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Prologue

	 

	The truck smelled like twice-rotten death. It had been unusually hot in the past few days, and the city’s trash had festered in dark, humid dumpsters. Wally was used to the stink by now, as used to it as someone could get, but that didn’t mean he didn’t notice. The smell of trash was never the same twice, so it could never be fully ignored.

	Wally had been a garbage collector for more than twenty years. He’d amassed enough seniority that he could choose his routes, and he chose the Lower Mills industrial district. It was a historic part of Boston and was a nice-looking neighborhood. It also had a lot fewer people in the early morning than some parts, and the trash stank less because of the nature of the businesses there.

	The job was stress-free and predictable, and that was something Wally enjoyed. It had been years since he’d had to deal with anything unexpected at work. The last time had been a decade earlier when he’d found a dead body in the trash. He was tied up answering questions with cops for hours after that, and all he had to tell them was he was doing his job and he’d stumbled upon a dead guy.

	Despite the industrial nature of the neighborhood, things had taken a sour turn over the past few months. The warehouse on Bridges Avenue, which had been vacant for more than a year, was recently rented out. There was no signage to show who the new tenants were, but their trash smelled like hell.

	The warehouse used industrial bags, the kind that construction sites used for bagging up old sheetrock and wood. They were so thick they felt like vinyl, and Wally could only imagine what was inside if the stench still seeped out.

	He’d been doing the job long enough to get a nose for certain things, and he guessed the warehouse was doing some kind of meat processing. Nothing smelled as bad as rotten meat, he’d learned. There was definitely dead flesh in those bags.

	The place was clearly no restaurant or butcher shop and, given the lack of outward identification, he guessed they were making some kind of processed food items. Maybe a knock-off brand of Spam or even pet food. Whatever it was, he wished they’d found a way to compost their waste that didn’t require him to stop at their dumpster, but it was not in the cards.

	The hydraulics hummed to life as Wally pulled up to the rear alley of the warehouse and lined up with the dumpster. The trash container sat against a bare wall, a few yards from a set of steel doors behind the building. No one was there, and no one had ever been there during any of Wally’s stops.

	Next to the warehouse was an abandoned factory, and another empty warehouse next to that. The river behind them provided a faint murmur of sound thanks to the slow-moving water, but other than that, the sound of the garbage truck was the entire world.

	Wally proceeded slowly, threading the steel forks through the side slots of the dumpster. Once he was secure, he pulled the lever and lifted the forks to dump the contents into the back of the truck. The smell would hit him any second, he knew.

	In the early hours of the morning, there was no light by which to see in the alley. The abandoned buildings had no power, and the warehouse tenant chose not to light the rear of the facility. Not even a motion detector above the door. All the light came from Wally’s headlights and the faint glow of streetlights on the far side of the river.

	The dumpster reached its apex and dull thuds echoed in the truck’s rear as the contents spilled out. Wally braced for the stench and reversed the lever to lower the dumpster back into place. The sooner he got moving, the more of a breeze he’d kick up to cover the smell and put it behind him.

	Hydraulic arms hummed as the dumpster lowered. Just before the metal bin passed in front of the windshield, Wally caught sight of movement in the alley. A person was caught in the headlights of the truck, pale and bloodied as they fell to the ground.

	The glimpse was so quick that he almost missed it. Heart racing, Wally stopped the arms from dropping. Whoever it was had stopped right in front of the truck, directly in the bin’s path as he lowered it. If he hadn’t seen them, they would have been crushed.

	“Hey!” Wally shouted out of his window. He opened the door hastily and climbed down from the truck.

	“Hey, are you okay?”

	No one replied. Wally closed the door, the big truck’s engine humming along as he made his way from the cabin to the front of the vehicle.

	The white beams of the headlights fell on a person lying on the concrete. Wally couldn’t see a face, but he could see blood soaked into what looked like a hospital gown. The person was curled up, nearly doubled over with their back to him. The dumpster loomed above the body, only moments from having crushed and killed them.

	“Jesus…” Wally muttered. He came to the pale and bloody form’s side, kneeling as he pulled the cell phone from his pocket. Finding a dead body was one thing, but accidentally killing someone with a dumpster was quite another.

	He could feel his heartbeat in his face and hear it in his ears as it pounded more intensely than it ever had. He’d almost killed someone.

