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CHAPTER ONE


          

          Now

        

      

    

    
      I gave up my eyes in order to see more clearly.

      I like to tell myself that if I had known then what I know now, I never would have made such a Faustian bargain, but the truth is that I probably would have done it anyway. I was pretty desperate in those days, the search for Elizabeth having consumed every facet of my life like a malignant cancer gorging itself on healthy cells, and I’d have tried anything to find even the smallest clue about what happened to her.

      And yet despite my sacrifice, I’m not completely blind. I can actually see better in complete darkness than most people can in broad daylight. I can no longer see colors—everything comes out in a thousand different shades of grey—but at least I can see. Call it an odd side effect of the ritual I underwent, if you will. But the minute you put me in the light, everything goes dark. In direct sunlight I can’t even see the outline of my hand if I hold it right in front of my face. All I see is white. Endless vistas of white.

      Electrical lights are almost as bad, though with a pair of strong UV sunglasses I can see the vague shapes and outlines of things around me. I lose details, of course; even up close, I wouldn’t know the face of my own mother from that of a stranger, but I can tell the difference between a horse and a house.

      Usually.

      Enough to make my way about with the help of a cane, at least. If I have to have light, then candlelight is best. The weaker the better. At home, I prefer complete darkness. It tends to discourage visitors, too.

      Tonight, for the first time in weeks, I had some work to do. The offer filtered down late last night through the handful of people who know how to get in touch with me for just these kinds of things. I don’t have an office. I don’t advertise my services. No “Jeremiah Hunt, Exorcist” business cards or any crap like that. Most of the time, I just want to be left alone. But occasionally, if the time and circumstances are right, I’ll help out the odd individual here or there. I hadn’t decided if I was going to take the job until reviewing the sorry state of my bank account earlier this morning. The monthly checks from the university still come in, the benefits of a well-negotiated severance package in the wake of Elizabeth’s disappearance, but they are never enough for what I need. Searching for someone who may as well have fallen off the face of the earth isn’t cheap. A quick infusion of capital goes a long way.

      Even if it does mean facing off against a homicidal ghost.

      You see, one of the consequences of my decision to relinquish my sight was a new-found ability to see the ghosts that surround us on a daily basis. Arthur C. Clarke once said that behind every man now alive stand thirty ghosts, for that is the ratio by which the dead outnumber the living. And while I haven’t counted them all, I can say with confidence that Clarke was off by more than a few zeroes.

      The truth is that the dead are everywhere.

      They wander the city streets, drifting unnoticed through the crowds. They sit beside you on the bus, stand next to you in the supermarket checkout line; sometimes one or two of them might even follow you home from work like lost dogs looking for a place to stay.

      That little chill you sometimes feel for no reason at all? That’s their way of letting you know that they are there, watching and waiting.

      They like to congregate in public places—subway stations, churches, nightclubs—anywhere that the living can be found in significant numbers. Some say they find sustenance in all that raw emotion, as if they were feeding off us like some kind of psychic vampires, but in the three years I’ve been watching them I’ve never found evidence to support that theory. I think it is more likely that they simply miss us. Miss being alive. When they watch us, their gaze is so full of longing and pain that it’s the only explanation that makes sense to me.

      The dead are everywhere and I can see them as plainly as you can see yourself in a mirror. The buildings around me might be as hazy as a summer fog, but the dead shine brightly even in the dark.

      The feeling of the cab slowing down and pulling over snagged me out of my reverie and back to the present.

      “Here you go, pal. Fourteen sixty-seven Eliot Ave. You sure you want to get out here?”

      While I couldn’t see what he was seeing, I could imagine the neighborhood with little difficulty, and understood his hesitation. I’d driven through the area in the old days and knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that it could’ve only gotten worse instead of better. East Roxbury is one of those places you avoid in mid-afternoon, never mind after dark; a warren of tenement buildings and three-family homes, all of them run-down and decrepit, long past their prime. Graffiti and gang signs are prominent and iron grilles cover the windows, even on the upper levels, scant protection against a stray bullet from the weekly drive-by but good enough to deter the casual crackhead looking for an easy score. The entire neighborhood probably should have been torn down years ago, but should have and will be are two very different things. The place will probably still be standing long after I’m gone; urban blight has a way of hanging around long after its expiration date.

      “Yeah,” I said. “This is the place.”

      I dug in the pocket of my jeans, locating the twenty by the triangle it had been folded into earlier, and handed it through the barrier, asking for a five back in change. I heard the driver shift in his seat, pull out his stack of cash, and shuffle through it. Another creak of old leather as he turned my way. Believing I was good and truly blind, which wasn’t all that far from the truth, the cabbie put his hand through the narrow opening and pushed the bill into mine.

      “A five it is, pal.”

      A discreet cough came from just outside my open window.

      “That’s no five. It’s a single,” said a low voice.

      The driver was fast but I was faster. I grabbed his hand before he could pull it back through the barrier and bent it at the wrist. I heard him grunt in pain and I twisted his arm a bit harder, just to be sure he got the message.

      Leaning forward, I took off my sunglasses with my free hand, treating the driver to a close-up of my face. Eyes that had once been as blue as the Caribbean Sea were now without pupils and whiter than snow, framed by the scars from when I had tried to claw them out of my head. It was an unsettling sight and one I had learned to use to my advantage.

