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	City of Ghosts

	Book 1



	
Chapter 1: The Bedouin

	 

	“Yeah. Love you too, doll,” Danny Edelman chuckled. “Talk to you tomorrow, right?”

	“Right,” Christina laughed.

	Danny hung the old phone up and stretched for a moment on the couch. He scratched his stomach, sighed, and got to his feet.

	Gettin’ old, Danny. You are gettin’ old. He adjusted the tie of his robe, stepped into his slippers, and shuffled his way into the kitchen. Pausing in the center of the room, he peered at his cabinets, wondering what he wanted for a late-night snack.

	Cookies? Maybe some milk? Yeah, that sounds good. Hell, might as well make it chocolate milk.

	Danny fixed his snack, then decided to take it into the bedroom. He yawned and wandered out of the room. He walked down the apartment’s hallway, glanced into his small trophy room, and stopped. With a groan, he shook his head and walked into the room, pausing to set his food on a shelf.

	He had left the window open for some fresh air, and it was due to rain in the early morning.

	That’s the last damned thing I need to clean up, he grumbled. I really am getting old. Forgettin’ stuff all the time now. Damn it.

	Danny walked past the long, rectangular wooden box that occupied a pedestal table in the room’s center. He smiled at it, wondering what the Bedouin was doing.

	Probably ranting in that damned Arabic of his, Danny chuckled. Last time I let him out when Kris and Mack were here, the Bedouin was fit to be tied. Had to use the iron just to get him back into the box. He’s entertaining as all hell.

	Danny reached the window, pulled the sash down, and locked it.

	He turned around and one of his feet slid partially out of its slipper. Danny stumbled, tripped, and reached out to balance himself, fearful of a fall. His outstretched hand struck the pedestal table and knocked the Bedouin’s container to the floor. There was a crack, and the lid of the box sprang open.

	Danny froze, his mind racing. His right hand dropped to his right thigh, searching for the piece of iron he carried in the pocket of his pants, and he realized he was wearing his pajamas.

	Pants are in the bathroom! Danny tried to run to the door, but the Bedouin appeared.

	He was a short man, clad in ragged, off-white clothes. The ghost wore the headdress and garb of a Bedouin, a nomad of the Arabian Desert. His face was deeply tanned and scarred. The ghost’s mustache was flecked with white, and his weathered hands clenched into fists.

	He stood between Danny and the door.

	I’ll bluff my way past him, Danny decided, forcing himself to appear in control of the situation as he straightened his back.

	“Get out of the way,” Danny ordered, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.

	The ghost snapped at him in Arabic, and Danny rolled his eyes. Trying not to tremble, he squatted and reached for the knife.

	The Bedouin stepped toward him and, before Danny could reach the weapon, the ghost struck him.

	The blow was hard and cold, knocking Danny to the floor. His heart raced as he tried to scramble past the dead man. The effort was in vain.

	With a harsh laugh, the Bedouin took hold of Danny by the hair and dragged him out of the room and into the hallway. Danny tried to strike at the hands, knowing even as he did so that the effort was useless.

	Danny jerked his head back and tore his hair free, leaving some of it in the dead man’s grasp.

	Scrambling away, Danny crawled toward the bathroom, reaching the tiled floor of the entrance before the dead man took hold of his ankles and tugged him back.

	Latching onto the doorframe, Danny gasped in pain, struggling to pull himself into the bathroom. The dead man snarled and spat while Danny continued his efforts. His pants slipped off, and he accidentally launched himself into the bathroom with enough force to strike his head on the cabinet. The blow caused his vision to become hazy as he rolled onto his stomach.

	With pain thundering in his skull, Danny tried to sit up. As he did so, the Bedouin entered the bathroom, grinning. Danny looked at the old wicker hamper, saw a pants leg hanging out of the mouth, and made a desperate grab for it.

	The dead man slapped Danny’s hand aside and took hold of Danny’s head. He opened his mouth to swear at the ghost, but it was already too late. The Bedouin smashed Danny’s head into the cabinet and silenced him forever.

	 

	***

	 

	“How did you hear about this one?” Harry asked.

	“Luck,” Enoch Liddell replied. “I ran into a detective who used to be a patrolman when I still worked on the force. He told me about the case.”

	Enoch looked around the small apartment, nose wrinkling at the smell of it. He couldn’t place the scent, but it was unpleasant.

	“Fella lived alone, huh?” Harry asked.

	Enoch blinked. “Yes. Is there a ghost in here?”

	“You can’t feel him?”

	Enoch looked at Harry, the ghost grinning at him. “No.”

	Harry rolled his eyes. “Yeah, there’s a ghost in here. I saw him duck out and peep at us from the room down the hall. He doesn’t look too happy about us.”

	“I am not worried about his happiness,” Enoch stated. “Only filling our quota and not getting caught by the police in the process.” He unconsciously flexed his fingers in the latex gloves he wore to prevent his leaving fingerprints behind at the crime scene.

	Enoch took a small blackjack out of his pocket. The leather was cracked and worn, the lead bearings inside of it always appearing to be on the verge of bursting out.

	“Lead the way,” Enoch ordered, and Harry did so, the large ghost moving down the hall toward a room on the right. As they neared it, the lights in the hallway flickered, and the ghost they had come to capture appeared in the doorway.

	The figure looked like an Arab extra in a movie from the forties or fifties about the French Foreign Legion. There was nothing silly about him though. Enoch knew he wasn’t looking at a caricature, but a man who had once been a killer.

	The Arab charged out of the room, hands outstretched as he reached for Harry. Enoch’s ghostly companion planted his feet, squared his shoulders, and punched the Arab with enough force to knock him backward.

	As Harry approached the fallen dead man, Enoch walked into the room and saw a knife and a lead-lined box on the floor. Enoch took a pair of heavyweight leather gloves out of his pocket, pulled them on, and, as Harry and the Arab battled in the hallway, he picked up the knife. For a moment, he turned it over and examined it. The blade was curved and set in a dull, mother-of-pearl handle. With a shrug, Enoch lifted the box, dropped the knife into it, and closed the lid.

	Harry let out a laugh from the hallway as his foe disappeared. As Enoch turned to face the dead man, Harry shook his head.