	“I didn’t see you there,” he whispered, reaching for the person. Something bad had happened before he arrived. Blood surrounded the body, a pool of it that grew bigger by the second. If they weren’t dead yet, they were going to be soon.

	Wally touched the bloody body’s shoulder and winced. It was as cold as ice, colder than anyone he’d ever felt. It was like meat from the freezer.

	The body rolled at his touch, moving toward him. A scream caught in Wally’s throat, his phone sitting useless in his hand.

	It was a man. It had once been a man. His chest was open, the flesh and muscle and bone pulled back to expose his organs. The heart was there, the intestines as well, but the lungs were missing. When the body rolled, his guts spilled out across Wally’s shoes.

	Wally’s scream finally came, ragged and strained like the pathetic wail of a dying animal. He fell back onto the pavement, barely catching his balance. A hand reached for him, and the bloodied man opened his mouth. Only a faint moan escaped; more the sound of air passing through a hollow space than any genuine cry.

	The man’s eyes were removed, and the bloody pits in his face exposed the inside of his skull. But he was facing Wally as though he could see, and his hand reached for him.

	“Help me…” the man called out, barely above a whisper. The skin of his chest and stomach moved and fluttered like the loose, unkempt edges of a bloody garment.

	Wally had seen a body like it once before. Years earlier, he’d had to cross the country to identify the body of his estranged brother who died under mysterious circumstances. By the time Wally had arrived, as the only relative the authorities could find after several days of searching, his brother had already been autopsied. The scars on his torso were the same as on the alley body, though his brother had been closed again.

	The man in the alley could not have been alive. They had taken his eyes and his lungs. It made no sense. It was impossible. And yet, it was there, clear as day.

	The cold set into Wally’s bones. The alley felt like it had dropped ten degrees. He forced his body to work, forced his muscles to move. The thing, the impossible and monstrous thing, still reached for him. The eyeless face saw him, even though it made no sense, and it wanted him.

	Wally scrambled back until he hit the bumper of the truck. The vibrations of the engine rumbled through his body, and he focused on that feeling, using it to spur him onward as he grabbed hold and pulled himself to his feet.

	He turned away, pushing off the truck with his hands and stumbling in a panic toward the driver’s door, to the safety of the locked cabin and the escape it offered. He only made it two steps when a second figure stopped him.

	The unknown figure had no head. The neck had been severed neatly without a hint of a ragged edge. No blood flowed from the wound, and the tissue inside was dark like it had sat out for too long and had dried up.

	Purple flesh like a bruise covered the body from neck wound to toe, but only on the backside. The front of the torso—the chest, abdomen, legs—was pale and chalky white. One hand reached for Wally, and he turned, ready to flee once more, to abandon the truck and return down the alley back to the open street.

	A third form, this one emaciated and twisted, leaned against the nearest wall. There were no wounds on the body that Wally could see but, like the first corpse, it wore a hospital gown.

	He could not tell whether this new apparition was male or female. The body was so wizened and skeletal, it looked like little more than yellow, sickly flesh pulled over bones. But the eyes in the sockets were clear, and the thin-lipped mouth curled into a smile when Wally saw it.

	“Where are you running off to?” it asked in a husky, rough voice.

	Light broke through the darkness from behind Wally, casting the thin creature in a white glow.

	“What the hell are you guys doing out there?” a voice yelled. Wally turned, looking back at the warehouse and the large steel doors held open by an unassuming man wearing a white coat and holding a half-eaten sandwich.

	“Found him back here,” the skeletal figure said.

	The man at the door sighed.

	“Bring him in. Be gentle. I’ll move his truck… somewhere.”

	Wally turned, ready to run, but the living skeleton was already upon him, nearly nose to nose.

	“No need to scream,” it whispered. Wally opened his mouth and a hand that felt like thick, spongy ice covered it from behind. The headless man had a grip like iron and lifted him from the ground.

	Wally struggled and screamed but it proved useless. The thing carried him toward the door as though he were a child.

	The dead man with no eyes held the door ajar. The inside of the warehouse was lit by buzzing neon lights that cast a greenish hue over white tile hallways stained with splatters of blood.


