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Dear reader,
We are witnessing the start of a huge shift in the publishing industry.

Before 2003, if | wrote a story that wasn’t corporate America’s idea of What
Deserves to be Published, the best | could have put together was a photo-
copied ‘zine that | distributed at whatever comic shops could be coerced
into keeping a few copies on consignment.

The advent of epublishing and print-on-demand has changed that. Big time.

We’re on the cusp of a meritocracy of ideas, where books sink or swim
based on what readers want, rather than what corporate marketing folks
think will sell.

Every time you choose to buy from a small, independent publisher or self-
published author, you’re shaping the availability of future books. By saying
“yes” to the indies, you become a patron of the arts, and you ensure the
author has a paid mortgage, food on the table, a decent internet connec-
tion...in short, you’re contributing directly to that author’s paycheck and
making sure he or she can keep writing!

If you enjoy this book, you can make even more of a difference. Blog about
it, tweet about it, post reviews, and tell your friends. The more you spread
the word about the indie works you enjoy, the more support you'll funnel
our way.

Thank you very much for buying an independent book. It does make a
difference.

Yo

Jordan Castillo Price
Owner, JCP Books
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GHAPTER |

Sunshine, fresh air and junk food. | told myself | could enjoy those
things—or that’s the line | was feeding myself, anyway. This was the
reality: my underwear was soaking wet and my head was ringing;
I’d taken one too many Auracel and spun around a few too many
times. If | was careful, really careful, the best | could hope for was
keeping the chimichanga and the fried Snickers bar from making a
reappearance.

| wasn’t obligated to talk to any dead people. | supposed that was
something to be thankful for.

| did, however, feel somewhat obligated to talk to Jacob’s sister,
Barbara. But only somewhat.

“..scored two goals during the first half of the game. You’d think the
coach would have been proud, right? Instead, he said Clayton wasn’t
a team player. That he didn’t pass the ball.”

“Must run in the family.”

Normal sounds, like screaming children, screaming adults, and the
general wall of screaming humanity, continued on. But the conversa-
tion Barbara and | were diligently attempting to have fell down dead
between us.

It belatedly occurred to me that I’d spoken aloud.

“l mean, uh, that’s what I like about Jacob. If he’s good at something,
he doesn’t stand around waiting for someone else to take a turn at it.



That’s fine for little-league soccer, maybe, but when it’s life or death,
you want the best guy on your team to step up to the plate.” Okay,
| was mixing baseball metaphors with my soccer, but | really didn’t
know shit about soccer.

| risked a glance around the side of my cheap plastic sunglasses
toward Barbara. She was watching me, which made me want to
squirm—despite my damp underwear. Over at the Gut Scrambler, or
whatever they were calling the latest ride that neither Barbara nor
| were willing to be strapped into, Jacob and Clayton disembarked.
They were quite the pair, all flushed cheeks and smiles. They stopped
to peer at a bank of monitors that snapped shots of all the scream-
laughing riders getting scrambled like a bunch of eggs.

“Aw, jees, he’s gonna talk Jacob into..” Barbara stood and cupped
her hands around her mouth. “Clayton. You do not need a ten-dollar
picture of yourself on that ride. | took plenty of pictures today with
the phone.”

Clayton set his jaw, and holy shit, | hadn’t really seen it when I'd met
him last November—but now that he was half a year older, | totally
did. That was Jacob’s stubborn-look. In spades.

Genetics can be kinda creepy.
“Tell “im he’ll wreck it on the log flume,” | muttered.

“You'll get it wet on the log ride, and then what? You want to be stuck
carrying that thing around all day?”

A tinge of bewilderment touched Clayton’s mulish expression. Jacob
said something, maybe a promise to stand in line another half hour,
ride again and get a photo on the way out. He probably didn’t want
to be stuck carrying the thing around all day either—but he also had
only one nephew, and as far as he was concerned, kids were made
for spoiling.

Jacob and Clayton approached without the photo. One small success.



Although | wouldn’t have minded being the photo carrier; it would’ve
excused me from riding rides.

“l wanna go on King Chaos,” Clayton whined. He had exactly two
modes of speech: whining, and bragging.

Our small group milled for position, and before | could drop to the
rear, Jacob looped an arm through mine and pulled me against his
side. “What do you say, Vic? You choose the next one after that.”

“I'll, uh, keep my eyes open.” The list of rides | could actually stom-
ach was pathetically small. Fast spinning and Auracel didn’t mix well.
The act of getting strapped into anything and my own demons didn’t
mix well, either. Even thoroughly potted on Auracel, | had no desire
to ride through long, dark tunnels where God-knows-what might pop
out. And my legs were too long for those teacup things. That left log
rides. | tried to tell myself they were fun, but it seemed like every
time my underwear finally dried off, | ended up sitting on one of
those wet seats again—plus, as the tallest guy there, | was always the
one to get nailed in the face with the funky, chemical-laced water. But
at least it didn’t look like 1 was too wussy to ride anything.

The contraption Clayton was angling for was some mad scientist ex-
periment that took a row of people and whipped them upside down
like they were riding around inside a big bicycle pedal —though in ad-
dition to the “you must be this tall” sign, there was also a maximum
height.

Yes.

“Gee, sorry,” | said. | was a good two inches taller than the sign, and
even Jacob would need to seriously slouch to fake his way through it.

Clayton turned plaintive eyes toward his mother, who said, “Not in
your wildest dreams.”

A train pulled up beside us with lots of fake steam and recorded



clanging, and Jacob looked at it, and then at me, and raised his
eyebrow.

Clayton whined, “l don’t wanna go on that stupid—"

Barbara said, “Give Uncle Jacob and Vic a break for ten minutes,
okay? We’ll get some popcorn.”

“l dunno why they wanna go on that stupid....”

| climbed onto the emptiest train car, with only one other rider in it
who was staring out at the amusement park and keeping to himself.
“Thanks, Barb,” Jacob said. He gave his sister and nephew a little
wave. Clayton gave me the evil eye in return. | hoped psychic ability
didn’t run in Jacob’s family like stubbornness did.

Without much thinking about it, | sucked white light and put up a
barrier between myself and Clayton’s scowling face. | didn’t really
feel the power—not like | would have if | weren’t on antipsyactives—
but psychically shielding myself was second nature to me by now,
like blowing on my coffee to lessen the scald factor or positioning
myself upwind of a rotting corpse.

Jacob eased an arm around me and said, “I’'m really glad you came.”

| didn’t see why, but | did my best not to sigh or roll my eyes. I’d fig-
ured it wouldn’t kill me to sit there for a day and zone out on meds
if this family time meant that much to him. “Long as you don’t mind
me being a spectator.” | hadn’t realized the buckles and straps would
trigger a restraint-reaction from me. | told myself it was just a seat-
belt, but my subconscious didn’t buy it, and | ended up bowing out
before the spiral flingy upside-down coaster got going.

It was easiest to say the Auracel wasn’t sitting right. In theory, shar-
ing your burdens should make them lighter. But in practice, | hate
watching it register on Jacob’s face when he catches me in a Camp
Hell flashback.



The train chugged through some Mardi Gras section that looked like
a cartoonist’s vision of pre-Katrina New Orleans, and then a stand
of palm-looking trees that had absolutely no business growing in
the suburbs of Chicago. Jacob pulled me closer and nuzzled my hair.
“Next time we both get a day off at the same time, you pick. Anything
you want to do.”

I leaned into him. It felt risky, like someone might pop out of the fake
woodwork screaming for his autograph, the famous Jacob Marks, dar-
ling of the local media—and there he’d be, rubbing up against some
guy. But people you see on TV look different in person. Over the air-
waves, they’re taller, tanner, younger, and more coiffed. And people
were accustomed to seeing Jacob in a suit instead of a sloppy, faded
T-shirt and cargo shorts. He’d grown his hair out maybe an inch, and
while it had started its day immaculately combed, the whirling and
scrambling and whipping around and splashing had left it no better
off than mine—and given the relative failure of my most recent hair-
cut, that was saying a lot. For today, at least, Jacob was just a regular

guy.

A hot as hell regular guy who was breathing in my ear, but a regular
guy, nonetheless.

“You can be my slave for the day,” | suggested.

“Really?” he purred, directly into my ear. I’d been kidding—but maybe
it wasn’t such a bad idea. “What’ll that entail? Feeding you?” His
breath was warm on my cheek. “Bathing you? With my tongue?”

“l don’t know yet. Gotta keep you on your toes.” No doubt about
it—between Jacob and me, he’s got all the testosterone. And vyet,
maybe he really would get off on the idea of waiting on me hand and
foot—and tongue—like that. Problem was, experimenting in bed was
kind of like riding amusement park rides. Sure, they were fun, but
sometimes you rued the day you ever got in that line.

A big-kid ride roared past us and the wall of scream trailed along in
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the wake of the metal cage full of freshly flung people. Jacob and |
watched. Horror and delight, all mingled together.

| wondered if | would’ve liked rides—if my life hadn’t been..my life.
“So how’re you hanging in there—really?”

“It's uh...I dunno. It’s fine.”

“You had a look.”

| shook my head. Sometimes | got really sick of myself. “I've always
got a look. Never mind. I’'m having fun.”

We chugged through a really artificial-looking garden, with flowers in
colors you never see in nature planted in rows with military preci-
sion. Popcorn bags and paper cups drifted against the planter and
mounded around the bases of the garbage cans that were set in
every few feet, with yellowjackets swarming their swinging lids.

“It’s too bad about the Auracel. Remember those swings?” Jacob nod-
ded at an older strip of rides with much shorter lines than the new,
popular attractions. The swing riders were achieving liftoff as they
spun in a big circle. “They had those back when we were kids.”

“Did they?”
“Sure. Those, and slides, and bumper cars, and wooden coasters.”

“And funhouses.” | couldn’t be sure if | actually remembered being
in a funhouse or if I'd just seen one on TV. My patchwork brain likes
to keep me guessing.

“Now it’s all how fast and how far you can fall.” Jacob pulled me
against him tighter. “Don’t let me say that in front of Clayton. | prob-
ably sound as old as my dad.”

| gave his knee a squeeze. King Chaos loomed up ahead of us. Cripes.
| was glad | was too tall to ride. It looked like a stiff neck with Valium
written all over it, even from the ground. The train tooted and chugged



and pulled up to the spot we’d first climbed on. Jacob turned to give
me a hand down, and then didn’t bother letting go of my hand. This
was unusual for him. He’s not really into public displays of affection.
But he was having a sentimental kind of day.

Barbara and Clayton both stood and walked over. Clayton said, as if
we were all talking about whether the clouds would turn to rain, or if
we’d prefer pizza to burgers, “This kid Tyler at school says that fag-
gots are perverts and they should all be put in jail.”

Barbara went white. | let go of Jacob’s hand not because | gave a rat’s
ass what an eleven-year-old snotnosed punk thought of me touching
his uncle, but because | wanted to attempt to catch his mother if she
fainted.

“Clayton Joseph,” Barbara barked. She sounded like Jacob telling a
crackhead to drop his weapon. “You apologize this very second.”

“But that’s what he said.” Clayton’s whine cut through my head like
a dentist’s drill. “I’'m not making it up.”

Barbara put her face directly in her kid’s. “You are old enough to
know when you’re repeating something that will hurt somebody’s
feelings.”

“Barb.” Jacob sounded..| couldn’t quite place it. Maybe he sounded
like | did when things went south—not like I’d been expecting any-
thing better, but maybe I'd held out a glimmer of hope that it didn’t
necessarily need to be all that bad. He sounded weary. “Clayton’s
going to hear things. I’d rather he heard them from me.”

He put his arm around Clayton, and what a relief, the kid didn’t
flinch. | suspected he might not be at the point where he really got
what sex was even about, not deep down in his balls.

I might’ve noticed other boys “that way” when | was his age, but
come on. Back then Teen Beat was full of boy cheesecake, and | was
assailed by images of smooth chests, long, feathered hair and limpid,



dreamy-eyed smiles at the checkout line every time | grabbed a pack
of gum. And maybe | was just ahead of the curve in that department—
or maybe you’d have to be dead not to notice.

Jacob walked Clayton toward the snow cone stand while | jammed my
hands in my pockets and wandered in a holding pattern, and Barbara
dug around in her purse as if she might unearth the answer to all our
problems there, if only she looked hard enough. Instead she found
some clear lip gloss, the kind with the sponge tip applicator, which
she applied with a vengeance.

“It’s not like it’s news to him that Jacob is gay,” she said. “We’ve
always been upfront about it.”

My wet underwear clung to me like a trick who’d worn out his wel-
come. “Uh-huh.”

“l don’t know who this ‘Tyler at school’ person is.”
“Does it matter? | mean, if it’s not him, it’ll be someone else. Right?”

Barbara spotted a bench covered in cartoon characters and sat down
hard. | hovered behind her. Ten yards away, Jacob handed Clayton
a green snow cone. The kid took it and gave it a lick, all the while
looking daggers at us. At me. The snow cone vendor handed Jacob
another one. Red. Jacob caught my eye and pointed at his blindingly
red snow cone as if to ask me if | wanted one. | shook my head.

“It’s nice of you to sit out all the rides so that Clayton can be with
Jacob. He idolizes my brother, you know. It probably doesn’t seem
like it, what with that outburst.”

“No, | um..” | perched on the back of the bench and my wet under-
wear rode up my ass. “He’s probably, uh, y’know.” Damn it. Words
were so useless sometimes. | did my best to figure out a way to say
he was just being especially bratty because some fag was monopoliz-
ing his uncle—without coming out and using those exact words. “He
probably feels...things..more intensely. Because they’re so close.”



She gave me a sideways look, one of those zingers where | totally saw
Jacob around the eyes, the type of look he’d give me when he knew |
wasn’t being polygraph-level truthful with him. Then she sighed and
re-settled her purse in her lap. “Yeah. Probably.”

“I’m not so big on rides anyway.”

Another Jacob-ish look, a notch or two more analytical. “Is there
some medical reason...?”

“No, uh..not exactly.” Was Post Traumatic Stress Disorder medical?
No doubt. But I’d been diagnosed by my backstabbing ex, and not a
real doctor—although Stephan was technically a health care profes-
sional nowadays. The whole thing made me want to break out in a
cold sweat. “Maybe.”

“Huh.” She found a pair of sunglasses in her purse, blew the lint off
the lenses, and put them on. “I always pictured Jacob with someone
a little more athletic.”

What was that supposed to mean?

Jacob and Clayton had taken the long way around the food court, and
they approached the bench, Clayton with green-tinged lips, Jacob
with a wicked red mouth. Jacob stopped a couple of steps back and
Clayton shuffled forward. I’d figured he was going to ask his mother
for something, but then | realized he was aimed, more or less, at me.
Neither one of us cared to initiate eye contact.

“I'm sorry | said something rude about gay people,” he said. There
was no inflection in the sentence, as if he’d read it, poorly, from a
teleprompter.

“Yeah, uh..” what was | supposed to say? Apology accepted? You’'re
forgiven? How queer. “That’s okay.”

The tension was thick enough to cut with a spork, but then, as if
nothing had just happened, Clayton suddenly brightened, turned



to Jacob and said, “If we can’t go on King Chaos, can we ride the
Scrambler again?”



GHAPTER ¢

“Always remember—your most effective tool is your mind. Safety and
liability can go hand in hand, but it’s critical that you assess the situ-
ation and determine the correct amount of force.”

| did my best not to roll my eyes at the trainer, a brick wall of a
guy named Sando. | don’t know if the name was Greek, Hispanic, or
what—or even if it was supposed to be his first or his last name. Or
neither, or both. Like Cher.

Well, probably not much like Cher.

Evidently some meth head was suing the Sixteenth Precinct because
he’d broken one of the small bones in his wrist by flailing around
while he was cuffed—the fact that he’d been caught in the act of
robbing a Stop 'n” Go convenience store armed with a baseball bat
wrapped in a rusty bike chain notwithstanding—and so now we all
needed to learn how to use nylon restraints.

My neck was sore from too many log flumes the day before, but |
resisted the urge to rub it. I’'ve always found that staying very, very
still tends to keep trainers’ focus off me.

“When you size up a situation, first thing, determine your tactical
advantage. For instance..” Sando scanned the room.

| held my breath, but unfortunately, he spotted me. I glanced at my
partner, Bob Zigler, who gave me a subtle shrug. Damn. | should’ve
stood in front of a darker wall. Or maybe the unfortunate sunburn



I’d scored at the amusement park was to blame. Nothing like a big,
pink target.

“Detective?” Sando motioned me to the center of the room. | tried
to pretend | didn’t see that smug jackass Raleigh from down the hall
smirking at my discomfort.

I sighed and stepped forward. “Now, in your case, you take advantage
of your reach.” Did he know | almost never arrested anyone? That |
was there to wander through crime scenes after the fact? Really, | had
more in common with the forensics techs than the beat cops. He took
me by the wrist—I hate being touched—and furled my arm up toward
my chest. “Defensive stance. Now. Say | take a swing at you.” He did
a slow-mo swing. “Put your hand on my shoulder and push. | don’t
connect. See?”

Right. Are we through yet?
“Grab the arm, twist, and pop the elbow.”

| fumbled with Sando’s arm. He was pretty muscular. Not like Jacob,
but still. A beefy guy.

“Plant your foot next to the perp’s—make a fulcrum—throw him off-
balance. Now twist the arm, pivot, and slide the loop.”

I went through all the motions. The chance of me ever getting my foot
in the right place at the right time in real life were slim to none, but
the sooner I got the nylon cuffs on Sando, the sooner | could get back
to standing against the wall and trying to be invisible. | pulled the
tab, then tried to wrangle his other hand into the second nylon loop.
This time, he actually resisted me—which was a lot more like real life.
And | was so not up for real life at that particular moment.

“Use your reach. Pop and twist.”

| tried to figure out where to “pop” the elbow. His bulging biceps was
distracting.



“Tactics. Think smart. Training wins out over size, so even if you’re
at a disadvantage with upper-body strength—moving fast, knowing
where to hit, that’ll be the difference that makes the apprehension.”

Nice of him to point out my upper-body strength...or lack thereof.
Maybe he’d always pictured the Fifth Precinct with someone more
athletic. 1 wrangled the second loop onto his other hand and pulled
the tab, and turned back toward the place where I’d been standing,
minding my own business.