	“Guy was a helluva scrapper,” Harry observed.

	“Are there any more of them in here?” Enoch asked.

	Harry shook his head. “Not that I know of.”

	“Good. There is something else I have been meaning to speak to you about.”

	Harry raised an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

	“There is a woman who has been poking around some of the scenes where we recovered items,” Enoch explained. “I have her address at home. Tomorrow night, I would like you to go to the house and kill her and her husband.”

	Harry frowned. “Just ‘cause she’s been pokin’ around?”

	Enoch nodded. “I do not want her stumbling on us and stopping our retrieval of items. We have a quota.”

	“Yeah, I know all about the quota, boss,” Harry said. “Okay. Yeah, I’ll swing by tomorrow night. Kill ‘em both?”

	“Yes.”

	“Does it need to look like an accident?”

	“I would appreciate it if it did,” Enoch answered, “but if it is not possible, then do not stress yourself. I will take what I can get.”

	“Sure thing. I’ll make it as quick as I can,” Harry added. “Hate it when they take too long to die. Makes me feel like I did it wrong, you know?”

	Enoch didn’t, but he nodded anyway. Tucking the box under his arm, he and Harry left the apartment, the sounds of Detroit a constant, pleasant hum in the background.


Chapter 2: Out of Order

	 

	Mack Finch closed her eyes and tried to marshal her thoughts. She focused on the most recent incident. It had been Danny Edelman, an old sailor who had been found dead in his bathroom, his head smashed against the cabinet.

	Like several other veterans in the Detroit area, Danny had owned a haunted weapon. It had been a source of pride for him, and he had enjoyed showing it off. Both Mack and Kris had seen it before, as well as the distinctly unfriendly ghost who had been connected to it. Danny’s girlfriend, who had known about the knife, had reached out and told Mack that it was missing. It was the only object that had been taken.

	And, like Danny, some of the other veterans had ended up dead, their haunted items missing.

	I told him to get rid of it. Danny couldn’t speak Arabic, and the Bedouin was nasty as hell whenever Danny let him out of the box.

	Who else knew that he had the knife? Did they kill him for it? Hell, did the Bedouin kill him? If it was the living who took it, are they responsible for the other strange deaths that have popped up in the news lately?

	Mack leaned over her keyboard and stared at the computer screen. She bit her lower lip, tapped the mouse with growing frustration, and then clicked on the image in front of her. As the picture zoomed in, she straightened up.

	She had managed to get her hands on an access login for the Detroit Police network, and what she was looking at was a list of recent deaths and homicides and a file she had made of the victims’ obituaries. Several of them were for veterans who had owned items possessed by violent ghosts.

	I’ve been to the scenes, she thought. I’ve talked with the relatives. Some of the deaths look like accidents. Others are undeniably murders.

	All the haunted items from the veterans are gone. Every one of them. Are the ghosts doing the killing? Or is it someone else? And if it’s the ghosts, who’s taking the items afterward?

	Mack shook her head, pushed her chair back as she stood, and paced her small office. She turned sharply on her heel and went back to the computer. Without sitting, she clicked on several windows, setting them side by side until she could see the layout completely.

	Whoever the thief is or are, they seem to be able to gain access to any place in Detroit. But how do they know which deaths are caused by the dead?

	Damn. I’ve been working these cases for two weeks now and I know I’m missing something. It’s there, I just can’t see it! I need an unbiased set of eyes on this.

	Leaning over the back of her chair, she brought up her email, opened a new message, and typed out a note quickly. She paused for a moment, wondering if she should add anything else, and then ended the message with, Love, Mack.

	For a heartbeat, she stared at it, fought back the tightness in her throat, and erased the last two words. During their time together, she and Shane had written volumes worth of letters and emails to each other, and until the relationship had ended, she had always concluded her letters with, Love, Mack.

	No need to bring up any of those memories again. Not at this point in my life. We both made our choices. She pushed aside the bitterness the memories brought up and hit Send.

	A crash from the first floor caused her to jerk around, body tense as she stepped toward the door to her office. Around her, the lights flickered and then went out.

	She listened for the sound of Kris swearing, but she didn’t hear anything.

	There was only silence.

	“Kris?!” she called down to the first floor.

	When her husband didn’t answer her, Mack called to him again.

	She stepped out into the hall and shivered. The temperature was well below the comfortable 70 degrees that she kept it at. Mack paused, her mind processing the cold around her. She knew it could be that her senses were heightened, but she doubted that was the case. Mack focused her thoughts and walked along the edge of the hall to keep the floor from creaking. There was only a sliver of light coming in through the window at the end of the hall, but she still moved easily. They had lived in the house for five years, and she knew its layout well.

	When she reached the stairs, Mack paused and tilted her head to one side, listening.

	Mack glanced at her bedroom door. Her 9mm Glock and a small piece of iron were in the room, on her bureau.

	Without a further look at the stairs, she moved toward her room and then leaped back as the door slammed shut.

	Unsure of where the ghost was, Mack sank into a fighting crouch, her mind racing, trying to determine if he was between her and the master bedroom.

	She crept forward.

	“Uh-uh, sister.” The dead man’s tone was apologetic, though he remained unseen. “Can’t let you get to your iron. Saw it in there. Kind of pleased you and your man didn’t have them on you. Would have made this a helluva lot more difficult.”

	“What’s that?”

	“Killing you.”

	As the last word was spoken, she sprang forward. She grabbed hold of the doorknob, twisted it, and then yelled as a pair of cold hands locked around her upper arms and ripped her backward and off the floor. He held her aloft for a moment and muttered a curse before he threw her down the stairs.

	Mack didn’t touch a single stair on her descent, slamming into the front door about midway up from the floor. Darkness swam in front of her eyes as her face came to rest on the cold, tiled floor.

	The dead man appeared and loomed over her. He was huge, his head less than a foot from the ceiling. His hair was cut short, and his face was square, his nose squat and pug-like. Both ears were what boxers referred to as cauliflowered, and the beige sweater he wore was tight on his massive frame. He wore a pair of light blue corduroy pants that flared out into bellbottoms, and the tips of soft brown shoes protruded from them.

	“Oh hell,” the dead man grumbled, stooping beside her. “You couldn’t have broken your neck or something?”