Chapter 1: Old Beginnings

	 

	Shane sipped his coffee and stared out the window of a diner onto the streets of Boston. The city never slowed down and never paid attention to itself. He found it off-putting. He didn’t enjoy spending so much time in town, but he did not have much choice.

	Connor had escaped with the ghost known as Switchyard. Whoever Connor was and however he had gained control of the fleeting remnants of the Endless Night, he was certainly intent on taking over for Randall West.

	He had used Martin, a man who had lent Shane a hand on a trip to Canada, to lure Shane to the city. Martin had been possessed once, and it had left him in a bad way. He had tried to start over in Boston, and things hadn’t gone as planned. He ended up homeless, living in old subway tunnels. Worse, the tunnels weren’t as empty as they seemed.

	The ghost called Switchyard had been down in the unused tunnels for longer than anyone could remember, probably more than a century. In that time, he’d picked off victims and dragged them into the sealed tunnels that the city had abandoned long ago. He had amassed quite a stable of victims in that time.

	Connor had wanted Shane to help him capture the ghost, claiming he wasn’t like the old members of the Endless Night. That he was just in it to make a quick buck. Neither of those appealed to Shane, and he had no desire to help the man.

	Once Martin was dragged off by the ghost, Shane had little choice but to join Connor and his mercenary crew to track the spirit down. None of the team survived to tell the tale. Just Connor, who had slipped out in the middle of a flood with Switchyard’s haunted item while Shane got Martin to safety.

	With Connor loose and in possession of one of the most dangerous spirits Shane had encountered, he needed to find the man again. The ghost could be worth millions of dollars to other members of the cult. If Connor began amassing a fortune, he’d be able to build the Endless Night in Boston again.

	Shane knew there would be no peace with the cult. He was sure Connor would come after him again. And the cult would also put everyone else in their path in danger. Connor had already shown he didn’t care for the lives of his own men, so innocent bystanders would mean nothing. He had to be found and stopped, no matter the cost.

	“You’re not much of a talker, huh?”

	Shane looked away from the window at the ghost sitting across from him. He’d met Jaker in Boston Common when finding access to the sealed subway tunnels. The ghost’s body was somewhere in the river, but he spent his days in the park reading phones and books over people’s shoulders. Shane could think of worse ways to spend an afterlife. He could think of better ones, too.

	“Something on your mind?” Shane replied quietly, looking around the diner. No one was in earshot to notice him talking to himself. Not that it mattered much; he could have just pretended to be talking on a Bluetooth headset or some such if it came to that. Still, he didn’t enjoy looking suspicious if he didn’t have to.

	He had reconnected with Jaker after escaping the tunnels with Martin. He’d told the ghost he’d let him know how things had gone. Jaker was friendly enough and seemed worried about Shane’s safety. Like most ghosts, he was bored. He didn’t meet a lot of people who could see and interact with him.

	Shane was fine with humoring the ghost. It was good to have more eyes and ears around where Connor and his team had hunted Switchyard, anyway. He was going to have to start from scratch looking for Connor if Shane’s friend, James Moran, couldn’t turn up anything on him.

	Shane’s only other resource was a man named Enzo Colangelo. He’d been supplying equipment to the Endless Night for their ghost-hunting endeavors. He was shady from what Shane had seen, but he seemed like the kind of man who would help for as long as he thought he was getting a benefit. Colangelo was eager to attach himself to Shane, so he’d be useful, at least for a while.

	“What if he uses the ghost to assassinate the President?” Jaker asked. Shane sipped from the oversized mug in his hand and looked over the rim at the ghost.

	“That’s what you’re thinking about?”

	“Well, yeah. Aren’t you? This ghost is a danger. He could be doing anything. He could be robbing banks. Or blowing up the Federal Reserve. He could be hijacking a plane.”

	“How often do you watch movies in the park?” Shane asked. Jaker’s afterlife in Boston Common had afforded him too much time to let his imagination run wild.

	“You said yourself these people are dangerous. Isn’t all of that dangerous?”

	“You’re thinking too… big. The Endless Night is more low-key.”

	“Like a shadow cabal,” Jaker said, nodding knowingly. “I got you. Like Spectre in James Bond. They’re called Spectre for a reason, you know. Means ghost.”

	“It does,” Shane agreed.