Sando’s hand closed over my wrist. “Again.”

0h, fuck me.

The only good thing about the nylon handcuff training was that we’d
started at six and wrapped up at ten, so it was almost like having
another day off. | went back home and changed out of my suit, then
turned on the TV. It showed about two and a half commercials, and
then the screen turned to snow when the cable went out—which it
seemed to do every two days, and which left me with nothing to do
but ruminate over the faggot remark. And the athletic remark. And
the lack of upper-body strength remark.

Sticks and Stones opened at eleven. | found myself on the landing in
front of the store at five ‘til. | knocked.

There was movement behind the door, shuffling and footsteps, and
then the door opened a couple of inches before a security chain
stopped it. One of Crash’s eyes appeared in the space, and his single-
eyed gaze raked me up and down. “Where’s your polyester suit?”

“I'm done for the day.”

He closed the door, undid the chain, and opened it again. “Good. |
need a hand with this display. And you brought lunch. The day’s look-
ing better and better. Set it on the counter for a sec.”
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When | stepped into the store, the incense smell was mellow, like
Crash hadn’t burned any copal since the night before. The store’s
vibe, its island of calm in the static of life, sank in right away—and
when | thought about it in that safe haven, the trip to the theme
park felt more like some kind of life lesson than a reason to hate all
children forever more.

| set the McDonald’s bag on the counter and had a look around, but
| didn’t see Miss Mattie. | even lingered briefly, but she wasn’t there.
She could’ve been invisible, | suppose, but | had the feeling that she
wasn’t exactly the type to stand around eavesdropping—and if she
was, doing that with Crash around would probably result in a hell of
an earful. What she did while she wasn’t there, I’d never been able
to figure out. Did she have places to go, people to see? Could she
appear anywhere she wanted, anytime? Did she have a job? No idea.

| hurried back to the front of the store since | didn’t want to seem t00
obvious. Crash gets annoyed when I’'m more excited to see his dead
neighbor than him.

| joined him beside the front door. We were both in jeans—his were
rattier. Both in T-shirts—his cooler, with a mostly washed-off Black
Flag logo and the sleeves cut off to showcase his ink. To top it off,
he had on a pyramid-studded belt with a skull and crossbones belt
buckle. He could pull it off. | couldn’t. Not anymore.

He looked me up and down again. He was chewing gum, and some-
how he managed to do it critically. “Don’t tell me you tried a tanning
bed.”

“No. | went outside.”

“Uh huh. You’ve got that milky white, blue-eyed Irish thing going on.
There is such a thing as sunscreen, you know.”

Did | have Irish blood in me? I’d never given it any thought. “l was
wearing sunscreen.” | snuck a quick glance at the counter to see if
Miss Mattie was there yet. She wasn’t.
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“How long did you stay out of your cave?”
“l dunno. All day.”

Crash blew a small bubble, then cracked it loudly. “Right. Live and
learn. Here, hold this chair so | can reach the ceiling.”

The chair in question was so rickety it would have made a better tri-
pod. “Don’t you have a stepladder?”

“Yeah, | have a whole stepladder collection, | just dig standing on
chairs ’cos | like to live dangerously. What do you think?”

He probably didn’t want to know what | thought. | decided to cut my
losses on that particular portion of the conversation and hold his
damn chair for him. He climbed up and started sticking pushpins into
the ceiling. | kept my eyes on his hands, because it was safer than
letting on that | noticed his belt buckle in my face. Dollar bills—or
drawings of dollar bills in his weird, cramped hand—were tethered to
the pushpins on clear fishing line. A few well-placed pushpins, and
suddenly it was raining money inside Sticks and Stones. Pretty cool.

“What’s the, uh..concept?”

“The fucking economy. People who’re trapped in a bad mortgage,
who lost a job they thought was secure to outsourcing, all of ‘em are
desperate to patch up their wallets.”

“With occult supplies?”

“Sure.” Crash hopped down, put his hands on his hips and looked
up at his handiwork. “My top three sellers, in order, used to be love
spells, money charms, and revenge hexes. Now the love and money
are flip-flopped.”

| glanced down at a few boxes of merchandise Crash had pulled.
Soaps, incenses and even aerosol sprays with names like Fast Luck
Money Drawing, Horn of Plenty and Luck in a Hurry. | knew that if
Crash sold it, it must have been legit in some sense of the word—and
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if I could exorcise ghosts with salt from the Stop 'n” Go where they
sold lottery tickets and Freezee drinks, someone could increase their
cash flow with Nine Lucky Mixture bath and floor wash. | wasn’t sure
who. But someone.

“What should I call it? I was thinking it might be amusing to make a
poster that says Golden Shower of Wealth and see if anyone notices.”

“Serious?”

“Eh, maybe not. Most of my customers are either too old, too reli-
gious or too foreign to fully appreciate my sense of humor.”

| wasn’t sure a pee joke was the best moneymaking idea, but Crash
seemed to enjoy it. “It’s your store. Why be your own boss if you
can’t please yourself?”

“Pleasing myself—is that a double entendre?”
IINO‘II

He stuck an arm through the slats on the back of the chair and slung
it over his shoulder, then batted his eyelashes at me, turned, and
sashayed back toward the counter. “You sure? Maybe you know who
| was thinking about the last time | jerked off.”

| sighed, and said, “Miss Mattie? Is that you?”

“Nice try, but she’s not here. Your aura would’ve spiked if you were
really talking to her.” He dropped the chair in front of the counter and
opened the McDonald’s bag. “What’d you get?”

“Two combo meals.”

“What about me?”

“One is for you.”

“I’'m a vegetarian, you knucklehead.”

“What?”
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“You're seriously that oblivious—how long have we known each
other?”

“Uh, | dunno. You can have my fries.”

“Good. I'm starving.” He flicked his gum into the trash and stuffed a
good dozen fries into his mouth. “These used to taste better when |
was a kid, but | think they were fried in lard back then.”

“So how long have you been a, uh...”
“Five years. It’s a religious thing.”

Crap. I'd always figured Crash had some sort of nonspecific New
Age belief system. | didn’t know he considered himself a member
of an actual religion. Maybe he was Hindu or something—he seemed
to know an awful lot about chakras and meditation. Did Hindus eat
meat? And if they didn’t, how come the Indian restaurant down the
street had such amazing Chicken Tikka Masala? Once upon a time,
back when my training had been less about snap-and-pop and more
about esoteric concepts, | probably could’ve told you what religions
made which demands, especially the more arcane ones. But I’d prob-
ably killed the brain cells that held that knowledge with one too
many hits of nitrous.

“It’s okay,” he said. “You can eat meat in front of me. I’ll deal.”

| hunkered down over the counter and chowed down half a burger.
Maybe I’'d been hungry too. Aside from the hunger, the other thing
that had been gnawing at me—underneath the litany of criticism I'd
been subjected to lately—was the idea that the amusement park
hadn’t been riddled with ghosts. Because even through the Auracel,
| can usually sense their presence. The drugs just allow me to tune
it out.

“D’you think ghosts take up space?” | asked.



Crash took a long, thoughtful pull on the massive soda. “Don’t know.
You can see ‘em. What do you think?”

“They don’t stand inside other people. Living people. They don’t stand
inside each other. But they walk through walls and furniture and stuff
like it’s not even there.”

He nodded as he finished the rest of one super sized fry and contin-
ued on to the next. “Subtle bodies.”

Was he serious, or was that another Crash-joke along the lines of
golden showers? “What'’s that?”

“Astral. Etheric.”

Those, | knew about—enough that maybe | could figure out his re-
ligion without having to resort to actually asking. “What discipline
talks about that?”

“Oh, you name it. Subtle bodies pop up in everything from Tantric to
Crowley. Spiritualists, too—the Victorian table-rappers who said ghosts
shot ectoplasm, the ones who staged fake photos of garden fairies.”

Super.
“So it’s bullshit.”

“You're pretty quick to get defensive, for someone who’s seen it all
in action.” Crash crumpled up the greasy cardboard sleeve, threw
it back in the bag, then took the top bun off my second burger and
stole the tomato slice. | ignored his tongue stud as he licked off the
mayo. “l think a few of the table rappers were probably real medi-
ums. Plenty of shysters along with ‘em, but you figure one or two
had to be legit.”

“Hard to say.” At least without tracking down their graves, seeing if
any were still lingering around, and then trying to figure out if they’d
be willing to level with me or not.



“Ithoughtyou could see people goingastral. Why the second-guessing?”

“No. | can’t, usually. I need to be on psyactives.” Or drunk. “I was just
trying to figure out why crowded places don’t tend to be haunted, but
isolated places do.”

“Or what if it’s the other way around?” Crash sucked grease and salt
off his fingers like he was giving his own hand a blowjob. I didn’t
notice. Not at all. “What if places get deserted because on some sub-
sensory level, the mundanes of the world know there’s something
spooky about an area and they start avoiding it? It’s like the chicken
and the egg. Maybe you’ll never know.”

| picked the second burger off the bun, ate the meat and cheese in
few bites, wadded the soggy bun into a ball and shoved it back in
the bag. Miss Mattie was still nowhere to be seen. It wasn’t fair. |
was playing nice with her little Curtis and everything—hadn’t | even
brought him fries? Regardless, she remained indifferent to my thirst
for arcane knowledge. | took a long swallow of Coke instead.

Crash folded a piece of gum into his mouth. “So..l can’t help but
ask..what’s with your hair?”

“l got it cut.”
“Where? At the Moe Howard school of cosmetology?”

| could tell Jacob wasn’t too keen on my hair lately either, but it had
grown way over the dress code length, and | kept missing my ap-
pointment at the real salon because I’'d been scouring the scene of a
domestic stabbing all week to see if the spirit might know where her
loverboy took off to. Unfortunately, it seemed she’d moved on before
| had a chance to chat. “Just one of those places where you don’t
need an appointment.”

| ducked when Crash grabbed for my head, but he was just as fast as
me. | felt his fingers slide through my hair, watched him peer down
his nose at whatever he was seeing. “This angle’s all wrong. Sit.”
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I’d been kind-of kneeling in the tripod chair so | could hover over
the counter while | ate. It creaked when | turned and tucked my leg
beneath me. Crash pulled a comb out from under the cash register,
rounded the counter and started pulling up hanks of hair from ran-
dom parts of my head, measuring them between his fingers, and
scowling. “I can save this cut. Lemme get my shears.”

I’d be stuck with it a while. Then it would start all over again, the
awkward haircut that grew out some and had a few decent weeks,
then was suddenly too long for the dress code. A never-ending cycle.
“Yeah, sure.”

“You not too proud to let him help you. Almost—it still be hard for
you. But you got trust built up between the two of you now.”

| whipped around. Crash was gone, and there was Miss Mattie, big
and glossy-skinned mahogany, fanning herself with her paper St.
Anthony fan.

“I’'m so glad to see you. Listen, don’t go. | need to ask you—"
“l done told you, I'm not here for you. You got to find your own path.”

In one of the cramped rooms behind the store, drawers and doors
squalled open and banged shut.

| sighed. “Fine. Do you have something you want to say to Curtis? Ill
tell him. I’ll even write it down so | get it right.”

“He do want the best for you. He need to be needed—we all need to
be needed. He be a good friend to you if you let him.”

| knew that.

Suddenly, that seemed pretty profound. I’d known that for a long
time—and it wasn’t one of those things | took for granted. The people
| considered to be my friends were few and far between. Really far
between. “Okay. Yeah.”
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Miss Mattie scowled down at a handmade sign propped on the coun-
ter. It was cobbled together from the glossy Sunday Tribune ads,
where a hastily cut out male underwear model with a really promi-
nent package had been pasted over the world’s cleanest stovetop.
A comic book style dialog balloon that read, Did you sign up for the
Sticks and Stones newsletter? hovered beside him.

She couldn’t seem to make heads or tails of the sign. Neither could |,
really, but maybe that was the point. To make you look, even if you
didn’t quite get it. “It don’t make you no less of a man to ask for
help.” She pronounced it axe. “You got to ask yourself what’s more
important—to try to do everything your own way and lose it all, or to
ask for help so you can get what you need, when you need it. Always
remember, you not here in this world alone. You got friends.”

“It’s just a haircut—but him and me, we’re cool. | know it might not
always sound like it, but that’s just the way we ta—"

“Sometimes the only place you find help is the last place you look.
Remember that.”

Then she was gone, without even bothering to exit through the closet
door.
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GHAPTER 3

| stared at the last place I’d seen Miss Mattie, then dropped my gaze
to the underwear model. The hodgepodge sign was vaguely disturb-
ing. That was probably intentional, too.

“I gotta unlock the door.” Crash swept back into the store and set
a pair of scissors, a bottle of Windex—or probably what used to be
Windex and was now water, judging by the fact that it was clear and
not bright blue—and a jar of some trendy hair paste on the counter.
“Don’t worry. It’s usually pretty dead before noon.”

Just because he’d said that, people were milling around on the land-
ing waiting for the store to open. One of them was a short, round
Hispanic woman who went right for the Santeria supplies. The other
one was a white guy with long, greasy hair and a patchy beard. From
where | sat, he looked smelly.

Crash said, “Just a sec,” to me, dug around for his keyring and un-
locked his register. Within seconds, the Hispanic woman was at the
counter with an armload of prayer candles. Crash wrapped each one
in newspaper before he bagged it, gave the customer her total in
Spanish, and made quick change for her twenty. She took her bags
and left without a word. “One of my regulars,” Crash said. “She
doesn’t have a lot to say. | think she feels guilty for shopping at a
gringo store.” The grubby guy was still browsing.

“Sit,” Crash insisted, and shoved at my shoulder. | hadn’t even real-
ized 1I’d stood up. A cop-thing, most likely. When | thought about it,

20



how rote a majority of my responses were, it felt pretty bleak. Or
maybe that was the point. Maybe that’s what training was really all
about.

| sat.

He spritzed my head with Windex water. It didn’t smell like ammonia.
Probably just plain water. Then he combed through and parted my
hair in a bunch of places. “You want me to go conservative, then?”

“l uh..” 1 didn’t. Not deep inside. But | could hardly ask for a mo-
hawk. “Whatever you think is best.”

“l always knew you could sweet-talk me like crazy. Don’t worry, baby.
You’re in good hands.” He tilted my head down and snipped at my
hairline in back, tiny nips. “I wish the butcher who got to you before
had left me some length to work with.”

Points of wet hair sprinkled the floor beside the chair. Very small, a
quarter of an inch, even less. Crash kept working my hair, fingers and
comb, comb and fingers, measuring and finessing while the tiniest
bits of hair rained down.

“You cut hair?”

Crash let go of my head and | looked up. The grubby guy was standing
closer to us than I would’ve liked, especially with me sitting down.

“How much?” he asked.
“You can’t afford me. Is that all, or do you need some charcoal?”
“Uh, no. I'm good.”

Crash rang up the sale, then came back around to the front of the
counter and picked up wherever he’d left off. “Another regular?” |
asked.

“l dunno. He’s shopped here a few times, but there’s something
in his vibe that rubs me wrong. He’s always buying bouncebacks,
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curse deflection stuff. Which raises the question—look down, there
you go—is he really surrounded by people who continually fling hexes
and whammies his way, and if so, what did he do to deserve it? Or
is he just paranoid? Either way, I’'m not exactly itching to add him on
Facebook.”

Crash grabbed my chin and tilted my face up. | held my breath while
he leaned over me and put his face right in mine to check the sides
of my hair for length. He gave his gum an annoyed crack and took
another quarter inch off one side.

Had he felt my aura spike when Miss Mattie showed up, or had the
creepy guy'’s vibes thrown enough interference from out on the land-
ing to cover it? Hard to say—but my guess was, Crash would’ve had
a comment or two if he’d known | was just chatting with his long-
lost neighbor. Why had she bothered to talk to me just to tell me it
wasn’t wussy to ask for help? I was well aware of how much help my
hair needed—and I’d already resigned myself to the Crash treatment.
Overprotective, | guess.

Crash traded the scissors and comb for the little jar of hair stuff and
rubbed some paste between his palms. “I know you can’t be both-
ered to style it—"

“Not necessarily.”
“—but humor me just for today.”

He worked the paste through my hair and tweaked it. | used to put
my "hawk up with Elmer’s glue and egg whites. | could manage a dab
of paste.

“Yeah, not bad. | wanna give you a trim in a couple of weeks when
the front has a chance to recover from the chop shop.”

“Uh, how much do | owe you?”

Crash waved it off. “Never mind. It’s enough to know you won’t be
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scaring my customers away. So what else was on your agenda today?
Did you need any actual supplies?”

Bob Zigler had downsized my stealth exorcism kit to a repurposed
pocket-sized breath spray and an emptied out Chap Stick tube. | was
at the point where | could zap a repeater with a quarter teaspoon of
Florida Water and a pinch of herbs, and | had enough sandalwood
powder to last me through Christmas. Still, if Crash wasn’t going to
accept money for the haircut, | figured | should probably buy some-
thing. “I dunno. I'll look around.”

What would he stand to make the most off if | bought it? The stat-
uettes, probably. They were the biggest ticket items in the whole
store. If 1 bought one, though, he’d probably look for it the next time
he came to visit—and if there’s one thing | can’t stand, it’s clutter.
Throws too many shadows.

Also, he’d probably ask me why | wanted to buy Ganesh in the first
place, given that I’'m agnostic. It’d be a lot easier to simply drop a
few twenties on his floor when he wasn’t looking, but in all likelihood
they’d end up in the pocket of the bearded guy, or someone just like
him.

| turned and scratched my head, wondered when the last time was
I’d washed my hair. Then | remembered the paste, and then | laid
my eyes on a row of books. Books had a decent markup, right? And
I might actually find some use for them. “What do you have that’s
recent?”

“Lucky you’ve got a hot little ass in those jeans or I’d have to smack
you for asking such useless questions. Recent what? Ephemerides?
Meditation guides? Hymnals?”

| felt my cheeks warm up, so | cranked my internal faucet and pulled
down a white balloon between the two of us before he could get off
empathically on my embarrassment. “Psych stuff, | guess. General
facts. Post-eighties.”
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“Ah. Now, that’s a challenge.” He brushed shoulders with me as he
came to stand beside me at the bookshelf. “That’s when the books
got bland. Before that, psychic research was actually interesting—but
the second they found something real, poof. The writing tanked.”