      “Thanks, pal,” I said, drawing out the last word with a heavy dose of sarcasm, intentionally mocking him, my voice as dry as ice and just as cold. “Since you can’t resist being an asshole, why don’t we just skip the tip altogether, huh? Give me my nine fifty before I break this glass and knock you on your ass, blind or not.”

      As the cabbie scrambled to comply, I kept up the pressure on his wrist, more than willing to snap his arm in half if he tried to cheat me again.

      Finally he found the right change and handed it back to me. I released his arm and then quickly climbed out of the cab, just in case he tried to get even by pulling away before I was clear and leaving me sprawled in the street.

      The cabbie shouted a few curses at me but was apparently unsettled enough to leave it at that. He pulled away from the curb with a squeal of tires, leaving me standing on the sidewalk next to my Good Samaritan.

      “Mr. Hunt?” he asked.

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak yet, my anger at the cabbie still bouncing around inside my head like an errant pinball.

      “Joel Thompson, Mr. Hunt. We spoke on the phone?”

      I recognized his voice, a thin, reedy warble that reminded me of a whip-poor-will. Not that we get many whip-poor-wills in Massachusetts, but you get the idea. I took a deep breath, forcing my anger back down into the shadows of my soul, put my hand out in the general direction of his voice, and waited for him to take it. He was clearly nervous; his palm was damp with sweat, and it didn’t take a genius to recognize that I unnerved him almost as much as did the events that had forced him to seek me out in the first place.

      Frankly, I didn’t give a shit. Miss Congeniality, I was not. All I wanted was the money they were offering, money that could help me continue my search for Elizabeth.

      “Thanks for your help with the cab.”

      He brushed off my thanks, embarrassed for some reason I couldn’t identify, and then told me that the others were waiting across the street in front of the building.

      “Let’s get to it then,” I said.

      He led me to the other side and introduced me to them one by one.

      I could tell Olivia Jones was elderly by the thinness and frailty of her hand as I held it in my own. Frank Martin was her exact opposite, a veritable tank of a human being, his dark form looming over me in my limited vision, and his grip felt like it could have crushed solid steel. It was hard to guess anything about Judy Hertfort and Tania Harris, the two younger women in the group, other than the fact that both seemed to favour cheap perfumes I had a hard time identifying. Last but not least was Steven Marley. He was the only one to actually sound like he meant it when he said, “Pleased to meet you.”

      I could just imagine what I looked like to them, the ankle-length duster I habitually wore hanging loosely over jeans and a thick work shirt, like some kind of thin, ragged apparition out of the Old West, my face hidden behind a pair of dark sunglasses.

      I could feel all of them staring at me, a combination of fear, anger, and uncertainty radiating off them like heat from the pavement in the heart of summer. Considering the circumstances, I couldn’t be sure if it was directed at me or what I was there to do, so I let it go.

      Like I said before, I didn’t care either way.

      I wasn’t the one with the notoriety here, they were. You couldn’t pass a news stand or a television in the last few weeks without the Silent Six staring back at you, famous not for what they had done but for what they had failed to do.

      Eight months ago a young woman, known on the street as Velvet, had been beaten, raped, and ultimately left for dead on the stairwell inside the tenement building behind us. Each of the individuals in the group in front of me had looked out of a window or door, seen the young woman arguing vehemently with her companion, and then had done absolutely nothing, not wanting to get involved. When she’d yelled for help, they’d ignored her. When she’d screamed in fear and pain, they’d pretended not to hear. And when she lay dying on the cold floor of her shitty little apartment, she did so all alone while her killer walked off, free as a bird.

      If she’d been just another poor street hooker knocked off by her john maybe nobody would’ve cared. But Velvet, aka Melissa Sullivan, had been a third-year student at Northeastern University. She had gotten into more than a few things dear old Mom and Dad back home wouldn’t have approved of, including a little tricking on the side to help pay for a growing coke habit. Unfortunately, one of her customers had decided that he wanted a little more than she was willing to give and had taken it from her by brute force.

      Her white, middle-class parents blamed everything and everyone they could think of for the demise of their “precious little girl,” conveniently forgetting that said little girl made a habit out of sucking off complete strangers in dark alleys for cash, a pretty glaring omission if you ask me. And of course they made sure that the evening news heard their version of the story loud and clear. You can laugh, but to hear them tell it, you’d think Velvet was a freakin’ saint.

      Before you knew it, the city had a media fire-storm on its hands.

      It was only later when the police caught the killer that the Six found the courage to come forward and tell someone what they’d seen. To give them some credit, in the end it was their testimony that put the killer behind the bars of the maximum security wing at Walpole State Prison for the rest of his miserable life.

      Apparently, though, Velvet felt their actions were a case of too little, too late.

      And now she was making them pay for it.

      I thought back to the call I had with Thompson earlier in the morning. He described being a captive in his own home; feeling watched, stalked even, whenever he was inside the building. Objects would fly off the walls or move around on their own, often without any warning whatsoever. His nights were spent in sheer terror as something seemed to hover at his bedside, waves of anger and hatred radiating off of it. Lately the presence in the building had become more aggressive, to where it was actually trying to do harm, opening elevator doors on empty shafts, shoving from behind when anyone dared to take the stairs.