	The Cult of the Endless Night was not at odds with any real-life James Bonds; of that, Shane was certain. They weren’t terrorists. They were rich, greedy, and amoral. They were people who would do anything to get ahead, and they had stumbled upon ghosts as the means to that end.

	The Cult collected spirits like children collected trading cards. The more unique, the better. But to the Endless Night, unique often meant powerful and dangerous. They would buy and sell the worst of the worst as status symbols. Others, they used as spies and, Jaker would be happy to know, assassins.

	Their targets might have been political, personal, business, or even random. Shane didn’t care. They used the dead to line their pockets and buy power and position. And he had done his best to stop it.

	He had ended the cell in Florida and thought he had squashed them in New England as well, but Connor’s efforts to gain control of Switchyard would put him in a position to restart the cult with him in charge.

	Most of the old cult members Shane had met seemed like fools. They played a dangerous game and understood little of the consequences of trafficking in dangerous spirits. But they had proved to be more dangerous than many others he’d encountered in his life. Being reckless with deadly spirits and having no regard for the damage they caused was a dangerous combo.

	The fact that the cult had broken into his home and taken Carl’s remains was the last straw in Shane’s mind. The Cult of the Endless Night was too dangerous to be allowed to exist. At least this time, Shane had a chance to stop them before they really got started.

	“I just can’t believe there are people out there selling ghosts for more money than I ever saw in my life,” Jaker said.

	“People can put a price on anything,” Shane said.

	Jaker nodded and chewed on his lower lip.

	“What do you think I’d be worth?” Jaker asked after a moment.

	The question caught Shane off-guard, and he stared at the ghost in silence for a beat.

	“That’s a weird question, isn’t it?” the ghost said finally.

	“It is,” Shane agreed.

	He needed to get his feet on the ground again and stop wasting time with Jaker. But he had no leads to follow. Not until James got back to him.

	Connor was trafficking in haunted items, and if he was smart, he would sell Switchyard. A ghost of his abilities would be worth a fortune. And if someone was moving a ghost like that, then word would get back to James Moran. It was his niche, after all.

	It was clear that Connor had resources. He had assembled a mercenary team to help him catch the spirit. But he had been a low-ranking member of the cult before Shane had taken them out. He was no big fish. Whatever he had would be limited, and he’d need more. That was Shane’s in.

	Shane finished his coffee and headed out onto the street to have a cigarette. Jaker followed him to the sidewalk, and both stood against the café’s wall as people and cars passed them by in a steady stream.

	“Why don’t you get that ghost who helped you in Florida?” Jaker suggested. Over the time they had spent together, Jaker had pieced together the events that led Shane to Boston after asking endless questions that resulted in sparse answers. It wasn’t that he wanted to keep Jaker in the dark, he just didn’t want to talk about any of it. The ghost was relentless, however, and had managed to get most of the story.

	“What for?”

	“To help find Connor,” Jaker suggested. “He’s a psychic, right?”

	“I’ll find Connor,” Shane countered.

	If Shane had things his way, he’d never see Thomas Coulson again. The ghost that had robbed his house had proven a valuable ally during Shane’s fight with the Endless Night in Florida, but he was also dangerous. A ghost that could pass for living, that had psychic powers, and that seemed indestructible was not something to be taken lightly. The cult had coerced Coulson into helping them once before, and that made him a liability, not an asset.

	“No, I know,” Jaker said. “It’s just that you’ve been waiting a while for your friend to give you a lead is all.”

	Shane exhaled smoke through his nose and looked at the ghost.

	“I’m just saying,” Jaker continued, holding up his hands defensively. “It could be faster.”

	“You worry too much,” Shane told him. He was waiting on James Moran because he said he would call, nothing more. If James had no leads, Shane would dig deeper. The Endless Night was dangerous, but its members weren’t as smart as they thought they were. And Connor was as reckless as they came.

	Shane was midway through his third cigarette when his phone rang. Jaker perked up as Shane raised it to his ear, his years of eavesdropping and reading over shoulders in the park causing him to forget the ideas of privacy and personal space. Shane turned his back on the ghost.

	“James,” he said as a way of greeting.

	“Shane, sorry I took so long getting back to you.”