“How come?”

He lowered his voice. “Who was the one who set up a cloak-and-dag-
ger meeting with me in a public toilet to find out more about F-Pimp?
You know better than anyone that Big Brother is real.”

The Federal Psychic Monitoring Program—could | go one single day
without being reminded that the FPMP was keeping tabs on me?
Was that too much to ask? | sidled away from him. He managed to
brush up on me some more without even seeming to move. “Maybe
Jacob would like...this one.” | scanned the shelf frantically for a title
that didn’t look asinine while | pumped white light into the shield
between us like | was putting out a flaming house with the energy.
Psychic Self-Defense. How appropriate. | pulled the book and showed
him the cover. “Any good?”

“Adequate. | wouldn’t stock it if it wasn’t at least moderately in-
formative, not unless it had a tacky cover that fairly screamed For
Entertainment Purposes Only.”

“Okay. I'll get it for him.”

The second mention of my lover—Crash’s ex—finally got him to back
out of my personal space. “So how is Mister Tall, Dark and Infuriating
these days?”

“The same, | guess.”
“Doubtful. We're all evolving.”

| grabbed a couple more titles—Elemental Magick, and You Too Can
be Clairvoyant. The Clairvoyance one was thirty-five bucks. Good. |
wouldn’t feel so bad about the free haircut if | bought it.
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Crash rang up my books and swiped my Visa, then did a double take
at my hair. “Come here a second.” He motioned me forward and |
leaned over the counter, figuring that | had something out of place.
| felt his fingers against my scalp and a tingle shot down my spine.
| turned up my internal faucet another few rotations. “You’ve got a
wicked sunburn right up your part.” Crash snapped a triangular chunk
off an aloe plant that was hidden behind a big incense burner and
a Seven African Powers prayer candle, then pushed my head down
and squeezed the cool juice onto it. | figured that the aloe might add
character to the paste—or at least it wouldn’t be terribly noticeable.

| looked up, and Crash’s fingertips hovered at my eyebrow like he
might stroke my cheek. | stepped back and strengthened the white
balloon yet again. It had to be as thick as a steel-belted radial by now.

He was a lot easier to resist when he was acting like an asshole. Time
to get out while | still could. | gave him a stilted wave, and | could
hardly move my arm through the thick membrane of protection I’d
been pouring light into for the past quarter of an hour. He smirked
and gave me an ironic finger-wave in return. “Ciao, baby.”

| stumbled out onto the street and let my balloon drop. Crash was
great, don’t get me wrong, but keeping him from feeding off my emo-
tions felt like drinking three refills of Coke at a restaurant, finding the
bathroom out of order, and having to hold it all the way home down
a road full of potholes.

On my way back to the car | glanced at the fortune teller’'s window—
not that you can ever see anything, between the neon and the thick
black drape—and got a load of myself reflected back in the glass. Holy
crap. My hair looked friggin’ awesome.

Crash had given me rock star hair. Subtle rock star hair, like a pseudo-
intellectual kid on an indie label might have, hair that looked like he
didn’t give a shit about it, that he just happened to tousle it the right
way and it fell, by chance, in the most flattering way it might have
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landed. Hair that might not have been washed lately, but it didn’t
matter because it only added to the just-rolled-out-of-bed charm.

It was the hair I’d been born to have—if | were a pseudo-intellectual
in an indie rock band, and not a cop.

Would | have to get an even shorter nerd cut to cover it up? | didn’t
want to. Besides, it probably wouldn’t look quite as good without the
hair paste. It might even look cop-like, if I didn’t tousle it.

Though I didn’t know how I’d resist. It was the best hair I’d ever had.

My phone rang while | was waiting for the light on Damen and Lincoln
that I’ve never once made. Crash. “Hello?”

“So what do you think?”

“The hair? It’s uh..yeah. It’s good.”
“0h, go on. Really. Go on.”

“It’s really..good...hair.”

“That’s it? Good? Just good? You look about five years younger and
smokin’ hot.”

“What about...athletic?”

There was crackling on the line. | realized it was Crash torturing his
gum for a good second or two. “What’re you talking about?”

“You know, more uh...athletic.”

“l think 1 have the wrong number. | could swear Victor Bayne just
asked me if | thought he looked athletic.”

“Never mind, | gotta g—”
“My grandma is more athletic than you.”

“Thanks a lot.”
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“You break a sweat lifting a coffee cup.”
“Okay, okay, | get it.”

“Athletic? | must’ve told you a dozen times today how you well and
truly rock my world, and you go fishing around for the one compli-
ment you’d never get in a million years.” | heard a slurp of Coke in a
straw, and the muttering of the word, “Athletic....”

The light turned and the car behind me beeped. | gave him a “yeah,
whatever” all-purpose wave and rolled forward. “So what do you
think it would take? | mean, for me to, | dunno, maybe bulk up a
little.”

“Protein and weight training. But | just watched you scarf down half
a pound of beef, so I’'m guessing your protein is adequate.”

We had protein drinks in the fridge. They tasted like the can. But
maybe if | held my nose.... “You mean like, uh, barbells and...stuff?”

“Most guys your age—how old are you, forty?”
“Thirty-nine.”

“They’d kill to have your bod—not an ounce of fat on you and a full
head of hair with hardly any grays.”

What? | had gray hair? Since when?

“I'm all for physical fitness, but | think you’re pretty much stuck with
your basic body type. What the heck’s gotten into you, anyway, that
now you suddenly need to be athletic?”

“l just thought that Jacob might like—"
“Jacob’s ga-ga over you as it is.”
“Well, 1 don’t know about—"

“l do,” Crash said. “He’s smitten. Lust-addled. Head over heels.” |
replied with a long, gusty sigh at the thought of going through all the
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trouble of diet and exercise only to end up as beanpole-like as ever,
and Crash said, “Besides, | can’t believe you’re being this shallow.
The body’s only a shell.”

| considered that logic. “Then why should it matter if | have a good
haircut or not?”

“Go fuck yourself, then..and think of me while you’re doing it.” He
made a wet kissy-noise and hung up.



GHAPTER 4

Psychic Self Defense by Muriel S. Sullivan ended up being a lot more
interesting than | would’ve imagined. | suspected the author was
visual, like me, so | could relate to the way she talked about things.
My visual representation of protective skins might have looked more
like condoms and body bags than hers, but even though she wrote
about rings of mystic fire and halos of purifying white light, | could
still scrape together some sort of internal reference.

The book had been written in the sixties, so it was definitely weird.
Muriel’s instructions would be making perfect sense, but then she’d
tell you to grab an iron spike, invoke Thor, force the negative energy
into the spike and drive it into the ground. Granted, as Marvel Comics
superheroes go, Thor is pretty cool. But I’'ve never seen an iron spike
just lying around waiting to be planted.

Despite the weirdness, the book must’ve really been holding my at-
tention, because | didn’t hear Jacob come in until he spoke.

“Did you do something different with your hair?”

| jumped, and the book fluttered out of my hands like a living thing,
pages fanned open, hovering in mid-air while | grabbed at it, and
then tumbling to the floor, shut.

| touched my hair. It felt funny. Hair paste. “Yeah, uh, Crash gave me
atrim.”

Jacob turned on the overhead light. | hadn’t even noticed the room



getting dim. He hooked a finger through the knot of his tie and loos-
ened it as he approached, all the while nailing me to my seat with
his most intense dark-eyed stare. Silk hissed on cotton as he whisked
off his tie, and then he leaned over me, eyes level with mine. “Take
off your clothes.”

He said it, and then he didn’t even give me a chance to do it myself.
He yanked my T-shirt over my head and threw it on top of the book,
then went at the fly of my jeans like he’d rip it right out if it didn’t
cooperate. | undid the buttons on his tailored dress shirt, then Jacob
pulled it off and threw it on the floor beside mine. His undershirt fol-
lowed. Then it was just him, and me, and everything we were wear-
ing from the waist down—which didn’t stay in place for long.

All the while we stripped, Jacob didn’t say a word. He just stared. He
dug the hair..maybe.

Or maybe he was wishing | was more athletic.

“Let’s try something,” | suggested, before I’d even fully formed an
idea.

He nodded, all ears.
“Something more, uh, active.”
He gave me a dirty smile. “What did you have in mind?”

Something that would make me seem like | wasn’t out of shape—
though nothing | could picture seemed to fit that bill. “Well, we
could....” | trailed off and hoped that, in his enthusiasm, Jacob would
come up with something.

He pulled me against him chest to chest, moved to stroke my hair
back and then changed his mind at the last second, as if he was
afraid he’d wreck it by touching it. “You want to fuck me?”

Um. Oh.



He looked pretty jazzed, so | made myself nod as if that was exactly
what I'd been getting at. It’s not that | didn’t think Jacob’s ass was
a damn fine ass, but with our bodies—him massive, me gangly—I
felt like a greyhound attempting to mount a mastiff whenever we
changed things up.

“Let’s do it in the bathroom,” he said. “In the mirror.”

Oh God. Not only did | have to do the deed, | had to see myself in
action. I’d be lucky if I could even get it up.

At least we kept the primo lube in there—the silicone that lets you
hump for hours, even underwater. Hopefully he wouldn’t notice if |
kept my eyes shut.

| followed him in and he turned on me suddenly, and nuzzled my jaw.
“Tell me what to do.”

| tried to think athletic, but absolutely nothing came to mind, so |
said, “Kiss my neck.” I’'m notoriously weak-willed when it comes to
my neck. Maybe I’d get into the spirit of things more quickly if he was
working on my..yeah.

Jacob’s mouth was a thing of beauty. | slipped my arms around his
shoulders and pressed myself against his body— big and warm, solid,
hairy where | liked it, smooth along his back, inside his thighs. |
slipped a hand alongside his balls to remind myself how silky smooth
he felt down there in the crease of his thigh, and hot and moist, the
heat of the day. He moaned against my neck, and | felt a most defi-
nite stirring.

| could do it. No problem. I could be very..athletic. All | needed was
the proper motivation.

“Touch my nipples. Not hard, not yet. But make me feel it.”

Jacob mumbled against my neck and slid his hands up my ribs. He
took both nipples at the same time, one in each hand, and rolled



them between thumb and forefinger. My cock twitched, and he made
another pleased sound along the spit-wet skin beside my Adam’s

apple.

“No hickeys, mister. You’re in deep shit if you mark me up.”

A rumbly laugh. A gentle bite. My cock rose and made a right angle
to the rest of my body. | let the head glide over his hip, and he made
another satisfied sound against my throat.

Bossing Jacob around, | could get used to it. For the evening, anyway.
“Enough of that. Kneel. Hands behind your back.”

He pulled away and paused to look at me for a moment, then smiled
to himself as he complied. Or maybe it was my hair he’d been admir-
ing. Same difference. Maybe.

He knelt on the tiny rubber-backed square of machine-washable car-
pet. It wasn’t exactly the most padded thing in the house, but it
would do.

| grabbed him by the head and let my fingertips rake along the sides
of his scalp. I liked his hair a touch longer, the way it was now. It gave
me something to hold onto while | said, “Kiss my cock.”

Jacob leaned in, keeping his hands obediently clasped behind his
back. His arms were thick and strong, with defined parts that | didn’t
even know the names of, since my knowledge of anatomy stops after
biceps and triceps—and a golden tan from mowing our ragged strip of
lawn in nothing but a pair of gym shorts, a determined scowl, and a
sultry sheen of sweat.

His beard tickled my shaft. Small kisses. Brushes of lips teased my
cock, fluttering along the underside, the base. My knees felt a bit
weak. | leaned against the sink. “Lick it.”

Hot and wet, like he’d been dying to taste me. | closed my eyes and



felt his head advance and retreat while his tongue slid up and down
to wet my dick.

| could come like that. If he started to suck me, and | looked down
and saw him kneeling there, submissive and naked, | would totally
shoot my load.

Not very athletic.

So what was it he said to me that got me off when he was being the
bossy one? Oh yeah. | grabbed his hair harder and stilled his head so
he knew to stop and listen. “Get up. Show me that hole.”

When he stood up again, his cock was thick and hard. He was wear-
ing his “I wanna pound you through the mattress” expression, but it
was taut now with his effort to keep it all in check and do only what
| told him. His thighs flexed and released as if he was spring-loaded,
and the tiniest slip would send him flying into action. But for now,
he could wait.

He knocked yesterday’s newspaper, folded to the Lifestyle section,
to the floor, then eased his chest onto the counter beside the sink.
He walked his legs out. More muscles | couldn’t name, or maybe
tendons—and the sweet, rounded rise of his ass, which was mostly
muscle, too—all of it spread out before me. All of it mine to do what-
ever | pleased with it.

| ran my hands over him, down his back, over his ass, to the backs
of his thighs. His skin flicked in response. Everywhere, he was rock
hard.

“l need it,” he mumbled into his forearms. “Do it.”

The fact that he could hardly bring himself to tell me to fuck him sent
a thrill zinging down to my groin. | licked my finger and trailed it down
his hot, moist crack. He exhaled carefully against the countertop.

| figured | should probably say something about that being “my” hole



and how | was gonna “own” it, but it sounded too fake, even in my
thoughts. | bent over him instead, and laid a slow, wet kiss along the
spot where his tailbone ended, and the curve of his spine turned into
ass crack. He moaned.

| tongued him, farther down, and farther down still, rich and salty
and end-of-the-day musky, and my cock started to throb in anticipa-
tion of going there too and knowing what that hot, wet hole would
feel like clenching all around it.

“Sweet ass.” | let the words play over my spit, and Jacob shivered
all over. | licked him, right on the pucker, hard, and pressed a wet
fingertip in.

“Oh God.”

| closed my mouth over his hole and pressed my tongue in where my
finger had been. | was high on the scent of maleness, and sex.

Jacob was really moaning now, a string of encouraging sounds, and
tilting his ass as if maybe angling it just right would encourage me
to cram in something bigger and stiffer than my tongue. Seeing him
beg like that with his body, his mega-ripped, rock hard body, was a
total rush.

The lube was cold, but warmed to my touch fast. Super slick. | gave
my cock a few quick, slippery pumps then swiped my fingertips over
Jacob’s ass. He moaned again.

| didn’t waste any time in pushing in. Tight, so tight. | hadn’t bare-
backed with anyone since | was a teenager, and it always shocked
me, the molten hot wetness of Jacob’s body squeezing at my cock. |
started slow, because neither of us were particularly accustomed to
me serving it up to him, but his hole was so deliciously slick | ended
up buried in just a few thrusts.

The musculature of his back shifted as his ribcage heaved, and he



drank in great, loud breaths, still moaning, still encouraging me with
his sighs and the needy arching of his spine.

“Fuck me. Jack me off.” The words were half-buried in moans and
groans and breathing. Jacob usually has no problem at all doing the
dirtiest dirty-talk, but not now, not with my dick up his ass.

Everything would’ve been perfect, if it weren’t for the mirror. | could
try to focus on Jacob with his arousal-flushed face, and the chis-
eled perfection of his bod from every angle, but there | was right in
back of him. Good hair or not, | couldn’t stand to look. Most people
in long-term relationships occasionally fantasize that they’re with
someone else when they fuck. | wished | was someone else.

| reached around to stroke him, but even then, there | was—looking
right back at us from the mirror.

| could turn off the light, but that would be too obviously weird, leav-
ing us panting and puffing in the windowless, pitch-black room. The
shower—I could turn that on and steam up the mirror so all | saw
were shapes. But | couldn’t reach the tap. And we’d never gotten
around to upgrading our hot water heater.

“Harder,” Jacob mumbled into his arm. “I’'m ready.”

Oh—he thought I’d been taking it slow for his benefit, and not figuring
out a way to stop seeing myself. | shut my eyes and focused on the
tightness, the feel of myself gliding in and out, in and out, the way
he arched under me to meet each thrust. So hot. So slick. So tight.

Then | opened one eye, and there | was. Damn it.

| pulled out, flipped the toilet seat down, and sat. “C’mon, get on top
of me. | want to look at you face-to-face while I’'m in you.” | wanted
to look at anything but the mirror—but | thought it was a pretty good
excuse.

Jacob straddled me, and his quads bulged as he found his position



with the deliberation he’d use mounting a machine at the gym. |
strongly suspected he was working his abs as he did it.

He braced himself on the towel bar behind my head and lowered him-
self gingerly, until the fine hairs that dusted his ass and my thighs
tickled together. “How’s that?” he said.

“Tight.”

He grunted, and began to move. It was awfully intense, watching him
watching me—watching him trying to get me off—but it was a hell of
a lot better than the sight in the mirror. | lubed my hand again and
started to work his cock like | meant it. He caught his lower lip be-
tween his teeth and shuddered all over.

His eyes closed and he focused hard on just moving, riding my cock.
He found his rhythm and worked it, and | jacked him with one hand
and held him by the hip with the other so I could feel his body rise
and fall. His face—what cheekbones. What a mouth. Great eyebrows,
too. Expressive. A hitch formed between them, and he said, “Is it
good for you?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re so quiet.”

“I am?”

“Yeah. | mean, usually....”

“Oh, uh...it’s different. A different feeling. But just as good. Totally.”

He shifted his angle, as if he didn’t believe me—like he thought he
couldn’t please me, not that way, without some serious determina-
tion and focus.

Crap. The last thing | needed was for both of us to have an inferiority
complex. | tried to think of something to say that didn’t sound fake.



“You know how tight you are? So tight | can hardly breathe, let alone
talk to you.”

His expression softened, but he kept on riding me like this thing we
were doing was a puzzle, and he needed to crack the code.

He clenched himself harder—and now | was positive he was working
his abs, because | could feel contractions rolling through him, coaxing
me to come.

My breath caught, and my hand flew over his cock. “Come with me
inside you,” | gasped. “I wanna see that. Come for me.”

Jacob raked his jaw over his biceps to wipe away the sweat that was
starting to bead his face from all the quad work. “Touch my balls.”

| let go of his waist and slipped my other hand between us. It felt
weird, no two ways about it—his taut ass slapping down on my hip-
bones. He’d probably have a bruise in the shape of my pelvis to show
for our experiment. Stroking his nuts seemed to turn up the heat.
He threw his head back, and the way his body clenched me started
to feel less deliberate. | dug it, the trembling contractions, erratic,
desperate.