      I’d come here to put an end to all that.

      Spirits come in a variety of types and sizes. At the bottom of the food chain are the haunts, little more than whispers in the dark. You can sense their presence, but they don’t have any real physical form. Next you’ve got your standard apparitions, ghostly presences that repeat the same motions over and over again, like memories caught in an endlessly repeating loop. The city’s largest public park, Boston Common, is full of apparitions, spirits of the criminals who were publicly hanged there during the late 1600s. Visitors often claim they can see the apparitions walking the path toward the place where the gallows once stood, only to vanish immediately upon reaching it. A step up from the apparitions, you have your actual ghosts, spiritual presences that are bound to our plane for one reason or another, unable or perhaps unwilling to move on. Ghosts are about as aware of us as we are of them and delight in showing themselves to us whenever they can. Poltergeists are a subclass of ghosts, able to move objects in the physical world through sheer force of will. The foghorn-blowing phantom that occupies the Baker Island Lighthouse is probably our city’s best known example. Spectres are another subclass: ghosts that have gone insane and seek only to annoy, and sometimes harm, the living.

      Rarer still, and at the very top of the hierarchy, are the shades. These are ghosts that, given the right opportunity and the right stimulus, have the ability to reclaim their living form even long after their original death.

      I’ve gotten pretty good at identifying just what kind of ghost I’m facing off against from the descriptions of those who’ve encountered it. In this case, I was betting that Thompson’s own guilt was amplifying the impact of the ghost’s presence and that when I got upstairs I’d find an angry, but basically harmless, poltergeist waiting to be sent on her way.

      With the introductions over, I got right down to business.

      “You have my money?” I asked, addressing no one in particular.

      There was a bit of a rustle, people shifting uncomfortably, and then the big guy, Martin, opened his mouth.

      “Uh-uh. Do your job and then you’ll get paid.”

      I turned my head in his direction, listening to his breathing, feeling his anger, trying to decide how far he was willing to push this, and then made up my mind.

      “Fuck that,” I said.

      I turned away and stepped toward the street, my cane leading the way.

      “Mr. Hunt?” a voice called.

      That would be Thompson, wondering if I was really going to leave them.

      Damn right I was.

      I raised two fingers to my mouth and whistled shrilly for a cab, long practice having taught me just the right tone to use to cut through the sounds of passing traffic.

      “Mr. Hunt! Wait!”

      I stopped and let him catch up to me, though I moved my arm away from his touch when he reached out to hold it.

      “Where are you going?” he asked, his nervousness now coming through loud and clear. “You agreed to help us!”

      “I explained my terms on the phone,” I said patiently. “I get paid, up front. And I keep the money whether I am successful or not. This isn’t a fuckin’ walk in the park, you know.”

      Jerking a thumb back in the direction of the group, I continued, “If Grape Ape back there doesn’t want to play by the rules, then he can go right back to dealing with her on his own. No skin off my back.”

      I heard a car pull up next to me, figured it for the cab I was trying to flag down, and held out a hand in a signal for him to wait.

      “You can’t just leave us here with …” He waved his hands around, flustered and unable to make himself say it aloud.

      I smiled, knowing it was not a pleasant sight. “Of course I can. I’m not the one who left her to die.”

      “It wasn’t like that!” he said sharply.

      Again, I really didn’t care. His guilt or innocence made no difference to me.

      He must have sensed that I wouldn’t be moved on the topic, for his anger suddenly went as quickly as it had arrived. “Can you give me a moment to talk with them?” he asked.

      “Sure,” I said, filling my voice with disinterest. I needed the money, but I’d be damned if I let him know that. First rule of any negotiation: never let ’em know you’re desperate.

      The wait wasn’t very long. Whatever he said to them must have worked, for Thompson returned after a moment and passed me an envelope. I could tell by the feel of it that it was thick with cash.

      I told the cabbie I wasn’t going to need him after all, made a quick check of the pockets of the duster I was wearing to be certain that my tools were still in place, and then returned with Thompson to the rest of the group where I asked the question that would separate the men from the boys.

      “So who’s going in with me?”
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      There was a long moment of uncomfortable silence. I could picture them standing about, looking everywhere but at each other, all of them hoping that one of the others would speak up so they wouldn’t have to.

      Eventually one of them did.

      “I’ll take you,” Olivia Jones said into the silence.

      You go, girl! I thought, surprised at the old lady’s bravery and sheer chutzpah, but then shook my head.

      “I’m sorry Ms. Jones, but you won’t be able to help me. I need someone strong enough to stand by my side and tell me what’s happening during even the worst of the confrontation. If I need help, that person has to act as my eyes and be able to physically assist me in getting back outside.”

      I wasn’t surprised when she didn’t object. She seemed like a feisty old bird, but what I was asking was a lot for someone her age.

      “Anyone else?”

      More silence.

      I decided to give them a five count. If no one volunteered by the time it was over …

      Five …

      Four …

      Three …

      “Fine. I’ll do it.”

      It was Thompson again. Had to hand it to the man; he wasn’t shy about stepping up and getting involved. Too bad he hadn’t seen fit to do so on the night of Velvet’s death. Might have saved himself and his fellow tenants a whole heap of trouble if he had.