	“It’s fine,” Shane said, taking a long drag on his cigarette as Jaker listened at his shoulder. “Any word on Connor or the ghost?”

	He could hear James sigh and rustle some paperwork.

	“Very little, I’m afraid.”

	Shane grunted as James continued.

	“That, in and of itself, has proven to be something of minor interest. You said Connor told you he was some kind of accountant for the cult?”

	“Yeah. I assume he was lying, but that was what he said.”

	“Your assumption was correct. Preston Martell did the accounting for the Endless Night in New England. Any pseudo-business accounts were handled by his firm.”

	“Martell,” Shane said. He was the first contact they’d made with the Cult. He was a lower-level drone with no actual power, but he was a customer of James’ before the job that roped Shane into their world.

	“I checked in with the Martells, who you can imagine were not happy to hear from me. Though Preston was reluctant to answer questions, I might have used your name to help motivate his cooperation. He had never heard of anyone named Connor, and the man’s description was not one he recognized.”

	“You think he was being honest?” Shane asked as he finished his cigarette.

	“I was surreptitious in my questioning. I believe he was forthcoming.”

	Shane was not sure what to make of the information. Connor might have used a fake name and lied about what he had done. But he seemed to have a lot of inside information about how the cult operated, and that had to mean he was not just an outsider or someone nobody knew.

	Preston Martell might not have been a big fish in the pond, but if he was a money man, he had some useful information. So, who was Connor to have escaped notice?

	“As for this subway spirit, I have not heard of it being offered through any of the usual channels. If this man is selling it, he has yet to make it known, or he has arranged for a private sale,” James explained.

	Shane nodded, looking out over the park once more as he sifted through anything that might help him track down Connor. Only one option remained.

	“Thanks for checking into it, James.”

	“I’m sorry I didn’t find anything helpful. I will let you know if anything else turns up.”

	“Sounds good, thank you,” Shane replied, ending the call.

	Connor was keeping his business to himself. That might have been to keep people like Shane and James out of the loop. Just as likely, he was keeping the rest of the Endless Night out of the loop until he’d established himself. There had to be others who wanted to fill the vacuum in Boston after West’s death who were still biding their time. If Connor hopped on it first, he might prompt others to horn in as well and create a turf war.

	Whatever the reason, the only place Shane knew of where Connor had been was Enzo Colangelo’s.

	Shane slipped his phone into his pocket and stripped his cigarette butt, returning it to the pack.

	“Where are you going?” Jaker asked.

	“To see a man about a cult.”


Chapter 2: Death Dealer

	 

	Enzo Colangelo had been out of Boston since Shane emerged from the subways with Martin. The man had left on business about which his secretary would share no details. But she had told Shane when her boss would return and, now that James had turned up with nothing, he was Shane’s best bet.

	Colangelo had an undeniably dangerous quality about him. His warehouse held haunted items and ghost-hunting gadgets of suspect quality and origin, not to mention weapons and more. He had been a supplier for the Endless Night and was a less-scrupulous version of James Moran with more of a hunger for profit.

	Shane didn’t think Colangelo was a bad person or a member of the cult, but he wasn’t a good man, either. He operated in the same gray area so many in that world occupied.

	The warehouse was nondescript and forgettable from the outside. Shane parked next to a truck with a flat tire and rust spots that had eaten through the chassis. It was bordered by weeds in the cracked and uncared-for parking lot on a quiet street.

	Distant traffic was the only noise and, just as with Shane’s prior visit, there was little sign of life in the neighborhood. A solitary car drove past as he headed to the front doors of the warehouse.

	The front office was empty when Shane entered. The secretary’s chair was pushed into the desk and everything in the room was powered down. He continued down the hallway to the door that led to the warehouse proper, the only sound coming from his feet on the cheap carpeting.

	He wondered if maybe he’d been told the wrong information, or if Colangelo had been held up and was not coming back into town yet. Except the front door had been unlocked, so someone had to be there.

	Shane pushed open the door to the warehouse proper. The place was dark, the loading doors closed, and the windows shuttered. A faint sound came from across the room, beyond the scattered tables and shelves of items that Colangelo kept in stock.

	Shane’s breath misted before his face as he stepped into the dark room, and he cursed. A flash of movement rushed forward, crouched low like a football player, driving a shoulder into his gut.