“I’'m gonna come...” | whispered. “You’re making me come...”

“Fuck, yeah.” He grit his teeth and squeezed his eyes shut, squeezed
his ass around me too, and damn, there it was, a surge, and another
surge, and fuck, it was so hot and so wet, my juice inside him—and
it was worth it, totally worth it, even if I’d looked like a big dumbass
in the mirror. He spattered my belly while | came, and that made my
hips twitch up even after | thought | was spent, and my dick gave
another grudging throb in his hole.

Jacob pressed his forehead to mine, sticky with sweat, and we both
breathed hard. “That was really intense,” | said. “You feel incredible.”

“Yeah?”



“Yeah.” | tilted my face up for a kiss. His mouth tasted salty.

He eased his death grip off the towel bar and ran his fingers through
my way cool hair. “I love you so much.”

“l love you too.” It seems like there should be a better answer than
that, but sometimes it doesn’t pay to try and talk fancy.

| kissed him some more, slow, satisfied kisses, drowsy kisses. It
seemed like I could have stayed there forever, kissing him. But then |
felt his thigh tremble. “Are you not sitting down on me?”

“Well I....” He looked surprised.
“Do you think you can’t sit on my lap?”
“No. Of course not. It’s just..we’re at a weird angle. That’s all.”

| sighed. | didn’t need to be a Human Polygraph to know that people
who said “of course not” were unlikely to be giving you much of a
truth.

He stood up fast and offered me a hand-up. | couldn’t not take it
without shoving him into the shower and cracking his head on the
not-quite-retro tiles. | was feeling mildly ticked, not sociopathic, so |
accepted.

“l thought maybe the toilet seat was digging into you.”
“Forget it.”

He turned on the shower, and the sound of water ringing on tile filled
the awkward silence nicely. “Don’t be mad,” Jacob said over the
rhythmic stream. “We just had a really great time. There’s nothing to
be mad about.”

“It’s fine.”

He stuck his hand under the shower, tweaked the temperature, then
climbed in and pulled me along with him. He hustled me against the
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wall and started in again with the kissing, and maybe | was irked
enough to tell him enough with it already, we’d shot our loads and
what more did he want—other than someone athletic enough to bear
his weight? But as | planted my foot and tried to pivot, | felt a horrible
twinge race up my calf.

Jacob’s mouth closed over mine, and now he tasted like the shower.
| kissed him back, reluctantly at first, but then he slid a bar of soap
between my legs and started making lather, and | decided | could
stay put for the moment.

At least until the charley horse subsided.
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GHAPTER |

Since Jacob now had over an inch of hair, he also owned styling prod-
ucts. Things had changed a lot since the eighties, when I’d primped
my hair with office supplies. The cramp in my leg was nagging at me,
so | decided to burn a sick day rather than letting the jackasses like
Raleigh down the hall see me limping. Jacob was at work, I’d actu-
ally slept in for a change, and now | was home alone with my new
haircut.

| rifled through the medicine cabinet. There was hairspray, but sup-
posedly for “shine” rather than “hold,” in a tiny little spritzer bottle.
I also found a small round jar of something with the consistency of
pudding. That was it—two things. Undoubtedly, if Jacob had more hair,
we’d have more hair stuff. | figured the hair pudding would have to
do.

| took a very small dab and worked it through my hair like Crash had,
fully expecting to look ridiculous when | was done.

| didn’t. It looked great.

| wondered if working out, especially if | followed that workout with
some kind of stretching, might help the calf situation. But you didn’t
do your hair and then jump around and get it all sweated up—every-
one knows that. Besides, | didn’t actually have any idea what “work-
ing out” would entail. So | went and turned on my computer instead.
If | put together a plan of action for bulking up, it would be a step in
the right direction. And it wouldn’t wreck my hair.
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Sifting through websites took time. A lot of them pimped home gyms,
or weird pieces of plastic that were supposed to help you push, pull
or gyrate your way to a spectacular six-pack. Even though | knew they
were probably crap, the before and after pictures did give me pause.

But I figured that if any of these things did work, we’d already have
one downstairs. In the basement.

Hitting the gym is as much a social thing for Jacob as it is about keep-
ing up his hugeness, but since he was now a homeowner and he had
his very own basement, he’d collected a few basic pieces of equip-
ment for those days when his job kept him from his normal routine.

Since | didn’t trust the overhead light not to sputter into oblivion the
second | was smack-dab in the middle of the basement, | grabbed my
pocket flashlight, just in case, and headed downstairs.

Jacob had worked hard to make the space respectable—half of it,
anyway. The now-finished portion of the basement had a fresh, white
acoustic drop-ceiling and a smooth concrete floor he’d fussed over
for hours, only to cover it with interlocking rubber gym tiles once it
was absolutely perfect.

| walked around the weight bench to size it up, and from the far
end, caught a glimpse of the other half of the basement. A couple
of folding screens separated it from Jacob’s home gym; he hadn’t
quite figured out if he should build some walls and divide the space
into rooms, or have the big ancient canning equipment hauled to a
junkyard and expand the finished area into a giant rec room. So for
now, his solution was to not look at the part he didn’t know what to
do with.

Who was | to criticize?

It was pretty creepy, though. Darkness lurked behind the screens,
and hulks of big metal machinery. The unfinished ceiling absorbed
all the light, until all that was left were dozens of shifting shadows.



| looked down at the barbell and counted up the metal discs. Over a
hundred and fifty pounds on one end alone. | stared at it stupidly as
| realized he bench-pressed two of me. On a regular basis.

The dumbbells, then. There they were, colorful and rubberized,
stacked on their unassuming metal pyramid. The weights were print-
ed ever so helpfully on the ends. | took the second-smallest weight,
a green 12-pounder, and wondered what to do with it. | tried a curl
and thought, seriously, is this how guys get buff?

| put it back before | hurt myself.

The clear course of action was to ask Jacob for advice. So naturally |
wanted to do that least of all. Did | think he would look down at me,
think I was a wimp because | couldn’t press and squat and lift what
he could? He already knew that. Heck, he thought I couldn’t even
handle him sitting on my lap.

Maybe | thought he’d push me harder than | was ready to go. That’s
what trainers did, wasn’t it? Though Jacob was so notorious for cut-
ting me slack, | couldn’t really fathom him telling me to drop and
give him fifty. Not unless we were naked, and role-playing, and he’d
only make me do about ten before he spread me open and showed
me who was boss.

| visited that pleasant daydream for a few seconds, then turned and
headed upstairs. | suspected what | was really scared of was that as
disgusted as | was with my scrawniness, | didn’t have the motivation
to do anything about it. It was bad enough Jacob had to live with
the protruding hipbones. He didn’t need my personality flaws high-
lighted, too.

My laptop was still open to the latest miracle piece of plastic, so |
decided to see if there might be a legitimate-looking site that would
tell me how to use something we already owned. | grabbed a banana
and a fresh cup of coffee, and | started poking around for dumbbell
workouts. | quickly saw they were now called free weights. Fine. Free
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weights, then. | found a simple routine, went to print it out, and got
a message that my printer was out of ink.

Why did everything always need to be so complicated?

Sure, | could go to the store, buy ink, come back, try to install it and
find I'd somehow managed to get the wrong cartridge—but was it
worth it? Who was to say | wouldn’t try the workout once and then
give up?

Who was to say Jacob even wanted me any bigger—besides Barbara,
of course?

It seemed like a shame to go through all that effort for nothing. If
there were only some way | could know for sure if Jacob even wanted
me to beef up. Without asking him, of course, because he’d only say
| was great just the way | was. That’s what boyfriends are supposed
to say—that’s just the way the world works.

However...I did know someone who could tell me for sure.

Even as | thought it, | felt petty. My ex-partner, Lisa Gutierrez, was
teetering on the verge of locking herself in a room and using her si-no
talent to solve every crime in every precinct known to man, and then
probably a few that hadn’t even been committed yet. Did | deserve
to use her to find out whether or not Jacob wanted a little something
more to hold onto?

The thing was, we were friends, Lisa and me. And whether or not she
used the si-no to come by her answer, I'd bet she’d be able to give
me some good advice. | opened my email and typed:

Hey Lis

What’s going on with you..how had summer been treating
you, I bet its nice in C.A.

I was thinking about weight training.what do you think
Jacob would think about 1it..I can’t always tell if hes
just saying what I want to hear.

—_—
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You missed vinyl wrist restraint day with some muscle
bound guy named Sando, lucky you..I bet you were meditat-
ing at the time.

Keep in touch,
Vic
p.s. call me sometime

There. That didn’t sound too desperate. And if her answer didn’t
sound like a si-no to me, | could always figure out a way to get
Carolyn to ask Jacob for me.

| grabbed another cup of coffee and set out to find three exercises
| could get started with that were so simple | could memorize them
without printing them out, when | saw | had new mail.

My heart raced. Lisa must have been sitting at her computer and
done it then and there. Si7 No.

Briefly, very briefly, it occurred to me to not look at her answer—be-
cause if it was no, Jacob didn’t need me to step up the fitness regime,
then 1I’d be missing out on a perfectly good opportunity to increase
my strength and endurance—and I’d also squander the chance at a
potential hobby, which would be a shame. I’d finally admitted that |
had no idea how to play Sudoku.

And if she said yes, then no doubt I’d feel like crap, and | wouldn’t
be able to tell Jacob about it either since there’d be nothing he could
say that would make me feel better.

| thought both of those things, for maybe half a second. But I’d asked,
and if she had an answer for me, then | owed it to her to see it.

| pulled up my email and saw the message I’d just sent, with this in
the header:

550 user 1Imgutierrez23, quota exceeded

550 <Imgutierrez23@Q-mail.com>... Can’t create output:
Error 0
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My first thought was that I’d typed it wrong, but no, she was in my
address book and the emails always went through before. Besides,
when | looked at the message, it didn’t say it was an invalid address.
It said the quota was exceeded.

0On a Q-mail account? Those things hold like a million messages.

I memory-dialed Jacob, who picked up after two rings. “Hey, it’s me,”
| said. “You busy?”

“Not for you. What’s up?”
“An email bounced back from Lisa. Don’t you think that’s weird?”

“l don’t know.” He considered. “Maybe her account was full of spam
so she created a new one.”

“The account was still there, but it was full. A Q-mail account.”

“Huh. But remember when my mother got the digital camera and she
sent me a hundred megs of photos because she didn’t know how to
work the settings? It might be something like that.”

“When was the last time you actually heard from her?” | scrolled
down. “Lisa, | mean. Not your mother. Because now I’'m looking, and
| see she didn’t answer my last two emails. So it’s been a week. No,
two.”

He gave a short sigh. “Okay. I'll check tonight when | get home.”

| was in the basement attempting a lateral raise when the sound of
the front door slamming nearly sent me through the ceiling. My gun
was in the bedroom. | glanced down at the fifteen-pound freeweight
in my hand. It would have to do. | crept up the basement stairs
soundlessly and poked my head out, only to hear Jacob’s familiar
footfalls on the stairs to the loft. “Vic? You home?”

A sick surge coursed through me as | realized | wasn’t experiencing a
home invasion. Only my adrenaline level needed to catch up. “Here.”
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Jacob turned on the stairs with his tie half-off, looking like a male
stripper who’d gotten the address to the bachelorette party wrong.
Then he scowled, which diminished the stripper-like quality. Slightly.
“What were you doing in the basement?”

| could hardly drop the weight behind me and hope it bounced qui-
etly down the stairs, especially since it would probably take out half
a dozen of them. “I, uh....” | shrugged.

“Were you working out?”
Busted. “l was bored.”

Jacob backtracked, got over the shock of seeing me with a dumbbell
in my hand, slipped his tie the rest of the way off and dropped it
over the back of the couch. “I took half a day. | couldn’t stop thinking
about Lisa.”

It had been two and a half weeks since she’d emailed Jacob.

“You can level with me,” | told him. “If she gave you her phone num-
ber and not me, | won’t be mad.”

“Me? What makes you think she’d trust me over you? | was the one
who couldn’t stop asking for si-nos.”

We both looked at each other hard, and then | said, “Carolyn.”

While Jacob set to tracking her down, | called Sticks and Stones. “Hey,
do you have Lisa’s number?”

“Nope. | got an email address, the same one you have.”
“The Q-mail? It’s bouncing. The message says it’s full.”
“Must be a glitch. Those things never fill up.”

“That’s what | said. What if something’s wrong?”
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“You're the detective. Do something about it.”

| wished | was there in person so | could smack him upside the head
with my phone. “You’re sure you don’t have a phone number.”

“Are you calling me a liar? | already told you. No. | have an email.
That’s all | have.”

“Okay, okay.” | cast around for some other idea. “So..do you have any
kind of feeling about it?”

“Don’t be an ass. I’'m not a precog any more than you are.”

| hung up with Crash. Jacob had his phone pinned in the crook of
his shoulder and was busy going through his wallet. | watched, torn
between curiosity and dread, while he pulled out a business card. He
looked up as if he’d sensed my eyes on him. “Carolyn doesn’t have
her number either. I've got one more idea, and it’s a long shot.”

| stared harder.
He dialed.

He waited. | waited. He fiddled with the card. And finally, when I’d
decided his long shot wasn’t going to pay off, someone picked up.
“Hi, this is Detective Jacob Marks. I’m not sure if you remember me,
but last fall you performed an exor—"

A raised voice on the other end of the line cut him off. Talking. A lot.
“That’s actually why I-”

More talking. | couldn’t make out the words, but | caught the tone,
all right. Urgent.

“Hold on,” Jacob said. “The Santa Barbara police are—? Uh huh. No,
they’re not part of the PsyCop program. It doesn’t necessarily say
anything about their procedures...it could be that a referendum wasn’t
approved to spend the—right, they’re probably not trained to keep
psychic evidence uncontaminated.”

4



What? Hell, even | wasn’t trained in keeping psychic evidence uncon-
taminated. | did my best to apply the procedures | learned for mun-
dane crime scene evidence, but ultimately, | winged it.

“What have they done so far? Searched the—uh huh. Did they remove
anything?”

Psychic evidence. | wasn’t even sure what constituted “psychic evi-
dence.” It would depend on the Psych, wouldn’t it? For me, it meant
ghosts. For Carolyn, statements. For Lisa..well, anything was fair
game, with the si-no. Which would be a pretty damn threatening re-
alization for a criminal.

My stomach was doing an unpleasant churny thing.
“When was the last time you saw her?”
Lisa missing? A very unpleasant churny thing.

“Hold on.” Jacob thumbed the mute button and asked me, “Do you
know anyone named Karen Frugali?” | shook my head. He unmuted
the phone. “And how long has she been gone?” He listened, then cut
his eyes to me. “I’'m not positive my partner will be willing to fly out
there and take a look...but I'll ask.”

They said their goodbyes while | wondered if | might throw up, and
once Jacob hit the disconnect button, | said, “If something’s going on
with Lisa, you bet your sweet ass | want to go take a look.”

He gave me a wry look, and said, “l was counting on it.”



GHAPTER §

While Jacob dealt with the airline, | called Betty at the Fifth Precinct
and let her know | needed a few personal days since | was taking
a little trip—which undoubtedly seemed shifty, since I’d just called
in sick—and then | set about getting my shit together. Since | didn’t
have any kind of instinct about what to bring with me, | watched
Jacob pack for California and brought one of whatever he brought.
I’d always figured if | visited the West Coast I'd bring shorts and sun-
glasses—not a suit and a sidearm.

“Leave your Florida Water here,” Jacob told me. “It won’t make it
through security. It looks too much like mace.”

| stared down at the Blast o’ Mint container that Zigler had painstak-
ingly refilled. “So...I can bring a Glock on board, but | can’t bring some
scented water.”

“Airport security is what it is. They understand what guns are; if we
go through the right channels, we can carry. But explaining an exor-
cism..let’s just say | can’t imagine that’d go down very well. Besides,
I’'m sure they have Florida Water at PsyTrain.”

| stared at my tiny exorcism kit. | had no idea I’d become attached to
it. “What about salt? | can bring salt on board, can’t 1?”



Jacob glanced up from the undershirts he was folding and gave me
a look.

“What,” | said, “l can’t?”

“Any substance that looks iffy stands the chance of getting us
grounded.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me! It’s...it’s salt!”

Jacob smoothed the clothes into his garment bag, then turned toward
me and planted his hands on his hips. He was practically as wide
as the king-sized bed between us. “How many times have you been
through airport security?”

| paused as if | needed to count, and then after a moment, said,
“Never.”

“Then take it from me—keep your Auracel in your checked luggage,
don’t put mysterious granules, powders or liquids in your pockets,
and make sure you don’t have any holes in your socks so you don’t
feel dumb when your shoes are going through the X-ray machine.”

| went through my pockets. A vinyl tie from the previous day’s train-
ing was coiled in one of them. I left it where it was. | might need it
in California, and if they had a problem with it, they could keep it. It
was disposable.

At least I’'d be able to bring my pills, though | wasn’t exactly sure
which ones | should carry in my luggage, and which ones would be
better off in my stomach. | went through my nightstand and pulled
out some bottles. Valium? No-brainer. | swallowed one dry. Auracel?
That was a tough call. Being trapped on a plane for four hours with a
ghost, and me with no exorcism gear, would suck.

Getting off the plane and not being able to see something scary
creeping up on us would suck worse. | threw the bottle into my bag.

“Don’t take all of them with you. In case your pills get confiscated.”



“Cripes, we’re law enforcement. Doesn’t that cut us any slack?”
“Roger Burke was law enforcement, t00.”

| sighed heavily, retrieved the Auracel, and dumped half the pills out
on my nightstand. Then | did the same with my Valium.

The only item of interest left in my drawer was a bottle of lube. | held
it up. “I don’t suppose...?”

Jacob’s mouth turned up at one corner. “Security’ll have a field day
with that.”

| put the lube away.

It was when Jacob pulled into long-term parking that | started to get
nervous. Because long-term parking implied that he and | might be
out in California for a while—that maybe something really was wrong.
That | wasn’t just the scrawny kid on the back of the bus freaking out
over the car accident no one else could see.

People traveling for business as opposed to pleasure are easy to
spot. They walk with purpose from point A to point B. They don’t
stop to consult every flight schedule sign, then look around as if they
woke up in the airport with no idea of how they’d gotten there. They
don’t have a half-dozen screaming kids to corral.