      Maybe he’s learned his lesson, I thought, then snorted in derision at my own optimism.

      Life just didn’t work that way, I knew.

      I quickly explained to him how it was going to work. I needed him to act as my eyes once we were inside, telling me everything that was happening around us, no matter how small or insignificant it seemed to him. “The Devil’s in the details” went the old saying, and when it comes to ghosts, nothing is truer. They can’t speak and often are limited in how much impact they can have on their physical surroundings, so you have to watch carefully in order to figure out what they might do next.

      That’s what made this situation so interesting. If what Thompson said was true, the sheer amount of power this ghost could call under its control was astounding. And the more powerful the ghost was, the more it knew. Death did that. Gave them some kind of connection to the world around them in a way they’d never had while alive, let them see and hear and know things that they had nothing to do with and no business knowing. It’s true; the dead know our deepest, darkest secrets.

      Understanding those secrets was a different story.

      There was always a first time, though, and maybe tonight would be the night.

      Maybe tonight, when I cornered this ghost and asked her if she had seen my daughter, she’d put me on the road to finding Elizabeth.

      Satisfied that Thompson understood his role, I let him lead me up the stairs and into the building. As I stepped over the threshold, the smell of the place hit me like a fist in the face. Mold and mildew mixed with the smell of too many people in too small a space, the stench of urine overlaying it all like a terrible garnish. It was enough to make me wish I’d lost my sense of smell along with my sight.

      My face must have broadcast my reaction, for Thompson mumbled, “You get used to it,” beneath his breath and then he took out his keys and unlocked something that creaked and rattled as he pushed it open.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Security gate.”

      I remembered it now from the news coverage. There had been some early speculation that someone had left it open behind them and that was how the killer had gained access to the building. That was before they’d understood that Velvet herself had let her killer in, that she’d not only invited Death inside but had taken him with her upstairs.

      “Steel?” I asked.

      “Iron. Heavy son of a bitch, too,” he said, as he swung it back into place with a loud clang that echoed in the small space.

      Iron.

      One part of the puzzle solved.

      “Let me guess: this place has bars on all the windows, too, right?”

      He grunted. “’Course it does. Every place on the block does. Upper floors, too. Damned thieves would climb the fire escapes and rob us blind if we didn’t.”

      “And those are iron, too?”

      “Yep. Harder to cut through.”

      Like running water, iron is anathema to a ghost. They can’t cross it. Was it possible that Velvet wanted to leave and simply couldn’t?

      I thought about it for a moment and then dismissed the notion. The security gate wasn’t permanently closed. If she wanted to get out, all she had to do was wait by the gate for someone coming in or out to open it and then slip on past.

      No, she was here for some reason.

      Not daring to take the elevator, Thompson led me down the hallway until we reached the emergency stairwell at the other end.

      Like most tenement buildings, this one was poorly lit. The dimness allowed me to see the vague outlines of the steps ahead of me as Thompson started up.

      I followed.

      I felt her the minute I put my foot on that first step. You know that feeling you get when you know someone is watching you, that sense of pressure in your mind, that creeping sensation at the base of your neck? That’s what it’s like for me. Except in my case, rather than sensing the living, I’m attuned to the presence of the dead.

      Just as they are attuned to me.

      She was somewhere on one of the floors above me and I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she was now as aware of me as I was of her.

      I could tell that she wasn’t happy that I’d come to pay her a visit, either.

      Thompson was climbing the stairs ahead of me, oblivious to both my split-second hesitation and her presence high above us, and so I dutifully followed behind. He was rambling on, probably to help calm his nerves, telling me that Velvet’s apartment was on the fourth floor and that she had been murdered inside. No sooner had he said the word murdered than the temperature in the stairwell dropped from a cool seventy-five to somewhere below freezing.

      “Jesus!” Thompson said, startled. “I can see my breath.”

      It wasn’t just the cold that had the man’s teeth chattering in his head.

      He was scared.

      To tell you the truth, so was I.

      Cold spots are nothing new to paranormal investigators. The accepted theory is that ghosts use the ambient energy in a given space, including heat, to manifest themselves or to fuel other types of supernatural activity. Usually the temperature differential is no more than a handful of degrees, the kind of thing that you need an infrared thermometer to confirm for sure.

      What was happening now was something else entirely.

      I could actually feel the frost as it formed beneath my fingers where they gripped the metal railing. The air took on that harsh, biting quality it gets in the depths of winter, when every breath seems to burn a little going in and out. Goose bumps rose all over my flesh and I was suddenly glad for the coat I wore.

      What the hell had I gotten myself into?

      But it didn’t stop there.

      A sudden, overwhelming sense of despair washed over us. One moment we were perfectly fine and the next, drowning in a sea of emotion. It was the helplessness of a young child lost at the county fair without a familiar face in sight, the horror of a prisoner facing a life sentence in a six-by-eight box of a cell, the utter hopelessness of watching your family slaughtered horribly before your eyes while you lay bound on the floor, unable to do anything to stop it, all rolled up into one neat little package. It thundered into our heads as if put there by God Himself.