	She hissed a curse at him as she tried to push herself up off the floor.

	“None of that,” he told her.

	“What the hell killed you?” she forced out, hoping to distract him till her head stopped swimming. Somehow, she needed to get to the kitchen where they had salt.

	He grinned at her, his teeth wide and surprisingly bright.

	“Aneurysm.” He shrugged. “Gotta go somehow, right?” He reached down, took hold of Mack’s sweater, and tugged it up around her neck as he leaned close.

	“I know it doesn’t mean anything, but I’m sorry as hell about this.”

	She tried to swear and struggle, but before she could speak, the dead man snapped her neck, the breaking of her vertebrae the last sound to reach her ears.


Chapter 3: Disagreements

	 

	“Hell, I’m not dead yet.”

	Carl looked at him reprovingly, and Shane sighed, putting the bottle of whiskey down on the desk’s leather blotter.

	“My friend,” Carl said in German, “all I am asking is that you do not drink before seven in the morning.”

	Shane rolled his eyes, picked up his pack of Lucky Strike cigarettes, and shook one out. He put it between his lips and lit it with his Zippo. He held the smoke in his lungs longer than usual, then he exhaled through his nostrils, enjoying the pleasant burn of the tobacco.

	“I’ve been drinking for years, Carl.”

	The dead man nodded. “I know it. We all know it. Even the new ghosts you brought home from your latest excursion know it. And, I might add, there has been some dissent about these newest housemates.”

	“If they’re an issue, I expect you to deal with it.”

	Carl raised an eyebrow, and Shane grinned.

	“No, Carl, I’m messing with you. I’ll deal with them if they get out of hand. They know that, too.” Shane tapped the cigarette’s ashes into a tray beside him. “So, besides the aggravation of the new ghosts, and my choice of morning beverage, what else is going on? Anything?”

	“Not that I am aware of.”

	“Good.” Below him, the new mantle clock in the study chimed seven. Shane picked up his whiskey and drank from the bottle. Carl frowned but refrained from saying anything.

	Setting the bottle back down, Shane stood, stretched, and left the room with the dead man following him. The ghost had been his loyal friend for nearly thirty years, and Shane couldn’t imagine life without him.

	They went to the first floor, and Shane strolled down the long main hall of 125 Berkley Street. In other rooms and from the basement, he could hear the dead. Some spoke in soft, barely intelligible tones. Others laughed and sang. A few argued, and he tried to picture the names to whom the voices belonged.

	Shane Ryan didn’t want any arguments in his house.

	Especially not among the dead. He wouldn’t suffer stupidity. Shane hadn’t in the Marine Corps, and he wasn’t about to start.

	When they entered the kitchen, Shane started the percolator on the stovetop, and as the coffee brewed, he made himself some dry toast.

	“Did you ever pause to wonder what it might be like to eat something other than toast for breakfast?” Carl asked.

	“I don’t have to,” Shane replied, pouring himself a glass of water and taking his cigarette out of his mouth long enough to drink it. “I ate whatever the Marines put in front of me for more than twenty years, my friend.”

	The toast popped up, and he plucked it from the toaster, muttering a curse as he singed his fingertips.

	“When you were a boy, I never believed you would be a stoic.”

	“Neither did I.” Shane dropped the toast onto a plate and carried it to the table. “But here we are.”

	Carl sat across from him, and Shane smiled.

	The dead man frowned. “What is it?”

	“I’m always impressed that ghosts still do the same things they always did when they were alive. Like sitting down. Or that some have nervous tics still. Like you.”

	Carl raised an eyebrow.

	Shane chuckled. “You do have a nervous tic. You tend to adjust your shirt cuffs when I really frustrate you.”

	“It’s a surprise I have not pulled them off,” Carl said dryly.

	Shane took a bite of toast and nodded his agreement. He had finished his food by the time the coffee was ready, and he carried his mug upstairs, careful not to spill any of it on himself. When he reached his desk in the library, he added a healthy dose of whiskey to it and nearly spilled some as someone in his parents’ old bedroom yelled at another ghost.

	Carl held up a hand to stop him. “I will deal with them, my friend.”

	“Thanks.” Shane took a sip of his coffee and turned on his computer, listening with half an ear as Carl reprimanded the dead in the other room.

	When he had logged on, Shane found there were several new emails from potential clients regarding translating various materials, two from friends with questions concerning ghosts, and one from Mack Finch.

	His heart stopped for a moment, and when it started again, it felt as though it would beat through his chest. He took the cigarette from his mouth and stubbed it out.

	She hated it when I smoked.

	Shane stared at the screen, unsure as to why there was an email, and was scared to open it. An old heartache cropped up within him, a reminder of past failures and the foolishness of youth.

	“Shane?”

	He blinked and tore his attention away from the computer to look at Carl.

	“Are you unwell?” the dead man asked.

	“No,” Shane managed after a moment. “Surprised is all. There’s a letter here from an old friend. Honestly, a friend I never thought I’d hear from again.”

	“Ah.” That single word spoke volumes, a subtle reminder that Carl had once been alive and in love. “Is there anything I might do for you?”

	Shane shook his head. “No. I just need to read this.”

	“Of course. Call for me, should you need to.”

	Shane gave a half-hearted wave, then focused on the computer again. He clasped his hands together, rested his elbows on the desktop, and tried to bring himself to open the email.


Chapter 4: Detroit

	 

	“And you are certain they are both dead?”

	Harry turned away from the large picture window overlooking the street and sighed. “Enoch, that’s a helluva question to ask me, isn’t it?”

	Enoch’s mind raced for a moment, searching the proper response for offending someone. His lack of empathy and his inability to grasp social norms and facial cues made conversations difficult, and he had had to study proper responses for years.

	Enoch found the applicable reaction, and he offered Harry a tight smile as an apology. “You know I have to ask, Harry. All the boxes need to be checked off.”

	The dead man chuckled and walked to the rocking chair in the far corner of the room. It seemed impossible that the former fighter could have ever sat comfortably in the chair, and it was strange that he was attached to it. “Yes, I suppose you do. In answer to that, yeah, Enoch, I killed them both. The woman was hard as nails. Fought the whole time.”

