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A Familiar Face

	 

	There was little evidence that ghosts were more active on certain days of the year, despite what pop culture had tried to establish. In James Moran’s experience, hauntings were no more dangerous on Halloween than they were on Arbor Day. But that was a general observation. There were specific instances in which some ghosts chose to be more active. More dangerous.

	The winter solstice, for instance.

	It was the shortest day of the year. The sun rose at 7:13 that morning. It set at 4:15 in the afternoon. A mere nine hours of light and fifteen hours of darkness.

	James had closed the store early. It was a Thursday, and he was not open on Fridays anyway, so he didn’t expect any customers to mind that much. The doors were locked by four.

	He had busied himself with any relevant paperwork during the day, so he had nothing to finish up by the time the lock tumblers clicked into place. He was ready to go. Or he would have been, had he any intention of leaving.

	Once the lights were out, James headed to the back of the shop and through his office to a nondescript door. He used a key from the small keyring he kept in his front pocket and unlocked it before heading down into the basement.

	The poured cement walls were always cold, and there was a faint sense of dampness in the air all the time. In the spring, he sometimes had to use a dehumidifier to keep it dry.

	Few people had been down to the basement, and aside from himself, no living soul had been in every room down there. There were things in the basement that the living were not meant to see.

	Some of the rooms contained holding cells. James had learned about them years earlier; simple cells made from lead-based glass that contained spirits in much the same way a prison cell held a convict. Only these cells could hold their prisoner forever if needed.

	Other rooms held other things, particularly dangerous items that required extra safeguards—things of that nature. Many of the rooms were empty; James didn’t make a habit of holding spirits prisoner long-term. He was no warden. Sometimes, it was just a precaution. Sometimes.

	Still jingling the keychain in his hands, James traveled down the narrow hallway at the bottom of the stairs to the farthest door. It was narrow and painted dark green, set into a cement frame with a reinforced iron border. The door was heavier than it looked. A panel of lead was embedded beneath the wooden exterior. It made it harder to move but ensured safety.

	Beyond the door was another narrow hallway. He sealed the door behind him and continued. James had turned the place into more of a vestibule. There was a coat rack with a sweater and a jacket, from which he picked the jacket. He had a hot plate, a small fridge, and a tiny cupboard in which he kept coffee and tea, and a few bottles of something stronger. He chose a bottle of Van Winkle Kentucky bourbon and poured himself a small glass before heading to the next door.

	Like the previous door, this one was heavy and lead-lined. The internal locks clanked and rumbled as he turned the key. He pulled the door open and slipped into the dark room that awaited him.

	The temperature was chilly, as always. Even if it had not been winter, nothing could keep the chill out of the air, hence the jacket he had put on.

	The overhead light, a simple bulb in a plain fixture, buzzed to life with the flick of a switch. It was positioned over a wingback chair he had acquired many years earlier, and a side table onto which James set his glass of bourbon.

	Across from the chair was a glass cell. Inside, on a small, wooden table, was a skull. The skull was stained with age, the bone a creamy yellow color with some splotches of brown here and there. The most notable feature, though, was the large, crescent-shaped hole in the scalp that had nearly split the skull in two. It had been a clear killing blow, delivered with a thick blade, perhaps an ax. James had never found out for sure.

	He sat in the chair and adjusted his jacket, looking at the empty cell and then his watch. It was almost 4:30.

	“James,” a voice said.

	There was nowhere to hide in the cell. It was bare glass in the center of a bare room. Yet every time they did this ritual, their once-yearly meeting, James found himself glancing one way when his companion appeared from the other.

	The man’s face was stern but not angry or menacing. He reminded James of his grandfather, and even his father to a degree. He wore a long coat of green, the white cuffs and lapels pristine in every way. The leather collar pressed against the flesh of his neck and the red vest fit snugly to a body that was perhaps just a little out of shape for a soldier in the Continental Marines. His white breeches were as clean as his coat, but the black boots had mud scuffed around the edge.

	“Major Nicholas,” James said in greeting, with a nod.

	Major Samuel Nicholas had served in the Continental Marines some two hundred and fifty years earlier. He had also started Moran and Moran and was James’ ancestor.

	“One more year gone by,” the Major said.

	He began to pace the length of his cell. It was five strides across, longer than most of the others James had in the basement. It was the first he’d ever had constructed, thus the parameters were a work in progress at the time.

	“One more year,” James agreed.

	The Major only appeared on the winter solstice once the sun had set. It was his ritual. His affectation, for lack of a better word. He stayed hidden away in the skull the rest of the year, clearly conscious of the passage of time but never willing to show himself. Or, at least, that was how it seemed.