      I staggered beneath the weight. If it hadn’t been for the lodestone hanging around my neck, I would have been utterly defenceless. As it was, I was nearly driven to my knees. I’m not a geologist or a trained parapsychologist. I don’t understand what it is about lodestone that makes it an effective defence against ghostly activity any more than I understand how my microwave works. That doesn’t stop me from using either one, however, and I’ve made a point of carrying some lodestone with me whenever I think I’m going to face off against something otherworldly. I learned early on that there are plenty of things out there that don’t hold our best interests at heart, so when it comes to the supernatural, I’m a firm believer in the old Boy Scout motto: Be Prepared. So today I had a good-size piece on a thin silver chain strung around my neck.

      Unfortunately for Thompson, I hadn’t brought enough to share and he was left to face the full force of the psychic attack on his own.

      It proved to be too much for him.

      He collapsed with a grunt, crashing into me with barely any warning, his dead weight nearly sending us both tumbling back down the steps to the landing below. Only my grip on the ice-cold railing kept us upright and prevented a sudden and decidedly uncomfortable end to the business at hand. As it was, I ended up with a fat lip from the elbow I took in the face as he toppled backward, unconscious.

      Velvet didn’t want any guests, it seemed.

      Tough. She’d made the mistake of pissing me off, and when I get angry I have a tendency to not think too straight. Rational decisions, like getting out of there before she could do further harm to either me or Thompson, just didn’t enter into the equation. I tended to get all “full speed ahead and damn the torpedoes” and shit.

      Like now.

      Rather than making my slow and careful way back down the stairs with Thompson’s unconscious form in my arms, I laid him down gently on the steps, felt for the railing, used it to manoeuvre my way around his body, and continued upward.

      The pressure was still there, the weight of the emotions that she was sending down onto my shoulders like an extra fifty pounds I had to carry to the top, but I gritted my teeth, shouldered the burden, and put one foot in front of the other, again and again, until I reached the second floor.

      I stopped on the landing and listened for a moment. I could hear the thump of a radio turned too loud somewhere down the hall and beyond that a baby crying, but these were normal sounds, the kind of things you’d expect.

      Just another night in the Rox.

      Satisfied that nothing was amiss, at least not here, I continued upward.

      About midway to the third floor, the pressure in my mind backed off, and by the time I hit the fourth-floor landing, it had vanished altogether. Either the sweet, saintly Velvet was feeling regret about knocking my companion unconscious or she was conserving energy for her next attack.

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out which was more likely.

      A lone light bulb illuminated the hallway before me. To anyone else it would have been a weak and unsteady light, but this close it rendered me effectively blind, and that wasn’t something I wanted at this point. I already had enough to be worried about. Wrapping my hand inside the sleeve of my duster, I reached up and smacked the bulb sharply with my fist. There was a tinkle of falling glass and the light vanished, leaving me standing on the edge of the stairwell in the sudden darkness.

      A very welcome darkness, given the fact that I had no trouble seeing in it.

      The hallway stretched out before me, half a dozen doors on either side, all of which were tightly closed. The apartment I wanted was at the very end of the hall, facing me.

      Number 43.

      The place where Melissa Sullivan, aka Velvet, had met her end.

      I started toward it, moving confidently through the darkness.

      The first of the apartment doors swung open as I passed, slamming into the wall with a booming crash. Just as quickly it slammed closed again.

      Ignoring it, I continued forward.

      The second door did the same, as did the third, and then the rest of the doors all along the hallway quickly followed suit, slamming open and then shut, open and shut, over and over again, until the narrow space was filled with the booming sound of their cacophony.

      Unable to force me to back down, Velvet was now trying to scare me off.

      Sorry sister, but that’s not going to work.

      I marched determinedly down the hall, ignoring the ruckus around me, until I stood before her apartment. The door was slightly ajar, as if beckoning me to enter.

      Was it an invitation or a trap?

      I didn’t know.

      There was only one way to find out.
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      I nudged the door the rest of the way open with my foot, allowing me to see beyond it, into the apartment itself.

      Thompson had explained the layout to me on the way up the stairs earlier so that I would know what to expect when he led me inside, but with night having fallen and the shades drawn, it was dark enough that I could actually see fairly well. The place was a one bedroom, set up rail road style, a long stretch of rooms from front to back; a short entryway led into the kitchen, which in turn led into first a living room and then a bedroom. The front entrance was directly opposite the door to the bedroom at the far end and, with both doors open, I could see all the way to the rear wall where Velvet’s ghost stood with a forlorn expression on her face, in front of the grime-covered window, staring out through the iron bars at the side of the tenement building next door.

      Like most ghosts, she shone for me brighter than the living, surrounded by a faintly luminous silver white glow that made her seem to pop out of her surroundings. As I stepped across her threshold, she turned slowly in my direction, giving me a better look at her.

      She was a gaunt, hollow-eyed shell of her former self, dressed in the tattered clothes her killer had left on her body. She was hanging in the air about a foot off the floor. Her long hair was tangled and clumped together in certain places with a dark, sticky substance that I took to be blood. She stared at me for a moment, her eyes burning with intensity, and then she seemed to lose interest, her gaze falling to the floor before she turned back to face the window again.