	“I am not surprised,” Enoch conceded. He closed the woman’s file on the computer, keeping it in secure cloud storage. “Anything of interest in the house?”

	Harry shrugged and rocked slowly. “Don’t know for sure. There was a safe. Iron and I suppose lead on the inside. Couldn’t figure it out, obviously.”

	“Where was it? Out in the open or any place easily discoverable?”

	The dead man shook his head. “No. I poked around and saw it in the basement. Looks like it should be part of the old coal-burning furnace, but it ain’t. Why? You thinking of going in after it?”

	Enoch considered the question and picked up his pipe. He packed tobacco into the bowl methodically and lit it before he offered an answer. “No. I think it would be too much trouble. More than likely, it is being used to confine someone. However, we are nearly at our quota at this time and are merely awaiting a response as to whether or not our client wants more. If he does, then we will entertain the idea of going into the house for the safe.”

	“Fair enough.”

	As Enoch smoked, the living man and his dead compatriot sat in silence. A large truck passed by on the street, rattling the photographs hanging on the walls and the Waterford Crystal in its cabinet. Enoch shifted his gaze to the crystal and thought of his mother. She had always been kind to him. So, too, had his father. Yet he couldn’t mourn them. He wasn’t certain he wanted to.

	“Hey, Enoch, what’s the next job?” Harry’s voice cut through Enoch’s cold, distant examination of his feelings toward his parents.

	“I was thinking of the library,” Enoch answered. “There are quite a few well-documented ghosts in the main building. At least two of them are violent and they will help us to fill the quota. I think it should be easy enough to get in and locate them.”

	Harry stopped rocking the chair and looked at him. “That’s a helluva distance.”

	“I know. I was going to try something different, see if it worked or not.” Thinking it a suitable expression, Enoch forced a smile. He inhaled the pipe smoke deeply, enjoying the soft, cherry flavor.

	“What’s that?” Harry asked, interlacing his fingers together on his lap and leaning forward.

	There was no mistaking the coiled violence in the dead man, the obvious joy the idea of fighting brought to Harry’s eyes.

	If he was alive, Enoch thought, I would shoot him for asking so many damned questions.

	Hiding his annoyance behind a neutral demeanor, Enoch answered the question. “I will carve a fair-sized splinter out of the back of your rocker. You know, to see if you are attached to any part of the rocker, or if it has to be the whole thing. Anyway, when I have a piece cut off, we will do a test run to see how far you can go, if at all, past the mile mark.”

	“And if it doesn’t work?” Harry asked. “What then?”

	“Then I rent a van, load your rocking chair into it, and we find a place to park within a mile of the library.”

	Harry chuckled, leaned back, and rocked gently. Enoch took long, slow draughts from the pipe, and enjoyed the warmth of the morning sun’s light coming through the picture window.

	After a short period of silence, Harry inquired, “What are we looking for?”

	“I am not quite certain.” Enoch picked up his tamper, pushed some of the tobacco a little further into the briar bowl of the pipe, and settled into his chair. “The library is known to be haunted, but I suspect I will still need to make several trips to the library to ascertain where exactly a decent ghost might be. If there even is one. Oh, I know of the pleasant, sort of vague spirits drifting around, but I am rather hopeful of finding one who is, shall we say, a bit difficult.”

	Harry nodded. “I gotta ask. Has this new guy told us why he wants all these hardcases?”

	Enoch shook his head.

	“You gonna ask?”

	“There is no need,” Enoch replied. “We get a fair amount to supplement my pension and pay the bills, and we both keep active. Will you be going out tonight?”

	“Sure, if you want me to,” Harry replied.

	“I do.”

	“What do you need me to do?”

	“Look for anything of interest, really. If you can go out, ask around; I would appreciate it. I suppose it will be some time before I can pinpoint a ghost in the library. If we can supplement that with one or two others in the meantime, well, I think that should be just fine.”

	“Sure thing, Enoch. I’ll head out after dark. Prowl around a bit and see what shakes loose.” Harry paused and then asked, “Want I should check on the house from last night, just to see what the cops are up to?”

	Enoch shook his head. “No. There aren’t any prints for us to worry about. No trace evidence. We don’t have anything to worry about.”

	“Sounds good.”

	The dead man continued to rock in his chair, and Enoch smoked his pipe. They enjoyed the stillness of the room and the promise of hunting both the living and the dead.


Chapter 5: Cowardice Defeated

	 

	At noon, Shane Ryan found his emotional courage.

	It was hidden beneath decades of regret, sadness, and embarrassment at the callousness of his youth. Only by battling through all of them did he realize that it had not been a perfect relationship, and it was his fault that it had failed.

	He lit a cigarette, took a drink of his cold coffee, and opened the email.

	 

	Shane,

	I know we haven’t spoken since Fat Tammy’s funeral back in ‘04, but I hope you actually opened this email right away and didn’t wait a month like you did the last one I sent you.

	Anyway, enough of that. I’ve got a problem here in Detroit. There are people turning up dead, and their sole connection is ghosts.

	A friend of Kris’ is a cop and he was over here, talking shop, telling us about these weird deaths and homicides that didn’t make any sense. Most recent one was an old sailor. I knew he had a haunted knife, but his girlfriend is a friend of mine, and she told me it was gone from the guy’s apartment. Someone had taken it. The lead box it was in was gone, too.

	I’ve been doing a little poking around, and there’s something’s going on. I need your help with this.

	So, put your damn translating aside. Send me an email, so I know you got this. Or, better yet, shoot me a text.

	 

	Mack

	 

	Shane read the email several times, disliking the information it presented. He had heard rumors that Mack and her husband had been delving into the world of ghost hunting, but he had hoped it was only rumor.

	The email showed it was not.

	At the bottom of the message was her cellphone number, and he hesitated only a moment before picking up his phone. He disconnected the charger and sent her a simple text.

	This is Shane, Mack. What’s up?

	He held the phone in his hand, staring at it, willing her to respond. Hell, I feel like I’m a teenager waiting for the pretty girl to answer. Heh, suppose I am.

	His phone chimed a moment later, and when he opened the message, his mouth went dry.

	This is Detective Denise Sandoval. Who is this exactly?