Jacob seemed to know where point B was, or in this case, Terminal
2, from our choices of 1, 2, 3 and 5, so | followed his lead. We each
had one of those slick rolling suitcases—obviously he’d had an extra
that | could borrow—and he was able to maneuver his case with our
garment bag rolled on top like it was weightless.

| managed to keep from getting mine stuck on the moving walkway.

Everything at O’Hare International Airport is reflective. Glass. Mirror.
Chrome. | kept catching glimpses of the two of us in our suits and
sunglasses, half a head taller than everyone around us, striding along



like we had an appointment at the Pentagon to rid the world of an
alien threat—and | had to admit, it was pretty damn cool.

Security at the gate seemed to be geared for much longer lines than
it was processing. A guy behind a podium checked 1.D.s, then the
passengers shuffled, boarding passes in hand, through a snaking
maze of stanchions linked by nylon belting. Jacob handed his badge
and boarding pass to the podium guard who said something into a
two-way radio—indiscernible even from our end—and another secu-
rity guard came out of an official-looking door and nodded to us both.

“Detectives,” she said pleasantly, and she led us to the special ex-
press-lane 1’d seen pilots using.

| got to go through the pilot door. Cool. | did my best to look grim,
since cool guys take special treatment like that as a given.

The guards at the pilot door had a different demeanor to them than
the regular guards. Most of the airport security seemed robotic and
terse, like they were having a bad day, and that bad day had begun
in 2002. But the express-lane guards were relaxed. They made eye
contact. They smiled.

| figured they had seniority.

Jacob and | showed our service weapons and they didn’t even flinch.
We were on the list. It was expected.

Our luggage went through an X-ray machine, though we weren’t
asked to take off our shoes, not like the woman in the sun hat with
the beach-ball figure who was struggling to get back into her sandals
ten yards away from us. “Looks like rain,” one of the guards said
to Jacob, who glanced out the window and said, “Could be.” And of
course neither of them gave a shit—it was more like a macho-guy way
of saying, “I'm okay, you're okay.”

In the regular-people line, more passengers scrambled in their stock-
ing feet to capture their luggage from the stream that poured out of

04



the X-ray machines, and to make sure no one else dipped into their
basket of car keys and change.

A female guard handed Jacob his carry-on with a smile. Jacob stacked
the garment bag on top, and my carry-on emerged. The guard handed
it to me—same smile she’d given Jacob. Like she thought | was cool.

I’d caught a glimpse of us walking together in the chrome, the glass,
and the mirrors. | was having a good hair day, finally. And we did look
cool. Both of us.

We strode together toward the door that led to the terminal, and |
felt like maybe together, Jacob and me, we could get ourselves to
PsyTrain, kick some ass and take some names. Or at least figure out
where Lisa was.

But then a noise rose above the crowd murmur, radio crackle and
conveyor belt hum—a whine—and | turned to see a couple of airport
security guards who’d been talking to each other without a care in the
world, now startled, with a German shepherd between them scrab-
bling at the linoleum. The dog let out another high-pitched whine.

It was looking right at me, ears pricked, tail wagging.

The whole group of guards on the VIP line who’d been smiling, chat-
ting, acting like human beings—every one of them froze.

“| left the Florida Water at home,” | told Jacob. “I swear.”

The biggest VIP guard caught up to us in long strides while we’d
paused to see what the noise was about. “Detectives, if you could
step over here.”

“I'll bet he smells the gunpowder,” Jacob said, low in my ear, as we
turned to face the guards. “Their sense of smell is incredibly accu-
rate—a thousand times better than a human’s.”

We walked back to the guard station, pulling our carry-ons behind us.
| didn’t feel nearly as cool anymore. The German shepherd’s tongue



lolled out, and he pranced in place beside the handler, who was hold-
ing the leash short. The dog’s toenails skittered against the floor.

“Sorry for the delay,” said the woman who’d smiled at us. “We’ll just
need to check your carry-ons.”

Jacob said, “It’s probably our service weapons.”
“Detective? Please, place your luggage on the counter.”

Jacob draped our garment bag over the counter, and he and | both
hoisted up our carry-ons. The dog whined again. Its big brown eyes
were trained directly on my face.

“l should probably take off my sidearm,” | said, figuring that obvi-
ously Lassie would be more interested in the gun than me if | sepa-
rated the two of us.

The female guard picked up a clipboard and started scribbling into a
form. “Do you have any substances to declare?”

“Substances.”
“Medications, pills, inhalers?”

“I'm getting out my wallet,” Jacob told the now-alert guards as he
pulled out his badge. He reached behind the shield and pulled out
his tiny paper PsyCop license and handed it to the big guy. “We can’t
miss our flight.”

| patted down my pockets to see if maybe a stray half-tab of Auracel
had stuck to the lining. “I have prescriptions...but not on me. | checked
them in.”

The big guard cleared his throat and the other guards looked to him.
He cut his eyes meaningfully to Jacob’s PsyCop card. | wondered if it
would help if I added that | had one of those, too.

The female guard looked from the tiny white card to her clipboard,



and back to the card again. The guards, all four of them, were so still,
| don’t even think they were breathing. | know | wasn’t.

“Sorry for the delay,” the woman said, once she’d weighed the pros
and cons of detaining us. “Please make your way to the ter—"

The dog woofed. Its tail was going like a windshield wiper cranked
to the highest setting, and it stared at me as if | had a giant T-bone
steak for a head.

“Drop it,” the handler said, quietly, even though there was nothing to
drop. The dog touched its ass down to the flooring, then stood right
back up again, gave a piercing whine, and started digging like it was
trying to put a hole right through the linoleum.

The handler looked to the woman with the clipboard for guidance.
She blanched, pulled out her two-way, and said, “Code sierra bravo at
Terminal 2.” Those weren’t police codes. | would’ve recognized those.

Indiscernible words crackled back. She glanced at us, then looked
away fast. “Clearance nine. Yes. Over.”

The tension between the guards was thicker than day-old coffee.
They must have all understood the static—and they seemed to be
communicating solely with their eyes. The big guy positioned himself
between Jacob and the door to the terminal and said, “Sorry for the
inconvenience. We’ll need you to step in back. The sooner we start,
the sooner we’ll get you on board.”

Jacob pitched his voice low and casual. And he didn’t fool any of us.
“Start what?”

“It’s procedure,” said the big guard. “Not you,” he glanced at Jacob’s
badge, “Detective Marks. But him.” He nodded at me.

“This way,” the guard with the clipboard told me. When | moved to
follow her—because what else could | do’—the dog strained toward



me and started doing a tapdance. The click of its claws on the floor
sounded like a high-powered nail gun sealing my coffin.

“Listen,” | whispered to her, “I must’ve picked up some kind of smell
in the evidence room.”

She glanced at me, but didn’t offer any words of encouragement.

“I’'m a PsyCop t0o,” | went on. “I’ve got a card. If | show you my card,
can | go catch my flight?”

“Before you do anything,” Jacob was saying, “let me call my sergeant
and see if we can straighten this out.”

| heard the big guy tell him, “It’s procedure...” as the woman led me
through a thick metal door into a windowless office with more doors
on three sides. The walls were blue. My scalp began to prickle with
sweat.

Here I'd been worrying about ghosts at the airport. Who knew I’d be
revisiting Camp Hell at the security station?

“Place your weapon and your cell phone in this locker,” the guard
told me. | didn’t want to, but what else was | gonna do, shoot her
and then call an ambulance? “A security specialist will meet with
you in room three. Step in, remove your clothing, and place it in the
marked tray.”

“You’re not serious.”
“It’s procedure.”

“You can’t strip-search me,” | said. But a sick feeling in my gut told
me they damn well could—because of the Patriot Act, and Terror Level
Orange. Because of that fucking dancing dog.

If I'd thought it would help me to fall to my knees and implore the
guard, in the name of everything that’s right and good—mom, base-
ball and apple pie—to take a few steps back and let me out of that



damn room...I would’ve done it. In half a second. But that look in her
eye, flat, closed-down—I'd seen that look too many times to count
on the faces of the nameless, rotating orderlies at Heliotrope Station.
Nothing personal, man. Just doing my job.

The panic attack had Heliotrope Station all over it, no doubt, but the
thought of being strip-searched threw the panic right off the charts.
The notion that had my uvula quivering and my gut clenched up like
it’d just taken a sucker punch was this: | can’t deal with you strang-
ers seeing me naked.

“Non-compliance is a federal offense,” the guard told me.

“I need to call my lawyer.” I didn’t have a lawyer, but the Fifth Precinct
had one, didn’t they? I'd call Sergeant Warwick, that’s what I’d do.
And he’d figure it out.

“Look,” she said in a hushed voice. “We’re being videotaped. If you
have something to declare, do it now. It'll all go faster if you start
cooperating—and maybe we can even get you on the next flight.”

“But I’'m not not-cooperating. | don’t have anything on me.”
“Put your sidearm and your phone in the locker. Please.”

| flipped open the phone and hoped my panicky brain hadn’t scram-
bled the location of my memory-dials.

“Detective,” the guard said, “if you do that, then procedure dictates
we physically restrain you. Save us—and yourself—the embarrass-
ment. The quicker we search you, the quicker you’re out of here.”

Physically restrain? I’d thought | was panicked before, but now | actu-
ally couldn’t have told you Warwick’s memory dial—or my own phone
number, for that matter.

My hand was shaking when | placed my phone in the locker. Great.
I’m sure that made me look totally innocent. While | wasn’t so crazy



about putting my Glock away, | knew the chances of me getting shot
by security (and their “procedure”) had to be less if | was unarmed.

The guard showed me to a room. My brain was in overdrive trying to
find Camp Hell connections—blue wall..blue wall..blue wall—but the
room smelled different, felt different, which kept me from totally los-
ing it. | heard Stefan’s voice in my head, counting me down, calm and
relaxed, deep and melodic, reassuring me that | was in the present,
and Krimski couldn’t hurt me. And | knew it was bad if | was dredging
up memories of goddamn Stefan for comfort.

“A federal agent has been summoned,” the guard told me, “and
there won’t be any female guards present.”

And that was supposed to make me feel better?

Fuck.
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GHAPTER |

There was a built-in bench along one wall of the windowless room,
and that was it. Not even a hook to hang my clothes. Even though
my shirt was stuck to my back with sweat, | left my jacket on, sat
down on the bench and jammed my face between my knees. The
little black motes dancing at the corners of my vision didn’t subside,
but they did stop swarming toward the center.

A big part of me wanted to just go along with the airport guards, be-
cause I’d survived this long by going with the flow, letting my body
be incarcerated, sleep-starved and drugged, but not my mind, never
my mind. What're they gonna see? A skinny naked guy. So fucking
what?

That’s how | tried to talk myself into complying with them. Only |
wasn’t twenty-three anymore. And | just couldn’t do it.

Time expanded for me. | could’ve been sitting there for hours with
my head between my knees. Days. Weeks. Only some small part of
my brain, some bundle of neurons that still had a sketchy sense of
temporal reality, told me it was more like minutes.

There was a tap on the door. | looked at it, baffled. Someone was
knocking? Worse—it was a “shave and a haircut” knock. | stared at
the sturdy metal doorknob—sure that it was just some kind of fucked-
up coincidence, that my battered brain had heard it wrong—and |
waited for it.

Two bits.
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The doorknob turned.

A man in sunglasses and a sweatshirt with the hood pulled up let
himself in. At first | figured they’d dragged some pothead out of line
and accidentally stuffed him in the same room with me. Then he slid
his mirrored shades down his nose, and | recognized his eyes. Con
Dreyfuss, the FPMP’s head honcho of the Midwest.

“l wondered if you’d actually strip or not.” He plunked down on the
bench beside me, dug a small bottle of water out of his pocket and
offered it to me.

| stared at it like he was handing me a live snake. “Who’re you sup-
posed to be? The Unabomber?”

“Whoa. It takes a guy with major cajones to say the word ‘bomb’ at
an airport. But both you and | know you’re a lot pluckier than you
let on.”

“How’d you get here so fast?”

“I’d tell you...but then I'd have to kill you.” He said it with a big,
cheesy smile..which didn’t really reassure me. “Listen, Bayne, you’ve
had a few months to read up on exorcisms. Tell me—how’s it going?”

“It’s going.”

“Uh-huh. | thought as much.” Dreyfuss peeled off his wraparound
shades and dangled them between his bent knees. “The HVAC system
is still on the fritz in my office. Cold spots. I’'m thinking that maybe
now that you’ve brushed up on your medium skills, you could con-
vince the causes of said cold spots to vamoose.”

“You can’t talk to them. They’re repeaters.”

Behind Dreyfuss’ easy smile, his eyes grew hungry. | recognized that
look from Jacob, who got very still the minute | started talking ghost,
in hopes of not spooking me out of finishing my thought. When
Dreyfuss saw | had nothing more to say, he waved the water bottle
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at me, as if maybe I’d somehow managed to not see it. | ignored it.
He shrugged, cracked the seal, and downed it in a few pulls. Then he
said, “You’re pretty calm, cool and collected for a guy who’s about to
have some stranger rooting around for drugs in his rectum.”

“Haven’t you heard? I'm a faggot. | get off on that kind of thing.”
“l can dig it—when life hands you lemons, make lemonade.”

| stared at a spot on the wall.

“You know your plane’s boarding right now,” he said, “right?”

I’'ve never ground my molars, but | was tempted to start. | planted
my elbows on my knees and pressed the heels of my hands into my
eyes. Ahh. “What is it you want, anyway?”

“Just making sure you’ve got a good overview of the situation. That
right now, you’re stuck here in the bowels of Terminal 2—while who-
knows-what is happening to your friend out in California.”

| stopped pressing on my eyes and glanced sideways at Dreyfuss.
When the sparklies dissipated, there he was, looking at me. Dead
serious now. | said, “What do you know about Lisa?”

“Not much. The western edge of my territory is the Nebraska border,
remember? But Lisa was a Chicago girl...if only for a couple of weeks.”

“Look up your FPMP buddies in the company’s California directory.
I’'m sure they’ll be happy to score some points by filling you in.”

“They’ve got their hands full with the universities out there trying
to ban telepaths from qualifying for scholarships. What do they care
about a single precog who isn’t even a California resident?” He leaned
toward me and lowered his voice. “Especially if none of her paper-
work happens to mention the fact that she’s practically omniscient?”

On one hand, | suspected he was just trying to scare me by



acknowledging how powerful Lisa’s little si-no actually was. On the
other, it was working. “So why’re you here?”

He set the empty water bottle on the seat between us, then propped
his elbows on his knees, mirroring me, and laced his fingers together.
His nails looked just as chewed as they had in February. “When some-
one goes missing, the chance of finding them grows exponentially
more improbable each and every day that passes. Lisa’s three days
gone. Her roommate’s been AWOL for a week.”

The thing with missing adults is that unless there’s some obvious
clue, like a bloody candlestick in the conservatory, law enforcement
needs to go with the theory that they’ve up and left on their own
accord. Cold feet before the wedding, a secret rendezvous with an
online fling, the sudden urge to see the Grand Canyon. People do all
kinds of crazy shit. Some adults are considered lower risk for ditching
their lives than others. People with children. People with steady jobs.
People in loving relationships.

| had no idea what the roommate’s deal was, but Lisa was single and
childless, and her job status was vague.

Even worse, she’d been struggling hard with the meaning of life. That
might sound existential, but for a Psych, it ranks in importance with
all the other big pieces of the identity puzzle: job, friends, home,
kids, and whatever else keeps people from jumping off bridges.

Here’s where most people whose loved ones are gone say, “But |
know them. They wouldn’t have left without telling anyone. It’s just
not like them.”

We cops hear it all the time. And after the first few missing people are
found on the wrong end of a drinking binge, you can’t help but feel
skeptical about how well anyone really knows anyone else.

The thing was, | did know Lisa. And | knew that she was probably
the most grounded person I’'d ever met, and she was a cop. A good
one. She had enough backbone to tell people to leave her alone if
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she needed space to think, something I'd experienced personally, so
there was no reason for her to slip off in the middle of the night.

Unless she got sucked into something trying to bail her roommate
out of trouble.

And what about her email account?

It might not be a bloody candlestick, but it was reason enough for
me to be worried.

“] was hoping you might work with me on this,” Dreyfuss said, “but
you’ve always had a chip on your shoulder when it comes to the
FPMP that I’ve never been able to figure.”

“Chip on my shoulder? Try a chip in my cell phone. | never signed up
for a party line.”

“We’re tapping everyone’s phone. That’s like being pissed-off ’cos
we’re breathing your air. Don’t take it so personally.”

Color me paranoid, but | took my phone tap very personally. And
besides, how was it that | happened to end up in the strip-search
room to begin with? | didn’t have anything on me other than the gun,
which I’d been cleared to carry. Normally | would have figured a bribe
passed hands. But how do you bribe a dog? Unless....

“Animal communicator.” | said it without unclenching my teeth, but
it was perfectly understandable.

“Bravo. You think it’s all about the level-five talent, but you really
don’t give yourself enough credit for your deductive reasoning. Which
is why you should throw your lot in with me and really exploit your
full potential. The Army’s not the only government agency where you
can ‘be all that you can be.” I'm great with Psychs.”

The very last thing | wanted to be was exploited. “Screw you.”

“Firm stance. | admire your negotiating skills, really, |1 do. But right
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now, do you honestly think you have enough time to go back and
forth with me on this?”

The clock was ticking, and we both knew it. “You can only keep me
here so long.”

“Now you’re making me out to be the bad guy. Look, as soon as we’re
done with our chitchat, you’re free to go.” He pushed up the sleeve
of his sweatshirt and glanced at his watch. “Your problem isn’t me—
it’s the appalling lack of airline service at the Santa Barbara airport.
At this point, you’ll be wandering around all night at some terminal
waiting for your connecting flight. | thought you might be interested
in a route that was a little more direct.”

| said, “You can’t fly direct from Chicago to Santa Barbara.”
“Not commercially. No.”

“You're saying you can make that happen.”

“That’s what I’'m saying.”

Did I want to tell him to go shove his chartered flight up his ass? Sure.
But my gut was telling me | needed to find Lisa before her trail got
any colder, and my need for speed trumped my loathing and distrust
of Dreyfuss. “How do | know my flight doesn’t get diverted to Area 51,
where all the good Psychs go home to die?”