      I waited to make certain she wasn’t about to do anything crazy and then made my way through the apartment with slow, measured steps. I kept my gaze on her the whole time, ready to take action if she decided to object to my presence. My caution was unnecessary, however, for she never even looked at me after that first penetrating glance, allowing me to reach the bedroom without incident.

      So far, so good.

      Now that I was inside, it was time to see what I could do to send her on her way.

      There are quite a few methods for making an unruly ghost abandon its current haunt. Thanks to some trial and error over the last few years, I’ve settled on several techniques that I prefer and I always start with the ones that are the least intrusive.

      I start by simply asking the ghost to leave.

      I spoke to her firmly, using her full name to reduce the chance of her acting as if she didn’t know that I was speaking to her.

      “Melissa Anne Sullivan. Your life here is finished. It is time to leave this place and move on.”

      I always feel a bit pompous spouting off like that and it makes me want to wave my hands around in the air in front of me like I’m some kind of amateur magician, but this time I managed to squelch the impulse. Still, I couldn’t argue with the results. Seventy-five percent of the time the tactic actually works and the ghost moves on to wherever ghosts go.

      Unfortunately, this was not one of those times.

      Velvet ignored me.

      A little more pressure was apparently required.

      Reaching into the inside pocket of my duster, I withdrew a few items: a reporter’s notebook and pen, a cigarette lighter, and a small white candle. I scribbled a hasty note on a clean page of the notebook, and then tore it free. I put it on the floor and stood the candle on top of it.

      Velvet stirred slightly, proving she was paying attention after all, but she didn’t move from her position by the window. After a moment’s hesitation, I continued with what I was doing.

      I picked up the lighter and lit the candle.

      The flame flared brightly and then bent at a forty-five degree angle until it was pointing directly at Velvet, almost as if in accusation.

      Her head came up slowly in response.

      The note and candle ritual has been around for centuries. You can find reference to it in texts as ancient as Artemidorus’s Oneirocritica and Cicero’s On Divination. I’d personally used it on more than a handful of occasions, and each time it had done the trick. The writing on the paper acted as a physical representation of my desire, in this case my command for Velvet to depart, and the flame represented the earthly element needed to “charge” the command and force the ghost to obey.

      From a ghost’s perspective, it’s a bit like being manhandled out the back door by a couple of heavyweight bruisers with no necks, whether you wanted to go or not.

      Apparently Velvet didn’t care for the treatment.

      This close, I could see her aura change in response to my actions, could see the anger sparking off her now in thick black streaks, and beneath that the red splatter that was her pain and the faint, luminescent sheen of blue I’d come to learn was fear. Three emotions that didn’t play well together in the living, never mind the dead.

      The fingers of my left hand absently rubbed the lodestone hanging around my neck as I felt myself shiver at all that raw emotion.

      Velvet stood her ground, ignoring the banishing and refusing to leave.

      She wasn’t happy with recent events though, and she let me know it. The temperature in the room dropped like a stone; even as I watched, frost blossomed on the window and spread out across the glass. Along with the cold came the first true poltergeist activity I’d seen so far tonight, the bed beginning to rock up and down on its four legs, banging out a staccato rhythm against the floor.

      It was time to bring out the heavy guns.

      From the depths of my outer pocket I withdrew a can of red spray paint. Velvet’s eyes were following my every move by this point, but she still hadn’t given any sign that she intended to try to physically stop me, so I continued with my preparations. Turning to the door, I uncapped the paint and sprayed a big red X right across it from one corner to the other.

      An old wives’ tale says that ghosts don’t like the colour red and, oddly enough, it happens to be true. In fact, ghosts will go out of their way to avoid it, the same way you and I might cross the street to avoid a nasty-looking dog. Some say it’s because of the vibrations the colour gives off, others that red reminds them too much of blood, and therefore of life. I didn’t really care one way or the other. All that mattered to me was the knowledge that with the door marked in red, Velvet wouldn’t cross that barrier if she had any other option open to her. The window was already sealed off thanks to the iron grille, and with the door now secured, her options were dwindling fast.

      I was hoping that at this point she’d decide to go peacefully.

      I was done with being polite, though. She’d resisted the simpler methods at my disposal. Now I had no choice but to get a little rough.

      Velvet’s watchful demeanour changed the second I pulled the clump of sage out of my other pocket. Gone was the casual disregard; now she stared directly at me and the black taint of her aura intensified until it drowned out the other colors.

      I’d come too far to stop now though. I was being paid to get rid of her. She didn’t belong here, not any more, and I’d gotten pretty good at enforcing my will in situations like this.

      I repeated my request for her to leave, this time with a bit more force, and then touched the sage to the candle flame. As the dried herb began to smoulder, it gave off a thick, unpleasant-smelling smoke, which I began to wave around the room and at Velvet herself. Smudging, it was called, and, like the note and the candle routine, it was supposed to drive off the ghost.

      The bed was bouncing up and down harder now and the drawers of the dresser in the corner began slamming open and shut as Velvet fought back against my efforts. She was stubborn, holding her ground against the noxious fumes, refusing to move on. I kept my head down but my gaze fixed firmly on her as I hunted in my pocket for the last item I needed to finish the banishing.

      Something flew through the air and just missed smashing into my head. It took me a moment to realize that it was a dresser drawer. I glanced up, only to jerk my head to the side as another swept past not an inch in front of my eyes. A third slammed into my stomach, momentarily driving the breath from my lungs.