	Shane straightened up, his body tense as he responded. Shane Ryan, one of Mack’s friends.

	Could you please call me at this number?

	Shane did so.

	After a single ring, the phone was answered by a soft-spoken woman.

	“Denise Sandoval. Shane… Ryan, correct?”

	“It is,” he answered.

	“Mr. Ryan, could you tell me where you’re calling from, please?”

	He did so, struggling to maintain his composure, fighting back the urge to demand answers. Shane had dealt with plenty of police officers and detectives. Screaming at them never helped matters.

	The detective paused. “Could you tell me how you knew Ms. Finch?”

	“We served in the Marines together, Detective. She sent me an email and asked me to text her. May I ask what’s going on?”

	“I think that’s something I’d like to talk to you about in person if you don’t mind,” she replied.

	He frowned. “Last I knew, Detective, Mack lived in Detroit.”

	“That would be correct. I’m a detective from Detroit PD. I should be in New Hampshire later,” she informed him. “How about we make plans for you to meet me at the local station so we can have a chat?”

	“Yeah, of course,” he answered, suppressing his surprise. “What time?”

	“Let’s say six tonight. Work for you?”

	Not like I can say it doesn’t. “It does. I’ll see you then, Detective.”

	He ended the call and put his phone back on the charger.

	What the hell did you get yourself into, Mack? Shane turned his attention back to the email. What happened to you?

	The old affection he felt for her welled up, and he hoped Mack was all right.

	He doubted she was.


Chapter 6: Questions, Answers, Questions

	 

	Shane had been in the interview room at the Nashua Police Station on Riverside Drive before, and he disliked it. Police tended to have a negative view of anyone they had to bring in for questioning, and he understood that. If you ended up in a room such as theirs, it meant there was a strong chance that you had done something to deserve it.

	And Shane Ryan had done a great many bad acts deserving of punishment.

	He sat at the table, tapping his pack of Luckies on the table, fully aware that the mirror across from him was one-way glass, and equally aware that Detective Sandoval was watching. Eventually, he knew, she would make an appearance. It would be interesting to see how she approached him, to see if she was alone or with another detective from Detroit.

	A small, wicked smile crept across his face despite the seriousness of the situation, and he shook a cigarette out of the pack. He placed it between his lips, lit it, and managed several full drags off of it before the door opened, and Detective Sandoval walked in with another female detective. The women were similar in appearance, in that they had their black hair pulled back in ponytails and they wore suits. Other than that, one of the women had paler skin and a wider face, while the other had darker skin and a narrower face. Both wore charcoal gray suits, and Shane knew, without any doubt, that the women were effective and dangerous.

	Their movements, the graceful way they moved, spoke volumes. The women were neither too tall nor too short, too heavy nor too thin. Their bodies, he suspected, were as sharp as their minds, and he knew that neither of them would broker any nonsense from him.

	Still, he didn’t put out his cigarette.

	The door closed behind them, and Shane stood up as they sat down.

	The women didn’t display any surprise at his act of politeness, and when he sat as well, the one with the darker skin smiled as she asked, “Cigarette?”

	“I already have one, thanks.”

	Her smile faltered, and annoyance flashed across her face.

	“Could you put it out?” the other detective clarified.

	Shane nodded, tapped the ashes onto the table, and pinched out the cigarette. He set it on the table to cool. Smiling, he pushed his chair several feet back, keeping an eye on both of the women. In the enclosed space, they would have the advantage of numbers if they chose to question him thoroughly and violently.

	Shane had no intention of making it easy for them.

	“Mr. Ryan, I’m Detective Sandoval. We spoke before,” the woman with the darker skin informed him.

	“And I’m Detective Perez. We’ve come to question you regarding your relationship with Mackenzie Finch.”

	“Mack and I had dated for a couple of years when we were in the Marines. It was rough. She had her head on her shoulders, and I was a pain. As you can see, it didn’t work out.” He flashed them a smile, making sure they saw his broken and missing teeth.

	“When was the last time you saw Ms. Finch, Mr. Ryan?” Detective Sandoval asked.

	“It was at a funeral for a mutual friend. Back in oh-four.”

	Detective Perez nodded. “And who was that mutual friend and how did they die?”

	“Fat Tammy,” Shane answered. “She blew her brains out over her girlfriend’s corpse.”

	Both the detectives looked at him, their expressions humorless.

	“I’m not joking,” Shane snapped, taking them by surprise. “Tammy Miller got home from work one night and found her girlfriend had fallen down a flight of stairs in their house and had broken her neck. She was so upset that she took out her service revolver and blew her brains out. She was known as Fat Tammy in our unit before she was mustered out for having medical issues.”

	Detective Perez offered a cold smile. “I think, Mr. Ryan, that we may have a misunderstanding between us.”

	“No,” Shane said, giving his anger leeway. “I don’t. What I think is that you and Detective Sandoval flew in from Detroit. I think something happened to someone I had once been extremely close to. Furthermore, I think you think that I had something to do with whatever the hell happened. Which is, of course, why you’re going to ask me why I called her out of the blue, which I didn’t. Because I’m pretty damned sure you saw her e-mail asking me to text her, which was strange enough because we didn’t exactly chat on a regular basis, as evidenced by the time that’s passed since Fat Tammy gave herself a couple of extra holes in the head. Am I pretty close right now?”

	“Extremely close,” Detective Sandoval conceded. “Anything else?”

	“Sure. I can figure out on my own that she was killed. It’s the only reason why two detectives would fly out to me rather than doing some sort of video chat.” Shane shifted his gaze from one detective to the other. Neither looked away from him nor did they seem in the least bit intimidated, which he enjoyed tremendously. “So, let’s carry this all the way. You’re going to want to know where I was yesterday, probably all day since we all know that forensics isn’t like the movies, so it’s not easy getting a time of death. There’s no little magic potion that the medical examiner uses to say something like, ‘Oh, the victim died at precisely two past two in the morning.’ And you must consider me a suspect, right? I mean, why else would you come all the way to New Hampshire? You wanted to look me in the eye, ask me where I was, and see if there was reason to press a little harder with some questions.”

	The last statement caused Detective Perez to frown.