	“How has business been this year?” Nicholas asked.

	“It’s been well,” James replied. He leaned back in his chair and took his bourbon, swirling it but not drinking. “Some good acquisitions and a few surprises.”

	“What manner of surprises?” the Major asked.

	He rarely looked at James when he spoke. He looked around the room, at the floor, the walls, the light, and the door. His eyes wandered habitually.

	“Oh, nothing to concern yourself with. An organization that traffics in the dead. They had become troublesome.”

	“An organization?” the spirit asked.

	“A cult. Gone now.”

	“I see. How interesting that must have been.”

	“Things were touch and go for a time, as they say,” James said.

	“Hmmm,” the ghost intoned. His eyes fell on James then, meeting his gaze for the first time. “Touch and go.”

	James took a sip of his bourbon and held eye contact. The ghost looked away first, pacing the cell again.

	“Your troubles seem to grow every year, James. Every year, some new threat looms. Bigger. Bolder. More dangerous.”

	“It is the nature of the business,” James replied. He had not felt that any danger was growing bigger, and no one year had truly been worse than those before.

	“Do you not fear what is coming?” the Major asked.

	James took another sip of his bourbon and sighed. Usually, their conversation was longer before such topics arose.

	“You know how I feel,” James replied.

	The ghost smiled, and it was quite humorless.

	“Do I know how you feel, James?”

	“You know my thoughts on this matter. Major.”

	The ghost chuckled and rolled his shoulders.

	“Is it wrong for me to be concerned? We are family, James. You are like a son to me.”

	James finished his drink and set the empty glass on the table. The two of them had met like this many times now. James was not sure why he continued to do it. Surely, some of it was due to curiosity of the most morbid kind. That the ghost would only come out to talk on this one day of the year was fascinating in its way.

	“Will you ever let me out of here, James?”

	The ghost let his fingers trace along the panel of glass that separated them. He had not always been kept there. James had the skull long before the glass. Back then, he was free in the room, as free as he could be. The walls were lined with lead, as were the doors. James would sit outside, in the vestibule, and they would speak through the doors.

	“What would you do if I let you loose?” James asked him.

	The ghost smiled.

	“Talk to you, my boy. And see the world once more. I should like to gaze upon the moon again.”

	“I’m sure you would,” James muttered.

	Major Samuel Nicholas had been the first in James’ family line to truly understand the nature of the dead. To link the idea of a spirit to an item that inextricably bound it to the world of the living. He had been the first to understand the power of iron and salt. He was a genius in a secret world that others could not—would not—understand.

	Nicholas knew the importance of discretion. “The better part of valor,” it had once been said. He knew that he could not appear as an unhinged madman ranting about spirits trapped in old pocket watches and bayonets. Instead, he was a stalwart man of cool demeanor and measured thought.

	Nicholas founded Moran and Moran as a business because he understood the value. But he also had an appreciation for the importance of the work they did. It was irresponsible to allow just anyone to have access to dangerous spirits that could harm others and wreak havoc. He established rules. Order. Understanding.

	Too often, the job of ghost hunting, divining, spirit communication, and all other manners of paranormal endeavors were left in the hands of the ignorant at best, and the deceitful at worst. Charlatans ran rampant in the Major’s day, and the average citizen lacked the savvy of the modern individual, who might have still been naïve but not in the same way.

	James had no illusions that what his ancestor did was philanthropic. He was an entrepreneur who saw the profit that could be had. But it was tempered by ethics. Why should a man who offers a service not get paid?

	“Will you keep me here until you die, James?” the Major asked. He held eye contact again. James had contingencies in place if anything were to happen to him.

	“You talk about the future much more than the past,” James pointed out. It was true, of course. The Major rarely spoke of his experiences. He was focused on James. On tomorrow. On what might be coming.

	“The past is dead,” the Major stated. “Deader than me. Why unearth something of no value? But what is yet to come—that is worthy of our attention. Yours and mine, James. Yours and mine.”

	“Do you see us bonding? Or running Moran and Moran as partners, like it was when the business was founded?”

	The Major smiled and he shrugged, his green coat wrinkling and bunching oddly. The fit was not precise and did not move properly with his body. It was a curious thing for ghostly clothing to do.

	“We could do many things. You just need to open the door.”

	“What was your wife like, Major?” James asked.

	The ghost kept staring at him. His eye contact was not wavering now. He had stopped blinking, in fact. Green eyes the color of swampy water fixed on James but became distant at the same time. It was not that he was staring at James, it was more like he was staring through him.
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