      Better hurry up, Hunt …

      My hand finally found the cloth pouch I’d been rooting around for and I pulled it free, slipping the drawstrings open as I did. Velvet’s figure was swelling as she drew power from the air around her, and I wasted no time in pouring what was inside the pouch into the palm of my hand and flinging it in her direction.

      The finely ground iron dust struck her full in the face.

      I had a brief, fleeting moment to think I’d bested her at last and then everything spun out of control.

      Velvet screamed, a long unearthly cry that made all the hair on my body stand at attention. Streams of black poured from her eyes in a rush and then, with her fingers hooked into ragged claws, she charged forward, throwing herself across the room at me with the kind of rage and despair that only the dead can muster.

      I’d been wrong.

      This was no harmless poltergeist but actually a full-blown spectre masquerading as a lesser ghost. And clearly, she intended to tear me limb from limb.

      Instinct took over then, every fibre of my being shouting at me to run, and run I did. My body was already in motion before my brain had finished telling it which way to go, and as I pushed through the door, I gave it a hearty swing back in the other direction, slamming it shut at my back.

      Something massive struck it a resounding blow on the other side, and I heard the wood crack quite clearly, even over Velvet’s horrible cries.

      I spun around to face it, only to have the room around me go strangely silent at that exact moment.

      The sudden quiet was as alarming as the torturous shrieking cut off in my wake.

      Just what the hell was she …

      I began backing my way across the living room, unable and unwilling to take my eyes off the door. As I went, I dug in my pocket for my last line of defence, a small hand mirror.

      I’d barely made it halfway across the room when something struck the door with incredible force, blasting it right off its hinges and directly at me.

      I threw myself to the ground, feeling the weight and heat of the door’s passage as it whistled by me.

      The impact with the ground jarred the mirror loose from my hand. It bounced across the floor, out of sight.

      “Noooo …!” I cried involuntarily, fear filling my throat. Without that mirror, I was done for. I had to find it!

      I scrambled forward on elbows and knees, searching, as Velvet came after me.

      Come on! Where the hell is it?

      A wave of freezing cold washed over me and I knew she was almost upon me. If I didn’t find it fast …

      There!

      As those claw-tipped fingers reached for my tender flesh, my fingers finally found the mirror’s edge. I grabbed it and I swung my hand up and around, thrusting the mirror out in front of me, directly into her path.

      Velvet’s gaze went to the mirror’s surface, and in the split second before the reflection snagged her I thought I saw her eyes widen in surprise.

      For the living, a mirror is simply a convenience, a way for us to see that we don’t look like complete idiots when we leave the house in the morning, but to the dead, it is oh, so much more.

      Ghosts can use mirrors as portals, passageways from one place to another, in much the same way that hobgoblins can travel from shadow to shadow. Most people recognize this, even if only on a subconscious level. That’s how the custom of covering the mirrors in the home of the deceased during a wake originated; no one wanted the dead man’s ghost showing up and scaring off those who’d come to pay their respects. The same reasoning explains why the best funeral homes in any city expressly forbid hanging mirrors inside their halls.

      But mirrors also have other uses, and I’d specially prepared this one for just such an emergency as this. Held to the place by the violent circumstances of her death and all the iron covering the entrances to the building, Velvet would have probably gone on haunting the place indefinitely. Unable to reach the individual who had stolen her life away from her, she was using those who’d failed to help her as his surrogate, taking out all her hatred and rage on them instead. She likely could have left at any time had she wanted to. After all, what woman’s apartment didn’t have a mirror in it somewhere? But she’d become focused on vengeance and was ignoring the means at her disposal to let go and move on to whatever was next.

      I was simply forcing her to do so.

      This close she couldn’t resist the pull of the way between worlds, something that seems to be true of every ghost I’d encountered so far, and as a result her headlong rush changed just enough to bring her into contact with the mirror’s reflective surface.

      A flash of searing cold passed through the mirror, frosting its face, and then the glass cracked with a loud snap that echoed in the sudden silence that fell over the apartment in the wake of Velvet’s disappearance.

      Working quickly, I pulled a piece of black silk out of my pocket and wrapped the mirror in it. With its surface broken, the ghost was now trapped inside the glass, at least temporarily. In time it would either move on to whatever stage of the afterlife was next or discover a passage back to the real world through a connecting portal. Either would take some effort, which left me some time to dispose of the mirror as I saw fit without worrying about Velvet coming after me.

      I slumped back against the ground, exhausted.

      It was over.

      Nearby, something clattered to the floor.

      I sat up hurriedly, afraid that there had been more than one entity holed up inside the apartment, but the room behind me was empty. Nothing looked out of place, either.

      I knew I hadn’t imagined it, though. The sound had been quite distinct. Something had skittered across the bedroom floor, as if pushed by errant hands, and I had the sudden overwhelming urge to find what it was. My gut told me that I couldn’t just turn my back on this. I had no idea why, but I knew it was important.

      I’ve learned to trust hunches like that.