	“Just because I look stupid doesn’t mean I am.” Shane grinned at them without humor. “For the most part, I spent the day at the VA center up in Manchester. I’ve got a couple of old Marines I check in on weekly. After that, I came home, stopped in at the bookstore for something to read, then went to the VFW club for a few drinks. Plenty of cameras everywhere, so I’m sure you’ll be able to track me down that way. Oh, I have an E-Z Pass for the tolls up to Manchester, too.”

	“Anything else?” Detective Sandoval asked.

	He shook his head. “Nope. Not unless you feel like telling me what happened to my friend.”

	“Was she really your friend?” Detective Perez asked.

	Shane glared at the woman and stood up.

	“Sit down, Mr. Ryan, we’re not through,” Detective Perez informed him.

	He picked up his cigarette and flipped her off. “We’re through. You can either let me through the door, or you can beat me down while I walk out the door. Either way, this conversation is over.”

	Both detectives were on their feet before he took more than one step, but rather than advance on him, Detective Sandoval stretched out her arm to keep her partner back.

	“Mr. Ryan,” Detective Sandoval smiled, “I really would appreciate it if you would sit down again, at least for a few minutes.”

	“Your time’s up. I’ve given you both more than you’re worth. I’m going home. You want to arrest me, I’m good with that. Jail food’s not that bad.” He waited for their decision.

	Detective Sandoval shrugged and nodded toward the door.

	Shane left the interview room and turned to the main exit. Uniformed and plainclothes police watched him, several whom he knew. He was certain they all had heard the exchange between him and the detectives and he didn’t care.

	Mack Finch was dead, and Shane wanted to know why.

	 

	***

	 

	“What do you think?” Jacinta Perez asked.

	Denise sighed and sat back down as Jacinta closed the door.

	“I think he’s a hardcase,” Denise responded.

	Jacinta chuckled and sat down again. “Headcase, too.”

	Denise nodded her agreement. “I don’t think he had anything to do with the deaths, though. He’s not the most subtle guy.”

	“No. The defensive wounds we saw on Finch, plus her history, means we should have seen something on Ryan,” Jacinta added.

	“Yeah, everything on him is old.”

	Jacinta laughed and shook her head. “Man, he looks like he’s been put through the wringer.”

	“Well, you saw the information on him,” Denise yawned. “He’s a fighter. Hell, wasn’t he arrested for a fight last June?”

	“Think so.”

	“I think he would have hit you,” Denise grinned.

	Jacinta rolled her eyes. “I have no doubt he would have hit me. It wouldn’t have ended well for either of us, but he definitely would have hit me. So, when do you want to check out his alibis?”

	“Just as soon as we get something other than airport food into us,” Denise answered. Her stomach grumbled, and the two women chuckled.

	“What do you think he did in the Marines?” Jacinta asked.

	“Killed people.” Denise stood and stretched. “Lots of people.”

	“Hell, I bet he killed entire towns full of people,” Jacinta added. “He probably killed them just by smiling at them.”

	“You saw that, too, huh?”

	Jacinta nodded. “Someone knocked those missing teeth out for him.”

	“What do you think happened to them?” Denise asked, opening the door and holding it for Jacinta.

	“I think we’d need a cadaver sniffing dog to find out.”

	“Yeah. Me, too.”

	The pair of detectives left the interview room and went in search of food.


Chapter 7: Walton Substation

	 

	Reggie White hated being cold. His loathing of the fall and the winter months drove him to seek shelter wherever he could, and so, during the summer, he spent a fair amount of his time searching for places to stay later in the year.

	It was a level of planning he despised, especially since it adversely interfered with his constant quest to panhandle enough money to get high.

	When he shuffled up to the framework of the chain-link fencing around the Walton Substation, he was pleased to see the majority of the fence was gone. Only the steel posts remained. Beyond them were bushes and trees, and the crumbling brick façade of the Walton Substation.

	Reggie didn’t know any of the station’s history, or even what it had been a substation for. He didn’t care to find out. All he knew was that it looked solid and there was a glimmer of hope that he had found a place to ride out the rest of the winter. There had been a warm spell for a few days, and all the snow had melted except for the huge piles in the parking lots, but Reggie knew there’d be more cold, if not more snow, to go with it.

	He pushed his way past the trees and the bushes, prowling around the walls of the building until he came to a large opening. Reggie picked his way forward, wary of sharp objects and pitfalls. He doubted anyone would hear him if he screamed. Reaching into the back pocket of his pants, he patted the almost full bottle of rotgut whiskey he had picked up earlier in the morning. When his fingers found and touched the shape of it through his pants, his shoulders sagged with relief. His fear of losing his liquor was constant and overwhelming at times.

	Reggie made his way further into the building, scanning the walls and the roof, looking for leaks and anything else which might make a stay in the substation unpleasant. There were plenty, he realized, but after half an hour of searching, he found a spot.

	He saw he hadn’t been the only one to determine the location was safe. An old sofa, one that reminded him of his grandfather’s, sat at an angle in one corner. There were no signs of recent habitation, though. The entire piece of furniture was covered in dust and looked as though no one had sat on it in twenty or thirty years.

	Reggie moved forward and inspected the walls behind the couch. They were solid and didn’t appear to have any cracks that might allow the water or cold air to seep directly in.

	Facing out from the corner, Reggie looked out over the room and saw it was in excellent shape. Most of the roof was intact, and the ceiling was at least twelve feet high, if not higher.

	Could build a fire back here, he thought, looking down at the debris-covered floor beneath his feet. Sure could. Build a fire, bank the damned thing, and get me some decent bedding. Could even line the walls a bit, keep the heat in and the cold out. Go up to the Mission and get some grub. Be a long way, but it’d be worth it. Place like this. Damn right, it’d be worth it.

	Reggie hummed a bit of a blues song to himself as he cleared away some of the mess behind the couch, then straightened up and scanned the rest of the room, eyes searching for anything else that might prove of use to him.

	He stiffened, his heart quickening at the sight of a small boy standing near the back wall. The child, dressed poorly and extremely thin, glared at Reggie and disappeared.

	Reggie stood there for a moment, then he rubbed his eyes and looked again.

	The spot where the child had stood was empty, yet there was no place the boy could have gone to. There was no door, no window. No ladder or stairs down that Reggie could see.