“You’re mixing your life up with the X-Files. Don’t worry. | want you
back so you can help me clean up my office, remember?”

“And that’s all I'd owe you in return. An exorcism.”

“Yes. Fine. If you need to be so formal about it—that’s our agreement.
| fly you to Santa Barbara right now, and in return you owe me an
exorcism. Does that sound kosher to you?”

| hated it when Constantine Dreyfuss made sense. | glared at him. It
seemed to me as if | should have been able to stack up my options
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and choose the best one, but my brain was looping around in “holy
hell, I'm locked in a room” mode and nothing was particularly obvi-
ous to me except the desire to get out.

“l can tell you’re right on the fence,” he said, “so I'll sweeten the pot.
I can’t tell you what the bonus would be, but | guarantee you, it’ll be
worth your while.”

So now he was resorting to breakfast cereal tactics with a “secret
prize” at the bottom of the box. | don’t know if he’d actually needed
to go that far, since there’s only so long I can deal with a locked room,
but it was good to know my hard-won suspicion was finally paying
off. “l guess,” | said as grudgingly as possible.

He stuck out his hand. “Deal?”

Great. Now | had to touch him. At least | wasn’t naked. | shook his
hand, and said, “Deal.” His palm wasn’t moist or anything, but | still
felt like wiping my hand on my pant leg afterward.

When we emerged from the dreaded back room, the terminal secu-
rity had a new group of travelers in it chasing after their baskets of
watches, wallets and spare change, and then struggling into their
shoes. The woman who returned my gun and my phone wouldn’t
meet my eye, and the guards around the VIP door all stood ramrod
straight, and their faces were professionally blank. A dozen yards
away, Jacob was on his cell phone, pacing like he was just about
ready to snap. A bunch of emotions played over his face when he saw
me come through the door behind Dreyfuss: relief, surprise...worry.

The guards exchanged glances as he stormed past them and up to
Dreyfuss and me. Maybe they were wondering if they were supposed
to stop him. Probably they all hoped it was out of their jurisdiction.

“Detective Marks,” Dreyfuss called out cheerfully. “Con Dreyfuss.
Pleasure to finally make your acquaintance.”

He held out his hand for a shake. Jacob planted his hands on his hips
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and ignored it. And his jacket rode open and flashed the front edge of
his holster. “You wouldn’t happen to know why a drug dog just went
apeshit over my partner, would you?”

“What’re you suggesting? That | had an invisible agent run over and
plant something on Detective Bayne? Ha ha! That'd be a good trick,
wouldn’t it?” He winked at me. How sleazy. “I’'ve known a motley
group of Psychs in my day, unfortunately I’ve never met anyone who
could turn themselves invisible—and the amount of energy it would
take a telekinetic to pull that trick from across the room would prob-
ably send his brains leaking out his ears.”

| thought one of the airport security guards heard us. And | thought
he was doing his best to pretend he was anywhere else but there.

Dreyfuss checked his watch and said, “Detective Bayne just agreed to
fly the FPMP skies to Santa Barbara, since that’ll put him in California
by sundown. Care to ride along?”

Jacob cut his gaze to me. | wasn’t quite sure how to convey, | know
we hate him, but based on the circumstances, it was the most logical
thing to do, with a nonverbal signal. | widened my eyes a little.

Jacob blinked, just a smidgeon more pointedly than he normally
would have. | took that to be shorthand for a drawn out, long-suffer-
ing sigh. And maybe an eye roll. “Let’s go.”

Constantine Dreyfuss had his everyman persona down pat. His
brown hair was long and curly, and | imagine that when he first
started growing it out, it probably went through an afro state until it
got heavy enough to weigh itself down. Currently, a black and gray
striped scrunchie was holding it in a frizzy ponytail. He was a big fed-
eral so-and-so, but I’d never seen him in a suit. Probably because he
was a big federal so-and-so. He wore T-shirts and sweats, and as far
as | could tell, he didn’t even carry a gun. If you ran into him at the
grocery store, you’d probably figure him for something low-rent and
benign, like a minimart attendant or a library assistant. Unless you
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got a look at his running shoes and happened to know they would
cost a month’s salary to either of those professions.

We walked in a chevron formation, Dreyfuss on point, Jacob to his
left. Since Jacob was right-handed, it would be easier for him to flat-
ten Dreyfuss from that angle if the situation suddenly went south. |
was right-handed too, but | was fine keeping Dreyfuss on my left. |
trusted that if things got physical, it would be better to have Jacob in
position than me. Given that | really wasn’t very athletic.

For just a second, | was glad we’d checked our roller bags, because
dealing with the carry-ons was bad enough. Then | realized my pills
were in my checked luggage. And everything else I’d thought | would
need for the trip. What would happen to our stuff? | had enough to
worry about trying to keep up with Dreyfuss and Jacob without wor-
rying about my bag.

Dreyfuss moved fast and he didn’t get winded. | seemed to remem-
ber he was a runner. Jacob’s got incredible stamina, so he kept up
without a problem. My long legs helped, some, but | needed to make
a conscious effort to conceal the fact that | was out of breath after the
first fifteen minutes of power-walking. By the time Dreyfuss finally let
up the pace, | was just about ready to plant my hands on my knees
and suck air. | breathed through my nose carefully and hoped my
cheeks weren’t flushed.

Dreyfuss got in line for a pretzel.

“What are you doing?” Jacob said. He wasn’t winded either.
“Don’t worry. The plane won’t take off without us.”

“You think this is some kind of joke?”

“On the contrary, Detective. | think it’s dead serious.”

A really big guy peeled away from the register with a pretzel the size
of his head, a huge knot of dough covered in frosting, coconut flakes
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and chocolate chips. | like junk food as much as the next guy...but,
yuck. The line moved up, and a suburban-looking mom with a couple
of kids ordered three regular with salt, and the boy, maybe Clayton’s
age, said he wanted what that other guy had. And his mom said there
was no way she was paying ten dollars for a pretzel. | resisted the
urge to press against my eyes with my thumbs. After all, the detour
gave me a chance to catch my breath, didn’t it?

The family argued for a few more volleys, the kid got a plain pretzel
with the implication that it was that or nothing at all, and then Con
Dreyfuss ponied up to the counter. He ordered a cinnamon sugar
pretzel with frosting on the side and paid for it with a fifty.

Once that was settled, the power-walking started again. | figured we
were on our way to Terminal 3, but Dreyfuss passed by that security
stop and kept on going. A map on the wall showed Terminal 5 as
being the next point of interest—an International Terminal so far away
from the main hub of the airport that it could only be reached by a
shuttle bus. Then he turned down the hall that led to the bathrooms.

| imagined bacteria settling all over his pretzel and | quelled a smile,
just in case Jacob looked back at me. Because | didn’t want it to
look like I thought it was some kind of joke, either. | knew in my gut
that what we were doing—whatever it might be—was, indeed, dead
serious.

Family bathroom—what the heck? Ladies’ room. Drinking fountain
filled with old gum. Men’s room. “Staff Only” door. Unmarked door.
Dreyfuss stopped at that one—why was | not surprised?—and handed
his pretzel to Jacob. “Hold this.”

Jacob frowned at the pretzel while Dreyfuss dug a keycard out of one
of his pockets and slid it through an unobtrusive reader in the wall.
He propped the door open with his hip and took his pretzel back.
“Don’t tell me you never wondered about Terminal 4.”

| glanced at Jacob, who scowled harder—which meant he probably
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had. Jacob notices things. | ignore things. | guess we complement
each other.

The unmarked door opened to a set of industrial metal stairs that
led down to a huge, high-ceilinged space so vast | could hardly call
it a building. There were airplanes, helicopters, buses, vans, even
Humvees. And even though nothing was currently running, the metal-
lic hollowness of the hangar was so stark that the very silence inside
it reverberated enough to make my eardrums throb.

“The official story,” Con said, “is that Terminal 4 was lost to renova-
tion. | personally thought it would’ve been less conspicuous to keep 1,
2 and 3 the way they were and just rename Terminal 5 ‘International,’
but that all happened before my time. Sometimes | wonder if the
powers that be did it just to see if anyone would give a rat’s ass—or if
99% of the public is happy to look the other way and never question
what happened to the fourth terminal. Like the way they accept that
the floors in skyscrapers go right from twelve to fourteen.”

Everything in Terminal 4 was metal and concrete, and when Dreyfuss
spoke, it sounded like his voice was coming from everywhere. | was
surprised everyone else at 0’Hare didn’t hear the hangar humming
like a giant tuning fork. | was fairly certain I could hear my own heart
beating.

We walked past rows and rows of huge, testosterone-driven ma-
chines, some gleaming silver, some dull black, none with any sort of
insignia to mark them, until a familiar smell tickled my nostrils over
the smells of oil, jet fuel and metal.

Frankincense.
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GHAPTER {

We rounded a commercial-sized jet to find a small gray plane sur-
rounded by people. Most of them had Airport Security getups, only
they were nothing like the guards back at Terminal 2 who’d seemed
relatively human, at least until the drug dog went berserk. These
guys were all male, all young, and all over six feet tall. And they all
looked pretty damn athletic.

They were carbon-copy guards we could take in with a single glance.
The interesting individuals were the two FPMP employees kneeling in
their midst, heads bowed, hands clasped in prayer—my old Camp Hell
pal Einstein and his sidekick, the janitor.

Einstein—who went by Richie nowadays—glanced up from his prayers
and broke into a huge smile. He made the sign of the cross and
leaped up to greet me, and | saw he and his compadre were kneel-
ing on some kind of elaborate padded panel—that, in fact, they had a
heck of a lot of specialized gear with them. “Hardcore Vic!” he said.

| reminded myself not to sigh. I liked Richie, | did. He was a good
guy. Even if he was sleeping with the enemy. “Hey, Richie. Good to
see you.”

“You get to fly in the Learjet? Heh-heh. Lucky duck.”

So that’s what a Learjet looked like. Small. Very, very small, small
enough to fit in our loft. Granted, our house used to be a factory. But
| still had a hard time feeling secure about boarding something that
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| could stash in the living room if | moved the couch out of the way.
“You know what they say. Some guys have all the luck.”

The janitor—heck, he probably wasn’t a janitor, was he? Assistant
medium? Co-medium? Incense specialist? He went about snuffing the
candles in a particular order, same as I’'d seen him do back at the
FPMP’s Chicago headquarters. And just the same as then, he didn’t
say a word to anyone as he did it.

Candles weren’t my thing, but even so, seeing their tricked-out kit
and realizing mine was back in my bedroom made me feel like |
was chasing down an armed suspect with an empty holster. If | had
known my gear wouldn’t be confiscated after all, | would’ve brought
it along.

“Hey, Richie,” | said. “You have any Florida Water with you?”

He looked bewildered for a moment, then said, “Like Hoodoo?” Then
he grabbed me by the sleeve, hauled me out of range, and whis-
pered, “Just ‘cos Carl’s black doesn’t mean he goes for all those
hokey superstitions. He’s a good Catholic. Just like us.”

“Oh, uh, right,” | said. “Sorry.” | had no idea what ever made Richie
think I was Catholic—or any other religion, for that matter—but I could
see Dreyfuss getting a report from one of the big, athletic guards while
Jacob scanned the area, undoubtedly noticing all sorts of things, and
| decided it wasn’t the time or place to tell Richie that | believed in
the power of Florida Water a heck of a lot more than | thought eating
fish on Fridays would secure me a place in heaven. Or that heaven
existed at all.

| slid another look at the gear Catholic Carl was now stowing away
in a wooden box covered with crosses. Candles and incense. Tools
used in so many diverse religions and ceremonies you’d think they’d
be intrinsic to any kind of Psych work. So, of course, they were the
ones I’d eliminated with no ill effects whatsoever. Just because |
didn’t need any fancy trappings, though, didn’t stop me from feeling



an unwelcome pang of envy from watching Richie wallow in all the
gear his simple little heart could possibly desire. Richie, the function-
ally retarded level-two medium, had an assistant to light his candles
for him and a special padded panel to kneel on, while all I got were
a handful of vinyl ties and a morning in hell with a trainer named
Sando. Then | told myself to stop being a jerk and cut him a break.
It wasn’t as if I’d personally touch his job with a ten-foot pole, not
for all the fancy gear in the world. Not considering who his boss was.

When we rejoined the crowd beside the Little Jet that Could, Dreyfuss
held up the pretzel with a flourish. “Hey, Richard, look what | found.”

Richie’s face lit up and he danced in place like he had to pee. Words
failed him.

“Go on,” Dreyfuss said. “Take it.”

Richie reached for the pretzel like it was a spiritual experience and
took a big, blissful bite. Dreyfuss dug into his pocket and pulled out
a small plastic container. “And there’s frosting.”

Richie warbled something happy around his mouthful of dough and
snatched the tub of frosting from his boss. | wondered if they sold
Florida Water in California. And | did my best to stop thinking about
what kind of “big pretzel” was in store for me. Because watching
Dreyfuss take care of his own—that gave me more creeps than a visi-
tation from your garden-variety spook ever could.

“As you can see,” Dreyfuss told me, “I did my best to ensure the
plane was clean, but feel free to poke around and make sure there
aren’t any stowaways.”

| took a step toward the jet and snapped back when Jacob grabbed
me by the shoulder. “I'll check it out.” One of the interchangeable
agents opened the door for him, and didn’t even flinch when Jacob
pulled his sidearm. Maybe the agent’s eyes followed the gun, but
since they were hidden by those mirrored shades, | was none the
wiser.
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It hadn’t even occurred to me that there might be someone waiting
in the cabin for me with a syringe full of knockout juice. My initial
impulse to be annoyed with Jacob for elbowing in gave way to a
profound sense of relief that | had him on my team. That, and fear.
Because the FPMP was way bigger than both of us. They had a Learjet.

And a tranquilizer jab could take him down just as easily as it could
me.

“Say, Richard,” Dreyfuss wondered aloud in a breezy, casual tone that
| didn’t buy for even a second. “D’you suppose it’s even possible for
an airplane to be haunted?”

Richie said, “Sure,” through a wad of chewed pretzel, but then he
scowled as if he was second-guessing himself. Or maybe choking on
cinnamon dough.

Dreyfuss looked at me and raised his eyebrows expectantly.

| stared back blankly and gave him the look that always pisses off
everyone who’re so damn sure I’'m hiding something. | wasn’t. How
would | know if spirits stick to aircraft? It wasn’t as if I’d ever flown
before.

Except, in the pit of my gut, | kind of suspected it was possible.
Ghosts with personalities, the kind of spirits you could hold a conver-
sation with..they might have a home base, but they could also start
following you around if they thought you’d be able to help them grab
that brass ring and get off the merry-go-round for good. Repeaters,
though—hard to say. I'd seen repeaters going through the motions
long after the building they died in had been razed to the ground.

Richie swallowed hard and said, “If a ghost doesn’t leak through the
floor of a building, why would it fall through the hull of a plane?”

Brilliant. No, seriously, I meant it—brilliant. Why didn’t ghosts fall
through the floor, and keep on falling until they hit either the center
of the earth, or maybe China?



Dreyfuss’ gaze flicked over toward me. | did my best to look as blank
as humanly possible so | didn’t let on that Richie had actually said
something so simple it was profound. While | was doing that, Jacob
leaned out of the Learjet. His broad shoulders barely cleared the door.
“You want to have a look before we take off?” he asked me.

“Yeah, why not?” Mostly, it was a relief to be able to stop doing my
mannequin impression. Jacob lingered until | was practically fighting
him for the tiny oval door, then brushed against me as | tried to fig-
ure out how to get through it without doing the limbo. He gave me a
small nod.

| cleared the door and blinked in surprise. The entire Learjet cabin
was a creamy, plush white, from the carpet to the leather seats to the
built-in cappuccino machine.

| couldn’t have decorated it better myself.

No ghosts, that was obvious. | would have spotted them among all
the cushy white seats. But | walked in a crouch to the back of the
cabin where a long, inviting-looking bench spanned the plane, and
wondered when the wisecrack about Jacob and me joining the mile
high club was going to surface.

“What do you think,” Dreyfuss asked me when | stuck my head out
the door. “Are we good to go?”

I looked at the goons in suits and mirrored shades. Were they capable
of flying a plane? Some of them were ex-military, maybe. But they
didn’t really fit my idea of what a pilot would look like—although |
suspected that my mental image of a pilot was probably shaped by a
series of dubious movies from the late seventies.

“Don’t worry,” Dreyfuss said. “I'm leaving them here. Too heavy.
They’d only add to the payload and shave time off our flight.”

| glanced back into the cabin to see if maybe the jet was some ultra-
modern self-piloting deal. The military had unmanned aircraft, right?
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Why not the FPMP? The cockpit had a couple of plush swivel chairs in
front of its bank of dials, readouts and buttons. And no robot. “We’re
not taking off without the pilots,” I said, “right?”

Dreyfuss laughed. “That’d be some kind of trick, now, wouldn’t it?
Especially when your average telekinetic gets a nosebleed from mov-
ing a golf ball.” He made an “after you” flourish to Jacob, who gave
him a thorough once-over, then angled himself into the swanky
white cabin beside me. | blundered against the cappuccino bar and
squeezed awkwardly into a seat that faced the opposite wall. The
cabin felt spacious enough, once | was sitting. Like a nice, big van, or
maybe a limo. Jacob took the seat with the best tactical access to the
door and the cockpit, and sat there with his coat pushed back behind
his holster and his sidearm in plain view.

After Jacob, Dreyfuss slipped through the door nimble as you please,
and the thugs sealed it shut. | glanced at the pilot seat again, as
if maybe the Invisible Man would show himself. Instead, Dreyfuss
plunked down in the driver’s seat and pulled on a headset.

“Don’t tell me..” | said.

“Hey, you’re not the only one who’d like to go through life without
ever knowing the intimate touch of a bullet. What better insurance
policy than making sure I’'m the most indispensable guy on board?”

“What about the co-pilot?” Jacob said.

“Here’s some aviation background for you: the term ‘co-pilot” went
out of vogue with the word ‘stewardess.” Anyone who’s licensed to
fly a plane is a pilot. And the chicks and gay guys who show you
where the emergency exits are located are now flight attendants. And
they’re phasing out peanuts in favor of pretzels because too many
people are allergic these days—though with gluten intolerance on the
rise, who’s to say if airline snacks’ll soon go the way of the smoking
section.”
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Great. He was the only one who could fly the plane, and | still wanted
to kill him.