      Back in the bedroom I got down on my hands and knees and went over the floor with the proverbial fine-tooth comb. It took a while, but eventually I found it, tucked away under the baseboard against the wall by the window where Velvet had been standing. It was a small locket, maybe silver, maybe gold; it was hard to tell in the grey haze that was my vision. The kind of locket a girl might wear on a chain around her neck, and from the amount of dried blood on it I could tell that Velvet had probably been holding it when she’d died. If the cops had searched hard enough they would certainly have found it, as it wasn’t that far out of sight, but obviously they hadn’t cared as much about some dead hooker as the captain led the press to believe.

      I couldn’t see the image in the photograph that lined the inside of the locket: another side effect of my Faustian bargain from years before. And not just photographs, but paintings, too. They all looked to my strange new vision like deep grey Rorschach blotches, and I knew them for what they were simply because they were the only things that appeared that way. This one was no different.

      The picture didn’t really matter though. It was the locket itself that was important.

      To those in the trade they were known as fetters, physical objects that tied a ghost to a certain location. Fetters could be anything, from a childhood toy to a prized personal possession to a loved one the ghost refused to leave behind. In the short time I’d been doing this kind of thing, I’d seen my fair share of them and could recognize them by the way they pressed against my senses in much the same way as the ghost to which they were tied.

      The locket had been Velvet’s fetter, her link to this place and time.

      I scooped it up and put it in my pocket. If you were going to haunt somewhere, there were a thousand better places in this city to do so than a run-down tenement building in the heart of the Rox.

      Taking one last look around the apartment, I turned and headed for the door.

      My job here was done.
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      I can’t remember my first kiss or the first time I said “I love you” to the woman I would one day marry, two events most people would consider to be quintessential moments in a man’s life, but I remember each and every detail, no matter how trivial, of the horrible afternoon when Elizabeth disappeared. They are etched indelibly on the surface of my mind, a grotesque and terrifying mosaic that I can recall at will, any time, anywhere. It is as if the universe wants to be certain that I don’t forget even the slightest detail, wants me to be able to relive it all in a heartbeat, complete with high-def and Dolby surround sound.

      Anne was gone for the weekend to the spa in Westport with her girlfriends—their annual pilgrimage, I liked to call it—and I was alone in the house with our daughter. It had been raining all day, one of those cold October rains that seeps into the very marrow of your bones and chills you from the inside out. I’d spent much of the morning locked away in my study, working on the translation of a manuscript that had just come in from Iraq. I could hear the television playing in the room down the hall and knew Elizabeth had settled in for her afternoon ritual of watching Scooby and the gang chase down the latest villain. She’d be there for at least an hour and that gave me the time I needed to get the translation under way.

      I was working from computer scans of an ancient scroll found in the desert by an American army patrol, and it required all my attention to correctly decipher and translate the Chaldean script that covered the pages. What I had intended to be an hour session quickly turned into two, then three. At last I was done. I leaned back in my chair, closed my eyes, and smiled in achievement.

      That’s when I noticed the quiet of the house around me.

      That’s weird, I remember thinking.

      Elizabeth was a boisterous child, with five times the energy any one person deserved. If she was quiet, that usually meant she was up to something.

      My thoughts still on the work I’d completed, I left the study and went in search of my daughter.

      The living room where she had been watching cartoons earlier was empty, as was the bathroom adjacent to it. The television had been turned off, so I assumed she’d had enough of Scooby and had gone off to her room to play. A glance at my watch let me know how long things had gone on; it was almost time for dinner.

      “Elizabeth?” I called.

      No answer.

      “Elizabeth? Where are you, honey?”

      Only silence.

      The quiet was getting to me and I felt the first faint stirring of unease in the pit of my stomach.

      I tried to ignore it, telling myself that nothing was wrong.

      Assuming she must be up in her room listening to her radio with her headphones on, I climbed the stairs and moved down the hall. Her bedroom was halfway down the hall on the left, just before my own.

      I knocked once, waited a minute, and then opened the door when I didn’t receive a reply.

      The room was empty.

      I didn’t react at that point. Who knows, maybe I should have. Maybe if I had run outside right then and there I might have been able to save her. Or, at the very least, gotten a good look at whoever had taken her. But hindsight is always twenty-twenty and nothing in that moment suggested that five years would pass without a clue to her whereabouts or fate. Elizabeth was an active child; I was sure I’d find her somewhere else in the house.

      I wandered from room to room, calling her name as I went. I checked the living room, in case she had gone back to watching television. She wasn’t there. I checked the kitchen, thinking she might have gotten hungry and gone looking for a snack, but that room was empty as well. I even went back upstairs and stuck my head in the spare bedroom, for she sometimes liked to curl up in there and watch the cars drive by on the street outside. No dice.

      It was only when I wandered back past her room that I noticed the draft. The curtains had been drawn, covering the window, but even from the hallway I could see them billowing away from the wall as they caught the breeze from outside.

      A sense of dread swept over me in that second and somehow I knew.

      Elizabeth was gone.

      Parents experience a unique kind of fear. It is at once more visceral and more paralysing than any other fear, a cold, clammy hand that squeezes your heart until your very blood starts to drip from between its fingers. It invades your mind like an alien presence, disrupts your thought processes and ratchets your emotions right off the scale, until you can’t possibly think straight and every second is an eternity, an eternity where all you can do is think about all of the terrible things that could have happened to your precious child.
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