	The child had vanished.

	Haunted, Reggie thought and spat on the floor in front of him. Don’t need no ghost in here at night, scaring me. Nope. This isn’t good.

	Reggie turned around and took in the magnificence of the room, the warmth and the comfort it would provide during the worst of the weather.

	Ain’t gonna give this up. Can’t. Too good. Reggie shook his head and squared his shoulders. Clearing his throat, he called out, “I ain’t gonna go nowhere. Gotta stay right here. Gonna be cold out. I won’t bother you, you don’t bother me none. Sound fair?”

	“It ain’t fair,” a small voice said from behind him.

	Reggie jerked around, trying to see where the dead child was.

	He couldn’t see him.

	“Why not, huh?” Reggie asked, his fingers twitching. “Plenty room, kid. I’ll be quiet, too. Promise you that.”

	“I don’t want you here,” the child hissed from a shadow. “I want you to go.”

	“Come on, kid,” Reggie whined. “I got no place to go. It’s gonna get cold again, you know that, and I need a place to stay.”

	Something off to the right caught Reggie’s attention, and he looked in time to see the ghost racing toward him. Reggie tried to turn away and avoid the dead child’s attack, but it was no use. The dead boy slammed into him, knocking Reggie off-balance and sending him tumbling to the floor.

	Reggie tried to roll onto his side, but the ghost was there. He was small and frail in appearance, a jagged slice across his neck and blood staining the front of his dirty shirt. “I hate you!”

	The dead boy stomped with his foot, driving it through Reggie’s elbow and sending a tremendous burst of pain through him. Reggie howled and attempted to stand, but the ghost stopped him with a blow to the head.

	Reggie’s vision went black for a moment, and he lost all his hearing. The dead boy continued assaulting him. Small fists and feet pummeled Reggie, who curled into a ball to try to protect himself.

	It was no use.

	The boy was relentless.

	Beneath the pounding, Reggie felt his ribs break on the left side, then, as he rolled away, a kick to his lower spine caused his legs to go numb.

	Gasping for breath, Reggie lifted his head and found the dead child standing over him, his hands clenched into fists and blood seeping from the neck wound.

	“I told you to leave,” he hissed. “You should have gone when I said so.”

	Reggie tried to answer, but the ghost pummeled him again. Blows rained down on him, and his bladder and bowels let go.

	“Now you gotta stay,” the dead boy told him, squatting and glaring at Reggie. “Now you can’t leave. You know that? You know you’re with me forever and ever?”

	“No,” Reggie begged. “No, I don’t want to be a ghost.”

	The dead boy grinned, opened his mouth to speak, and then jerked his head up. He vanished a moment later.

	The sound of footsteps caught Reggie’s attention, and with a tremendous amount of pain, he turned his head toward the sound. He saw a bland, unremarkable white man coming closer.

	The stranger looked around. “Where is he?”

	Reggie shook his head. “I need help.”

	“Did you see where the ghost went?” the man asked, peering down at him.

	“No,” Reggie answered, shuddering from the pain.

	“Okay,” the stranger sighed. “Guess I have to look around.”

	“Listen,” Reggie wheezed, “help me, please.”

	“No,” the stranger said as he drew a pistol and aimed it at Reggie’s face.

	 

	***

	 

	“You are a cold man.”

	Enoch glanced over at Harry, who lounged on the couch, one leg crossed over the other.

	“I suppose so,” Enoch shrugged. He took the revolver, emptied the shell casings into his jacket pocket, and then broke the weapon down. Enoch cleaned each part and then placed it on the floor. “I could not have him live.”

	“Evidently not.”

	Enoch glanced at the fresh corpse. The dead man was homeless, his rags and demeanor having spoken volumes about him. No one will come to investigate this. Not for a while. They might not even find him until the spring. It will not matter though. The dead boy beat him badly, and this weapon is untraceable. I will scatter the pieces on the way home as well. We need to find the boy’s object, though.

	Without looking up, he asked, “Harry, do you know what the child is attached to?”

	“Yeah. Indian Head penny.” The dead man stood up and stretched. “It’s right over here.”

	Enoch finished with the weapon and followed Harry to the right wall. He came to a stop and squatted down, grunting with discomfort as his knees cracked. From his pocket, he removed a pair of thin gloves, slipped them on, and then removed what appeared to be nothing more than a common billfold. It was, however, a custom piece with lead inserts and a hidden clasp to keep small haunted objects and their ghosts imprisoned. The billfold was something he carried with him at all times.

	Enoch brushed aside bits of trash and old leaves, his eyes searching for the penny. Harry stood close by, watching.

	“Little more to the right,” Harry offered.

	Enoch nodded and shifted his attention to that section. Several minutes later, he uncovered the penny. It was wedged into a crumbling section of mortar between some bricks. Enoch took hold of it, the coin painfully cold through the thin gloves.

	“Leave me alone!” the dead child screamed.

	When Enoch glanced at him, he saw the child standing a few feet from him, fists clenched, and his body shaking. Harry held the dead boy firmly by either arm and the expression on the dead child’s face was one of pure rage.

	“Let me go!” the dead boy snarled. “And leave my coin alone!”

	Enoch turned away and opened the billfold. From the corner of his eye, he saw the child try to break free from Harry’s grasp, but Harry lifted the child up by the arms, laughing as he did so. As the dead boy struggled against the dead man, Enoch dropped the coin into the billfold and sealed it.

	The child disappeared, and Harry stumbled to one side. He chuckled and shook his head. “Hell, you oughta tell me when you’re about to do that.”

	“Sorry,” Enoch replied, unsympathetic but knowing it was the proper response. He straightened up, slipped the billfold into his pocket, and walked back to the pistol. Whistling, he picked up the pieces and put them in his pockets along with the shells.

	It was time to go home.


Chapter 8: Looking Around Town

	 

	His hotel room was small, quiet, and within walking distance of Mack’s house, which was all Shane wanted. He was tired, having taken a lucky flight directly after speaking with the detectives, and ready to rest. But it was still a few minutes before noon, and he had far too much work to do.

