irene a nice stuffed unicorn and a unicorn jigsaw puzzle. She’s still unicorn crazed even after the madness we went through. I then drove back to the mall, parked in the middle of the empty parking lot, lay down on the bench seat of my vintage 1976 El Camino, and tried to sleep.

      Tried being the operative word. I didn’t sleep at all, just hoped for a quiet night so I could go be with Irene.
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        * * *

      

      My boots clicked against the tiled floor of the empty Metrocenter Mall and the keys to the place jangled at my side. It was past midnight and officially Christmas and it felt like I had been at this for days already.

      The moon was up, casting a ghostly light through the arched skylight that ran the length of all the main concourse. Each was two stories tall with the upper floor extending out a bit but leaving a wide airy pathway down the middle. There were bridges on the second floor here and there and dead escalators every fifty yards or so.
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