“Don’t worry,” Dreyfuss said, “I can do a four-hour flight myself, no
problem. The narcolepsy thing is totally under control.” He fiddled
with the control panel, then caught my eye and grinned.

“Has anyone ever told you you’re the opposite of funny?”

“All three ex-wives..but the alimony sure gives ‘em something to
smile about.” He looked at some readouts, tapped some buttons,
and the roar of the engine blotted out everything else. His lips moved
as he murmured into his microphone, but | would’ve needed to be
telepathic to understand him. Then he tilted the mike away from his
mouth and said, “Help yourself to the cappuccino. It’s not half-bad.
Just be warned there’s no bathroom, so if you’ve gotta go, you'll have
to aim into an empty soda bottle or hold it til we get to California.”
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Takeoff was the worst part of flying. | actually slipped my hand into
Jacob’s and squeezed as we hurtled down the runway, my stomach
stayed in place while the plane angled up and started rising, and the
tremble of the tarmac against the wheels gave way to the sickening
smooth glide of flight.

Thank God | wasn’t on Auracel. | would’ve tossed my cookies for sure.

Jacob leaned across the aisle, pulled my hand onto his knee and
worked it until my knuckles throbbed. “You okay?”

| nodded, but kept my lips pressed shut tight in case | wasn’t. |
squeezed his hand harder, encouraging him to grind my fingerbones
together in that obscenely strong grasp of his so that | could focus
on something other than that icky floating feeling. Instead, he shifted
his grip and began stroking my palm with his thumb, which | sup-
posed was a better idea if | ever hoped to hold a gun again. | closed
my eyes and tried to pretend | was just high, but my body didn’t buy
it. So | centered my attention on the feel of Jacob’s thumb gliding over
my life line, undoubtedly hitting all kinds of acupressure points, and
| thought about nothing until my roiling gut stilled.

Con Dreyfuss’ voice startled me out of my brief moment of Zen,
coming from behind me. A speaker. “Sorry for the rough ride—you
feel everything more intensely in a small craft. We’re climbing to our
cruising altitude of 42,000 feet, and then you’ll be free to move about
the cabin.”
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| looked at Jacob and said, “Is he serious?” | had to talk loud to be
heard over the jet engine noise, and if there actually were micro-
phones planted somewhere in the cushy white seats in hopes of lis-
tening in on our conversation, | couldn’t imagine how they’d extract
our words from the ambient noise without a heck of a lot of cleanup.

Jacob gave me an “l dunno” shrug and peered out the window. A few
minutes later, Dreyfuss’ chipper voice said, “Okay, kids, we’re on our
way. No fighting, now. Don’t make me pull over.”

Jacob motioned toward the back seat with his head and the two of
us crouch-walked as far away from Dreyfuss as we could get without
tearing open the door and taking a literal flying leap.

“I"d blow someone for a Valium,” | said in Jacob’s ear.

“Maybe he’s got one..but try offering a hand-job first so you retain
some leverage.”

Over the deafening engine noise, | almost didn’t catch the inflection
that would have told me Jacob was trying to come off calm, cool and
collected by kidding around...and failing miserably. |1 don’t think he
knew about the telltale line between his eyebrows that was as good
as a blinking neon sign flashing the words, “Something’s Wrong.”

| patted him on the knee awkwardly. “It’ll be okay.” As | said it, |
realized it sounded just as hollow as his lame joke. “We’ll get there
faster than we would have if we’d flown commercial, and that’s what
matters. Right?”

He gave me a curt nod, smoothed his goatee a few times, and glared
out the window. | worked my jaw and yawned to try to pop my ear-
drums. And we rode like that, uncomfortable in some way or another,
all the way to the West Coast. Because, yeah, it was true that we were
actually getting there a hell of a lot more quickly than we could’ve
managed by our own devices.
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But that didn’t mean we were crazy about the reason we were mak-
ing such good time.

I’d expected California to be hotter than Chicago. It wasn’t. | expected
it to be filled with tan guys carrying surfboards who said “dude” a
lot. It wasn’t. | expected it to be overrun with hippies and communes
and the types of people who’d shop at Sticks and Stones, if Crash’s
store wasn’t tucked away in Wicker Park where they’d probably never
stumble across it.

| was wrong, though. Wrong on every count. Not only were there no
surfers lounging around in front of PsyTrain, there were no hippies,
either. In fact, there was no one at all.

A town car with a driver so silent he could’ve been a mute dropped us
off at the front door, and there we were: me, Jacob, and Constantine
Dreyfuss. I’d imagined PsyTrain in the middle of a big, vacant lot, sur-
rounded by a tasteful fence that just happened to be electrified. But
it didn’t exist in a vacuum, as it had in my imagination. There were
townhomes on either side of it, and a Mexican restaurant across the
street. There were cars and seagulls and a bicyclist with a mirror on
his helmet.

The building was three stories, just under one city-block wide, with
an off-white stucco fagade, terra cotta roof, and fancy black bars over
the windows.

| probably should have offered that hand-job, after all. Even if the
first thing | did was tear open my suitcase and dig for my Valium, |
doubted anyone would stand around on the sidewalk waiting with
me for the meds to kick in. Plus..my suitcase was back at 0’Hare.

Dreyfuss slipped on his wraparound shades, took in the building with
a sweeping look, smiled, and said, “Don’t mind me, kids. Pretend I’'m
not even here.”
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Right.

Jacob took the lead, across the walkway, up the steps. Other than the
enticing smell of carnitas, the whole street had an empty feeling of
abandonment, like we’d stepped onto a movie set, and the buildings
were just a bunch of painted plywood fronts, and no one really lived
in any of them. Inside, a couple of beefy rent-a-cops converged on
us from either side of the doorway. I slid my badge out and Jacob did
the same. “Jacob Marks,” he said, “and Victor Bayne. We’re here to
see Dr. Chekotah.”

Doctor, as in “an apple a day”? Or one of those guys who’s got an
honorary title for staying in college too long?

The security guys didn’t seem to notice, or maybe didn’t care, that
Jacob hadn’t bothered to introduce Dreyfuss. Jacob wasn’t going to let
our terrifying brush with security at 0’Hare shake his confidence. He
got right back on that horse and used his “I’'m a manly man—respect
me” voice. And they did. One of them pulled out a two-way radio,
buzzed, and said, “Your guests are here.”

Guests. That felt slightly festive.
“Dr. Chekotah will be right out,” the guard with the walkie-talkie said.

| took stock of the lobby while | waited. It was beige, very beige, and
very empty—except for a single, large crate, big enough to pack a
couple of buff strippers inside, that stood in the center of the room.

The emptiness of the room wasn’t creepy in itself. It was the ves-
tiges of use that stood out. Well-thumbed New Age magazines sat
abandoned beside empty waiting room chairs. A tall, thirsty-looking
potted shrub drooped in the corner. The computers at the front desk
were off, and dust clung to the dark monitors. A wall calendar with
a picture of a dog in a wig and sunglasses was open to May, even
though June was practically over.

| scanned the room and settled on the crate again. From the corner
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of my eye, | saw Con Dreyfuss watching me take in the room, and |
looked up at the ceiling, so as not to appear too interested. Spanish
style wrought iron hanging fixture. Cobwebs. The fine tendrils started
to sway as an interior door opened and closed, and the air pressure
in the room shifted ever so slightly.

A good-looking brown-skinned guy in sandals and a rumpled linen
suit rounded the corner. He was maybe my age, maybe a few years
younger, with high cheekbones and long black eyelashes—but his
eyes beneath those eyelashes were squinty, like he hadn’t slept for a
week. He cheered up when he saw us, though. “Jacob!”

“Bert.”

They strode around the huge crate and embraced like long-lost pals
who’d run into each other at a block party. “You made good time,”
Chekotah said. | might have been tempted to roll my eyes in Dreyfuss’
direction and say, “Yeah, we had help,” as sarcastically as | could,
but Jacob’s more adult about things like that than | am, and he only
nodded. “Let’s get you filled in on what’s going on.”

We passed through a waiting room with a private secretary. The in-
terior was stucco and tile, more Spanish style influence, though the
furniture looked antiquey, with scrolls and flourishes, and some of
the vases and hangings could’ve been Chinese. Not that I'd know a
Ming vase from Ming’s Lucky Dish takeout.

The secretary didn’t bother to greet us, since he was currently oc-
cupied having a showdown with his phone. It was a multi-line unit,
and though it wasn’t ringing, the buttons were all lit up and blinking
like Christmas had just come early. Chekotah paused beside his desk.
“Lyle?”

The chubby secretary held up his index finger. “I keep pressing the
voicemail activation button and they keep coming through.”

No wonder my calls never found their way to Lisa. Chekotah sighed.
“So let them ring. | need three rooms in the instructor wing.”
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Lyle rolled his eyes and made a huffy noise. He was way gay—queer
enough to telegraph his sexual preference with a flick of his head.
| waited for a snap-and-twist and a singsong what-ev-er, but he re-
strained himself.

“Actually,” Jacob said, “my partner and | could double up on a room.
You remember | told you about Vic.”

Chekotah cocked his head and regarded me through a haze of fatigue,
and suddenly his eyebrows shot up. “The medium.” He then looked
between Jacob and me as if he was trying to picture us out of our
cop-suits, maybe doing something a bit more blatantly homosexual.
“Sure, sure...” He then squinted at Dreyfuss as if trying to figure out
where he fit into our relationship.

“Agent Dreyfuss should have his own room,” Jacob said.
“Agent?” Chekotah repeated with some concern.

Lyle stopped acting snippy and started acting interested, and | noticed
a shift in Jacob’s expression, a minuscule tightening of the mouth
that told me he was annoyed with himself for letting anything inter-
esting slip. While | was never taught the technique in so many words,
I’ve noticed the best way to get people to show their true colors in a
police interview is to act as blandly neutral as possible. Pointing out
that the Feds were crashing the party was decidedly splashy.

The notion that Jacob really wasn’t “Mr. Perfect” was comforting.

Chekotah wasn’t keen on making any more of a spectacle out of our
arrival than he needed to. He hustled us into his office and closed the
door firmly behind us.
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Chekotah’s office was a mess. Lots of half-open, half-packed boxes.
It stunk of burnt sage.

“Sorry for the, uh..you can just put that on the floor, there.”

Jacob, Dreyfuss and | all stared while Chekotah cleared some chairs.
Nervous, yes. Probably at the thought of having a federal agent eye-
balling him.

The boxes made heavy thumps on the floor. Mostly books, though
one had some pottery in it—Native American and not Chinese, | knew
that much, at least.

“Redecorating?” | suggested, when it seemed obvious he wasn’t going
to elaborate on the boxes.

“New office.” He moved a stack of files to a precarious spot atop a
pyramid of boxes, then made his way around the desk. “It’s all a little
sudden.”

No one filled in the awkward silence for him.

“Director Park resigned yesterday, so...” He fiddled with a polished
obsidian paperweight.

“So now you’re in charge?” Jacob ventured. Chekotah nodded. Jacob
broke into a broad smile, the type of smile that lights up a room, and
extended his hand over the desktop. “Congratulations.”

They shook. And just like that, the tension drained away.
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Sometimes it’s not about doing things right the first time around. It’s
about course-correcting when you screw up.

We sat, Jacob in the middle facing Chekotah, Dreyfuss and me off to
either side. “So what’s going on?” Jacob asked. His tone wasn’t like
a cop to a witness, it was one friend to another. He also didn’t have
his notepad out—and | knew Jacob was an exacting note taker. | was
aware of the weight of my pad in my pocket, square against my side,
slightly curved from the way | always leaned it into a ridge in Zigler’s
passenger door, but | figured if Jacob wasn’t scribbling, | shouldn’t ei-
ther. Dreyfuss leaned back, crossed his ankles, and folded his hands
in his lap, the picture of relaxation.

Chekotah ran his hand through his stark black hair. A few strands of
gray showed at his temples, but only a few. “Karen went first. We
didn’t think anything of it at the time, though, so we didn’t know....”
He sighed, fidgeted with a pen. “She was unhappy with the program,
so we just assumed she’d left. Even if we’d reported her missing,
that’s what the police would have thought, too. That’s what they told
us when they were here.”

“So you called them, when?”

“After Lisa was gone. She missed her afternoon class, missed dinner. |
called her, and her cell was still in her room...and | just had a feeling.”

| was maybe a little jealous that Dr. Chekotah had Lisa’s current cell
phone number and | didn’t. But I’d need to tuck that emotion away
until later and focus on his statement, especially since | wasn’t writ-
ing it down.

“It wasn’t an actual premonition—you know I’'m no precog. But with
Karen taking off without a word to anyone, leaving all her things, and
then suddenly Lisa misses a class for the first time, then skips dinner.
It just didn’t seem right.”

Chekotah lapsed into silence, and Jacob said, “Is it possible maybe
she met someone? Someone outside PsyTrain?”
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“Lisa’s an adult. She can come and go as she pleases.” That sounded
a little snippy to me. “When would she even meet a guy? And even if
she did, why wouldn’t she wait until after her class to see him? She’s
only going to be here for another month. She’s been doing her best
to make the most of the training.”

Knowing firsthand how a crisis of faith could derail Lisa if it were
strong enough, | wasn’t sure | necessarily agreed with him. | kept that
to myself. The thing about his opinions that interested me the most
were what they might reveal about him.

“So Director Park resigning,” Jacob said, “is that anything to do with
Lisa and the other woman?”

Chekotah threw his arms in the air as if his ancestors might need to
help him answer that one. “That. And the non-stop phone calls. And
the reporters.”

“What do the reporters want?” Dreyfuss asked. His tone was good.
It made him sound like the type of guy who’d buy you a beer and
commiserate with you after a hard day. He’d probably put radioactive
tracers in that beer, and then stick a bug on the hem of your jacket
while you weren’t looking. But you wouldn’t know it from his voice.

“Is Five Faith active in Chicago? No? Bunch of paranoid anti-Psychs.
The Bishop’s off in L.A. Meeting with the Cardinal to see if the Catholic
church can officially deny any ties with them.”

“Are you being threatened?” Jacob said.

“So far, no. They’re more of a nuisance. Protests and wild accusa-
tions. But they’re spreading fear, and it won’t surprise me at all when
one of their rallies goes too far.”

“Do you think we could get a look at Lisa’s room?” Jacob asked.
“Sure, sure, right this way.”

My insides froze up at the thought finding Lisa right there in the
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middle of it—and me being the only one able to see her. | did my
best to keep my face neutral, but | might have squinted as Chekotah
herded us out of his new office. The secretary—Lyle’—didn’t seem to
have made any leeway at all with his phone, and was in fact looking
at the back as if he was seriously considering just unplugging the
damn thing. Despite his frustrations with the phone, he paused to
give us a good ogle as we passed by.

Doors opened an inch or two and people peered out as we walked
down a long, narrow hallway to Lisa’s room in the dormitory wing of
the building. |1 smelled the room before | really saw it. The odor of
burnt sage was just as pungent there as it had been in Chekotah’s
office. “Did she smudge it right before she left?” | asked. And | won-
dered just how much sage she’d burned.

“No..that was from this morning.”

We all trooped in. Not much to see. Twin bed, desk, laptop. No deco-
rations, except for a photo of a grim-looking Mexican couple in a
faded 1970’s green-tinged shot. A half-empty bag of Cheetos with
the top rolled down and secured with a hair clip. A Netflix disc. Not
particularly lived-in, other than a wad of clothes on the floor at the
foot of the bed. Then again, she was going to be leaving in a month.

“The smudging,” Jacob said. “Is it..policy?”

“Well, no. | was just...” He sighed. “I was meditating. Trying to see if
| could get a handle on the situation. Any kind of insight that might
help.”

“Wouldn’t a precog be better for that?” | said. It just kinda popped
out. He’d said himself he wasn’t precognitive. PsyTrain was no Camp
Hell, but someone there had to be at least a precog three or four.

How the heck could someone possibly disappear in a building full of
psychics without one of them knowing what happened?

“No one’s turned up anything,” he said. “Obviously. Or we’d have Lisa
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back.” Snippy again, though | guess there wasn’t any other way to
respond to my precog remark.

“And Karen,” Dreyfuss said. Maybe a little too brightly. Or maybe |
was projecting.

“And Karen.”

Karen Frugali’s room was connected to Lisa’s by the shared bathroom
in between. The furniture was the same, but the bed was set at a
weird diagonal to the rest of the room. A red Chinese screen parti-
tioned off another corner, and behind that, stacks of books four feet
high stretched up the floor, teetering slightly, as if we’d just caught
them slipping into a dust jacket that was a little more comfortable.

“Feng Shui,” Dreyfuss said. “Gotta love it.”

| knew what Feng Shui was about, vaguely, but it was slippery knowl-
edge that hadn’t fared too well among all the other memories I'd
repressed. | mean, | got that it was about the flow of...Chi. Shit. | was
surprised | even remembered that much. But what | didn’t know was
what type of Psych would concern herself with it. “What was Karen’s
talent again?” | said.

“Light worker,” Chekotah said. He was staring down at a picture of a
baby on Karen’s nightstand, so he didn’t notice my WTF-expression.

| glanced at Jacob, who shrugged. Good to know | wasn’t the only one
who’d never heard of it.

“What level?” | asked.

“We don’t rank our students according to level,” Chekotah snapped,
and again | felt like I'd somehow managed to pogo on his very last
nerve. “That’s for the government to do.”

“You know what I’'m thinking?” Dreyfuss said, again in his we’re-all-
pals-here voice. “Directly upstairs, there are a couple of bedrooms
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just like these, exact same configuration. Right? Makes sense for us
to stay in those.”

“But the student rooms are nowhere near as spacious as the staff—"
“It’d really expedite this whole thing.”

Chekotah closed his eyes and composed himself for a moment. Even
with everyone playing nice, it looked like our visit was sucking all the
energy right out of him. Maybe he needed to go stand behind the red
screen.