	The ghost hit Shane with unexpected force, knocking the wind from him as they tumbled into the hallway and crashed onto the floor. Cold, clammy hands grasped at his face and Shane shook his head, preventing the spirit from getting a grip.

	He gulped in deep breaths while the ghost planted swift but powerful punches into his ribs with one hand and gouged a thumb into his eye with the other.

	Shane growled like an animal and bucked his hips, taking his attacker off balance. The ghost’s hand slipped over Shane’s mouth and he spread his jaws, sinking teeth into the blade of its hand.

	The ghost pulled away and lost a chunk of itself in the process. Shane used the opportunity to roll, forcing it against the left wall of the hallway and giving him a chance to take the spirit by the throat and squeeze.

	He could see now that the ghost was a man, short and stocky with a broad, flat nose and a single, long cut that ran from his forehead to his chin, glistening red as though it had just happened.

	The ghost clutched at its throat while Shane held tight and adjusted his position to apply more pressure to its neck. The ghost kicked feebly, unable to overcome Shane’s leverage, and scratched at his arms instead.

	Shane leaned his forearm over the ghost’s neck and grasped his wrists, incapacitating him.

	“Hell of a way to greet people,” Shane said, his breath still coming in heavy gasps. The ghost said nothing and continued to struggle until Shane leaned harder.

	Ahead of him, the door to the warehouse opened, and he heard a woman gasp.

	“What the hell is going on?” Colangelo asked suddenly. Shane lifted his head, catching sight of Colangelo and his secretary, holding takeout boxes lined with red and white checked paper.

	“Oh, hey. There you are,” Shane said.

	“Shane Ryan? What are you doing here?” he asked.

	“Looking for you. This yours?” he replied, nodding at the ghost.

	“That’s Louis. He’s security. You want to let him up before you pop his head like a cork?”

	Shane looked down into the ghost’s scarred face.

	“Classic misunderstanding, huh? You going to behave yourself if I let you go?”

	The ghost grunted as Colangelo came forward.

	“’Course he is. Right, Louis?” he said sternly.

	Shane let up the pressure slightly, and the ghost didn’t move.

	“Right, boss,” he replied in a voice like sandpaper.

	Shane pulled his arm away and slowly leaned back onto his haunches before standing upright. Louis waited until Shane was up before doing the same.

	“You always break into places and then beat people up?” the ghost asked.

	“Door was unlocked. Not exactly breaking-in,” Shane said.

	Louis looked at the secretary, who looked at Colangelo. Colangelo shrugged, holding up his food.

	“We walked half a block for some brunch. Didn’t think it was going to matter.”

	“He could have stolen anything if I wasn’t here,” Louis said, anger in his voice.

	“Not sure you being here would change any plans I had,” Shane pointed out.

	The ghost scowled at him and Colangelo waved his food container in the air between them.

	“Alright, alright. Pissing contest later. Come to my office,” he said, effectively dismissing the ghost as he pushed between the other two and into the darkened warehouse.

	The secretary returned to her office and Louis sunk back into the shadows, a sullen look on his face as he glared at Shane one last time. Shane followed Colangelo.

	On his previous visit, the room had been open and well-lit, with a small team of employees sorting through items while Colangelo manned a desk on the far side of the space. Now, despite the early hour, it was like the operation had been shut down.

	The door closed behind Shane, plunging them into darkness, but Colangelo seemed unconcerned.

	It took a moment for Shane’s eyes to adjust, but when they did, he could make out a faint glow beyond the shelves, back where he’d first met the other man. He could see his silhouette heading in the same direction, holding his food like a prized treasure.

	Colangelo must have left a computer on. A faint murmuring that Shane could not make out came from it, like a video that had been left playing. The businessman made his way across the warehouse, moving carefully between tables and around crates and boxes that seemed to have been dropped with no care or order.

	Following the other man’s path in the dark was harder than it should have been, given the amount of junk lying around that Colangelo seemed to have already mapped out in his head. By the time he rounded the final steel shelf and came upon Colangelo’s desk, the other man was seated and eating.

	Colangelo was bathed in white light from the laptop’s screen. The sound from his speakers was tinny and low, and Shane could still barely make out what he heard.

	Colangelo ate a sandwich, something fried from the smell of it, and there
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