	Shane set his pack on the bed and removed his clothes. In silence, he put his clothes away in the drawers, stuck a spare pack of cigarettes in his pocket, and then pulled on a sweatshirt. He hesitated a moment, then he dug out a black watchman’s cap and tugged it onto his head. Lastly, Shane took a map of Detroit out of his knapsack and set it on the desk. Using a notepad and some of the complimentary, plastic-wrapped breakfast pastries as weights, he peered down at the map.

	Going to have to dig around, he thought. Figure out if there are any dead between here and there who might have seen something.

	Tucking his keycard into his wallet, Shane left the room and took the back stairs down to the parking lot.

	I need a weapon.

	He had flown in from New Hampshire, and he had been forced to leave his weapons behind. While he disliked not having his .45 with him and hated not having even a knife, he knew attempting to travel with them would not have been worth the headache.

	He could get a weapon anywhere, of that he was certain.

	A cold wind hit him when he stepped out into the parking lot, and he frowned at it. Forgot how much I don’t like Detroit.

	He took out a cigarette, turned away from the wind, and lit it. The tobacco stung his tongue and his mouth, burned as it went down his throat, and relaxed him completely. Shane turned back into the wind and looked out over the parking lot, letting his mind roam.

	Army Navy store, he thought after several minutes of silence. Check there. Maybe the local DAV. Got to be a couple of old jarheads around who’ll help out a fellow Marine.

	Shane finished his cigarette, fieldstripped the butt, and put the remnants into his pocket. Okay, need a library. Can’t look any of that stuff up on my phone. No evidence. I don’t think either of those detectives who paid a visit will be particularly thrilled to see me.

	Shane grinned at the thought and went back into the hotel. He walked to the reception desk, picked up a brochure with the local bus schedule, and sat to wait for the next pickup. While he sat in the lobby, he drank a cup of complimentary coffee and watched a local news station. Neither impressed him.

	A short time later, he heard the familiar hiss of air brakes and stood, walking out the front entrance to the bus as it pulled up. He climbed on, paid his fare, and took a seat close to the driver, a middle-aged African American who looked as though he was ready for his shift to be done.

	“Excuse me.”

	The driver glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “What’s up?”

	“Is there a public library on this route?”

	The driver nodded. “Yeah. ‘Bout twenty minutes along, give or take.”

	“Thanks.”

	Shane settled back in his seat as the bus started along its route again.

	 

	***

	 

	Enoch rubbed his eyes and yawned, wishing he could have another cup of coffee. His doctor had put him on a strict caffeine-free diet, reminding Enoch that he was getting older and that he needed to consider his body’s dietary needs.

	I hate doctors. I really do. Hate was the only emotion he could sense within himself, and there were times when he nurtured it. But he couldn’t indulge that particular game at the moment. Enoch had to focus, and he did so as he picked up his glass of plain, regular tap water and drank it with a grimace.

	“Whiskey?” Harry asked.

	“I wish,” Enoch answered as he set the glass back on the desk.

	“Huh, figured it was, what with the face you were making and all.”

	“No, not lucky enough for that.” Enoch turned to face the dead man. “Doctor’s orders.”

	The dead man shrugged. “Word from the buyer?”

	Enoch glanced at the computer and shook his head. “It is not surprising, though. He does not make a whole lot of contact.”

	“Know anything about him?”

	“No. I do not need to.” Enoch stretched, then finished his water. “Asking too many questions gets you into trouble.”

	Harry chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth.”

	The email notification pinged, and Enoch turned his attention back to the computer. “I spoke too soon. Seems there is an email from the buyer right now.”

	He opened it and picked up his reading glasses off the desk, settling them on the end of his nose. Enoch frowned.

	 

	Dear Sir,

	I wish to inform you that my need for the dead has increased and that I want to double the number we originally contracted for. This is not open for discussion. Furthermore, I want to ensure that the dead are shipped out immediately upon capture. In your expense account, you will find the additional funds to cover this new financial requirement.

	 

	Sincerely,

	A.K.

	 

	“What’s up?”

	Enoch closed the email and removed his glasses. “Our client wants more ghosts.”

	“What? How in the hell are we supposed to do that?”

	“I am not quite sure,” Enoch answered. He thought about the situation. “I do not think it is too much of an issue, though. We still have the time frame I agreed to. He has not resorted to any of the addendums, so I think that we are going to be fine.”

	“Well, that’s good. I hate being put under too much pressure,” Harry stated. Then he grinned and tapped his temple. “You know, evidently, thinking too much put me in the ground.”

	Enoch stood, picked up his glass, and shook his head. “I will get myself some more water since my doctor evidently wants me to die of boredom.”

	The dead man’s laugh followed Enoch out of the room.


Chapter 9: Elmwood Park Library

	 

	Shane strolled into the Elmwood Park branch of the Detroit Public Library and walked into the stares of a group of schoolchildren. Their eyes were wide, and for a brief moment, Shane felt a ripple of depression, as well as self-consciousness of his scars and his lack of hair.

	Then he realized that, while those aspects of his appearance might contribute to the stares, it was his skin color that singled him out.

	There were no other Caucasians in the room. Or behind the desk.

	Shane grinned. Hell, I must look really scary.

	The librarian, an attractive African American woman, came out from behind the desk and smiled at him. “May I help you?”

	“Yes,” he nodded, “I was wondering if there was a computer here I could use.”

	The flicker of surprise on her face was quickly hidden. “Of course, right over here.”

	One of the children whispered something to his friends, and they all snickered.

	“You’ll have to forgive them,” the librarian said, stopping beside an open computer terminal. “It’s not often they see a white person in the library.”

	“I’m sure,” Shane smiled. “If I’m too much of a distraction, let me know. I don’t want them all riled up because a creepy old white man is around.”

	She laughed and shook her head. “They’ll be fine. Trust me. Your accent, are you from Boston?”

	“Close,” Shane replied. “Nashua, New Hampshire. About forty minutes outside of Boston. I’m Shane, by

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpg
THORNE'S TOME RON. RIPLEY
MORAN ano MORAN RONRIPLEY

CITY or GHOSTS T s

=

HIN
SERIES

BOOKS 138

) ty ,
b ﬁ
e
ﬂ;;

Yi
35
=
e
~=
o)
==