While Chekotah went back to his office to break the news to Lyle
that he’d need to get two different rooms ready for us, we cooled
our heels in the cafeteria and waited for the students we’d displaced
to clear out. Again, | kept my eyes open for something that would
set off my Camp Hell alarms, and again | discovered | had nothing
to worry about. The PsyTrain cafeteria had framed “inspirational”
posters on the walls, and potted plants the size of small trees in the
corners. Nothing fancy, but not the cafeteria of a government institu-
tion, either.

Dreyfuss bought us each a Coke from the machine without bothering
to ask Jacob or me if we wanted one. Jacob popped the tab on his
while | was considering not drinking mine out of sheer stubbornness,
but then | decided | could probably use the calories. Especially since
I’d refused the pretzel.

“So, they don’t score the talent here,” Dreyfuss said. He was so good
at striking up a conversation. What a shame that skill was wasted
on someone like him. “Then again, even the regular schools around
here probably grade report cards with self-esteem-building words of
encouragement and animal stickers.”

“Speaking of numbers,” Jacob said, probably figuring he’d make the
most of it if Dreyfuss insisted on chatting. “What’s this Five Faith?”

“Been around for a few years now. At first they were moderate,
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perfectly reasonable—that’s how all good cults start out. And then
they turned weird.”

“They’re made up of five faiths?” | asked.

“No, nothing so egalitarian. Buddhists, Jews and Sons of Islam need
not apply. Only Christians who’re fed up with the way their own
church handles the whole Psych issue. Very bible-centric. Heavy on
0ld Testament smiting. The ‘five’ refers to five senses—as God intend-
ed. So they’ve determined by poring through the English translation
of the Latin translation of the Aramaic bestseller of 500 B.C.”

“What’re they gonna do?” | said. “Make converts stand outside hold-
ing protest signs while they hand out religious tracts?”

“High-level medium in Florida went kaboom two years ago? That was
Five Faith.”

“Wait,” | said, in an attempt to figure out how Dreyfuss was spinning
it. “I thought you said they were Christians.”

“So was the Spanish Inquisition. And I’'m not talking about the John
Cleese version.”

Jacob had pulled up some articles on his phone and started to scan
through them. “They don’t seem to have a big presence in the
Midwest.”

“And if | have my druthers,” Dreyfuss said, “I’'m keeping it that way.
They had their eye on a hunk of property in Skokie—but they were
mysteriously outbid. Hopefully they’ll decide Chicagoland real es-
tate’s too rich for their blood and go away. But given the tenacity of
religious fanatics, | somehow doubt it.”

Lyle appeared in the cafeteria doorway looking somehow odd, in a
way | couldn’t quite put my finger on. “Okay. Your rooms are ready.
I’ll show you, uh, where they are.” Fidgety.

We stood and filed out behind him, and piled into a retro-looking
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elevator all full of mirrors and Spanish-style trim. Once the doors
squeaked shut and we were all stuck breathing each other’s air, | no-
ticed he was wearing aftershave. Fresh aftershave, like he’d just put
it on. | tried not to look too puzzled, since everyone could see every-
one else in all those mirrors, and | like to keep my bewilderment to
myself when | can help it.

The second floor hall was a carbon copy of the first floor hall, except
there was a window at the far end instead of a door. Stucco walls,
moderately tacky carpeting, and more black metal lighting fixtures
than you could shake a stick at. Lyle strode to the doors of the rooms
directly above Lisa’s, pivoted, and started talking in a long rush.

“Okay, so, these are your rooms. | had the linens changed but there
wasn’t enough time to shampoo the carpets like I’d normally do. We
have a wired Internet connection beside the desk, wireless network—
password is nirvana—and basic satellite on the TVs. Thermostat’s be-
side the door. Fresh towels in the bathroom. Basic soap and shampoo
are by the sink—not tested on animals, of course—but if you need
anything else, our visiting herbalist will be here in the morning, and
she’d be able to help you.” He stopped suddenly, as if the speech
he’d prepared for us wasn’t done but he’d suddenly drawn a blank,
and he was unable to go on.

“l don’t know about you,” Dreyfuss said, “but I'm dying for a little
power nap. Flying always wears me out.” Flying, pilot. Real cute.
He slipped around Lyle and peeked into the first room. “This one’s
got the extra bed in it. I’ll take the solo room, since the ex claims |
snore.”

He held his hand out. Lyle stared at it for a moment, nonplussed,
then fumbled a key out of his pocket. “Wake me up if anything inter-
esting happens,” Dreyfuss said, and headed into his room.

“Wait,” Lyle said.
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Dreyfuss backed up and gave him a raised-eyebrow “what now?”
look.

“What about the crate? It’s taking up the whole lobby.”

“0Oh, that’s Detective Bayne’s. Just have it brought up to his room.”



GHAPTER ]

Our room was small—but small doesn’t actually bother me. The bed-
room in my old apartment barely held my bed, a single dresser and
a nightstand. I’'m not too crazy about clutter, though, and too many
pieces of furniture were vying for position in this particular room.

The walls and bedspreads were seafoam green, like the countertop
of a faded diner. A full-sized bed hugged each wall, which left the
dresser that the second bed had displaced in front of the window. |
was fine with that. I’d rather have a view of a dresser, even one with
a big mirror such as this one, than a set of bars. The smell of vinegar-
based cleaner and burnt sage lingered in the air.

| was too keyed up to know if the place felt good or not, in the way
that Sticks and Stones felt good—but it definitely didn’t feel psychi-
cally stained, like Dreyfuss’ office. That was vaguely comforting.

Jacob helped one of the security guards from downstairs wedge the
gigantic crate into the gap between the beds while | ducked into the
bathroom doorway to avoid being flattened. The guard had to crawl
over the bed and pull the dolly along behind him. The green bed-
spread pulled back and revealed a floral print sheet set so brightly
colored it made my eyes hurt.

Once the guard left and closed the door behind him, Jacob gave the
room a final once-over, then looked at me. “You okay?”

| nodded.
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He indicated the crate with a jerk of his chin. “Any idea what that is?”
IlNope."
“Are we alone here?”

| glanced under a lampshade as if a radio transmitter would be con-
veniently located there for me to demonstrate for him. No such luck.
It was just a lampshade. “I doubt it.”

“l don’t mean it in that way.”

Oh. 1 was still experiencing some residual queasiness, but that was
more from my flight in the Learjet—and my proximity to Dreyfuss—
than from my current state of medication. The last Auracel I’d taken,
back at the amusement park, was long gone from my system. | looked
around to see if a hippy ghost in tie-dye might have been lingering
on the sheet set, camouflaged by the barrage of color. Nothing there
but the pillow. “Other than your standard crosswalk-repeaters at the
major intersections, | haven’t seen any dead since we got off that
plane.”

“l was concerned, since this used to be a TB hospital—"

“And they run a Psych training facility here? Cripes. Was the local
Indian burial ground unavailable or what?”

“Bert says it’s clean.”

“Bert the Director—who you happen to be on a first name basis with.
Since when?”

Jacob swung himself over the garish bed so he could talk to me face-
to-face without leaning around the crate. “Remember | told you a
shaman helped me out when Hugo Cooper was sticking to me after
his execution?”

“Yeah?”

“That’s him. Bert Chekotah.”



My drug-deprived brain struggled with the image of the attractive guy
in the gray linen suit shaking an eagle feather over Jacob. Shouldn’t
he have been wearing beads? And pelts? And buckskin chaps? Maybe
| was thinking of the Village People. The knowledge that he and Jacob
knew each other in a professional context was comforting to me—
surprisingly so—since Chekotah was young, and good-looking, and
undoubtedly more athletic than me. | hadn’t realized that the idea of
Jacob bartering his way into PsyTrain with sexual favors was even a
thought I’'d been entertaining.

“Vic?”

“Uh..right. The shaman. Yeah, | remember.” Of course the word
shaman set me to wondering about that other talent Chekotah had
mentioned when we’d asked what Karen Frugali was, since | wasn'’t
particularly clear on what either of those talents actually were. | was
about to ask Jacob what sort of talent he thought either of those
words meant, in terms | could understand, when Dreyfuss’ voice rang
out from the bathroom.

“Knock knock!”

| flinched, and whispered, “Maybe we can push that crate in front of
the bathroom door when we go to sleep.”

Jacob leaned over the foot of the bed and opened the door. There
Dreyfuss was, framed in the doorway, holding a toothbrush. “If you
take it into your head to dip this in the toilet, just remember. You
never know when you might be on Candid Camera.”

“Just make sure it gets my good side when I’m using the facilities,”
Jacob said. He said it cop-faced, which | took to mean that he wasn’t
trying to convey any actual mirth.

Dreyfuss hung his cheerful purple toothbrush from a holder on the
wall. “Your bags were already loaded on the commercial flight by the
time | got to O’Hare, otherwise | would’ve had my men on it—but like
| said, you need anything, just say the word. I’ll put in a call.”
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| glanced at the crate, but either Dreyfuss didn’t notice, or he was
taking his sweet time about mentioning it just to piss me off.

Dreyfuss pulled the scrunchie from his hair, tucked it in his pocket,
and gave his temples a quick rub. His hair spread over his shoulders
in a bunch of corkscrew curls. “I guess if no one needs anything from
me, I’ll turn in for the night so | can be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed
in the morning.”

Jacob cleared his throat. | looked at him. He indicated the crate with
his eyes.

| supposed if Dreyfuss wasn’t going to volunteer what it was all
about, it really was my responsibility to ask. | just hated that he was
making me do it. | almost prefaced it with a long-suffering sigh, but
managed to curb it. “What about this thing?”

“l told you at the airport I'd make it worth your while. What, you
didn’t believe me? Don’t you always come away from our negotia-
tions with a little something extra for your troubles?”

“What is it?” Jacob asked.

“I’d tell you...” he turned toward the door to his room, “..but then
it would spoil the surprise. The combination is Detective Bayne’s
birthday.”

“But there’s no room to—" | tried to say, but Dreyfuss talked right
over me.

“I’ve got some phone calls to make before I hit the hay. I’ll [eave you
two to plan out your investigation. You’re the detectives, after all. I'm
just a glorified paper-pusher.”

He closed the bathroom door, which left Jacob and me alone with the
crate. Would a normal person be excited? Would they start dreaming
up what sort of luxury item or major appliance might be lurking in-
side to bribe them into accepting that the FPMP was not so bad after
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all..so long as you didn’t value your personal privacy. Hard to say.
Sometimes | could manage a pretty good approximation of a normal
person’s reaction—but now wasn’t one of those times.

“l don’t want it,” | said.

Jacob pressed himself against my back, which at first | took for him
trying to move me out of the way. Not that there was anywhere for
me to go; | was trapped, with a mattress on either side and a mon-
ster crate in front of me. Then his hands slid around my stomach and
he pulled me back against him, this wall of warm solidity, and | felt
myself sag into him before I’d even consciously decided it was okay
to relax.

Damn, he felt good.
“Look first, before you decide.”

“But that’s the thing.” My voice sounded tired, even to me. “If | look,
I’m gonna want it.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No. I do. I'm sure of it.” | felt Jacob’s forehead press against the back
of my skull. His breath was warm through my hair. | drew the strength
to put words to my thoughts from the feel of him breathing me. “You
saw the big pretzel. You know how he manipulates people.”

It was wide open for Jacob to try to ratchet down my anxiety by say-
ing something like, “You can fit one hell of a pretzel in that thing,”
but he didn’t take the bait. Instead, he thought for a moment, and
he said, “You’re better off knowing than not knowing. You need to be
able to weigh all your choices so you know what you’re getting into,
S0 you can go in with your eyes open.”

“l don’t want to owe him anything.”

“He never said you would, did he?”
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“So far, just an exorcism—but I’m sure there’s wiggle room for him to
tack some extras onto my bill somewhere down the line. | wish he’d
just be straight with me. There are too many angles to this thing. Too
many ways it can turn out bad.”

He held me for several long moments, and then he said, “There’s got
to be some reason he shipped it all the way to California.”

“There’s a reason he does everything. That’s what I’'m trying to tell
you.”

“Look.” Jacob turned me around so that we were facing each other,
with a displaced dresser to one side and the crate on the other, and
a mattress behind each of us. “After Heliotrope Station, the thought
of anyone recruiting you for your talent makes you shut down. | get
it. But what about the Fifth Precinct? That turned out okay, otherwise
you never would’ve stuck with it this long.”

“Maybe | don’t want to screw that up.”

He worked my forearm through the sleeve of my jacket with his
thumb. “Then you need to look. Because hiding your head in the
sand isn’t helping anything.”

| glanced at the crate. The gunmetal gray plastic was pebbled with
texture, with a few scrapes showing on one of the sides right around
doorknob-height. The corners and edges were chased with metal, and
the whole thing had a strap around it that closed with a barrel lock.

| tried to picture myself opening it up, but I'd gotten myself worked
up to the point of imagining a one-way ticket back to Camp Hell, or
somewhere worse. Somewhere they weren’t just trying out random
meds to see what would happen to Psychs’ brains. Somewhere they
damn well knew...and they used them to manipulate us like a bunch
of drugged-out puppets. “I can’t.”

He kissed me. It was gentle, something | felt more in his goatee
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tickling my upper lip and my chin than on my mouth, and he said
softly, “Then | am.”

He turned, keeping one hand anchored on my arm, and thumbed the
barrels to 0-2-2-3. The lock clicked open.

“So..you actually do know when my birthday is,” | said. And there, it
was me trying to cut the tension, not him.

“0Of course | do. I’d just lost track and the date snuck up on me.” He
glanced down at the open lock. “Are you doing this with me?”

| couldn’t. | shook my head.
“Are you going to stop me?”

Was 1?7 It didn’t feel like it. | was paralyzed. | gave my head another
curt shake that could be interpreted as a no.

Jacob popped a couple of clasps, top and side, and gave the crate
a wiggle. It stayed shut. He ran his fingers along the closed seam,
found a clasp on the bottom he’d missed the first time around, and
snapped it open.

A dark crack appeared. The front of the crate separated. It didn’t open
on a hinge like a door; it pulled off like the lid of a big shoebox stand-
ing on its side. Before | could see anything, Jacob demanded, “What
the..?” as if the case could talk back to him.

And given some of the things I’d seen over the last few years, | really
hoped it couldn’t.

“It’'s a TV set,” he said. “An old one.”

| half-heard that last part over a great whooshing in my ears, because
the apathy and avoidance 1I’d so carefully maintained over the mam-
moth crate came crashing down like a thrill ride at the amusement
park, and my heart was pounding so hard | felt like my blood was
going to burst through my veins and squirt out my ears. The lid was
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blocking my view. | took it from Jacob a lot more calmly than I felt,
and held it there to one side of me while I looked.

I’d been expecting the GhosTV.

| was wrong.

0



GHAPTER |7

The TV set inside the crate was decades older than the GhosTV | knew.
It was a seventies model in a more elaborate wooden console, with
sparkly brown fabric covering the panel that hid the speakers.

Even though it was definitely not the set from the motel room in
Missouri, my heart kept on pounding as if it knew something | hadn’t
quite admitted yet. Like it remembered that even though the origi-
nal GhosTV was in an evidence locker in St. Louis, Roger Burke and
his cronies had cobbled together more than one GhosTV. And it was
pretty sure | was currently looking at one of those “extras.”

“Help me unpack it,” | said. My voice was so thick with emotion that
it startled Jacob.

“Is this...?”

“Not the one from St. Louis.” | took a careful breath and let it out.
“But | think it might be one of the others.”

“You hold the crate. Ill get the set out.”

Fleetingly, | toyed with the idea of ruing my lack of athleticism—but
everything’s got limits, and the desire to wallow in my self esteem
issues couldn’t hold a candle to the thought that I could very well be
in the presence of a genuine GhosTV—without a gun to my head or a
shot of sodium amytal wending its way through my veins. Besides,
holding the crate turned out to take a good amount of actual effort.

102



| was glad it wasn’t me prying the console out of its protective foam
packing. It looked heavy.

“Do something with that crate,” Jacob said, struggling to maneuver a
TV set as big as him with nowhere to put it.

| slung the crate onto my bed, and hoped | hadn’t just pulled a groin
muscle.

“It was sideways in the box,” Jacob said. “Is that how it’s supposed
to sit?”

“l doubt it. They’re supposed to blend in with their surroundings.”

“Then grab the top. | don’t want to drop it when we’re getting it into
position.”

| did what he said, and then immediately wished I’d placed my feet in
a better stance. Lift with your legs, that’s what they say, right? That’s
all fine and good—but how are you supposed to lower something? The
set was at a thirty-degree angle. One false move and it’d crush me.
“Got it?” Jacob said. He didn’t even sound like he was exerting effort.

“I’'m at an awkward angle.”

He huffed, bearing the weight with one arm so he could reposition his
hand. His fingers appeared, wrapped around the edge of one of the
console’s feet a few inches away from my face. | experienced a surge
of gratitude for those big, strong hands. “How’s that?”

| planted my feet a bit better. “Can you pull the bottom back so it’s
got somewhere to swing down?”

He walked the set back carefully. “You sure you got it? We could
switch.”

Could we? Not unless | was able to walk through him. “Yeah, it’s
good. Let’s do this.”

Just when | thought | didn’t have any left..me and my fucking pride.
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We should have switched, me steering, him bearing the weight. But
no. | chose to be the one easing the behemoth to the floor—and while
| had nothing to gauge its weight by, since it wasn’t the size, shape
or density of a human being, it had to be a few hundred pounds,
minimum.

The console was at 4 o’clock, | had nowhere to back up, Jacob was
grasping at wood trim, and my hands felt like someone was trying to
tear them off with a big pair of pliers.

“Flex your knees,” he told me. “Breathe.”
| let my breath out in a loud gasp.

“Easy,” he said. “Keep telling yourself, a couple more inches. That’s
it.”

“l..can’t.”
“You got it, just a few more.”

My hands burned, really burned—and my back and my knees and my
arms and everything else on me was a blinding, red wall of pain. But
| couldn’t drop it—could not drop it—no matter what. I’d dreamt about
it every time | faced the one-eyed headache | got from swallowing too
much Auracel. The sickening meds | took just covered up the spirits,
but the GhosTV did something else. What if it scrambled the signal?
What if it actually affected them instead of just making it so that |
didn’t need to see?

“Almost there,” Jacob said. Calm. Velvety smooth.

Yes. | could do it. I’d set that monster TV down without dropping it.
A few more inches, for real this time. The floor was near. | could feel
it. Almost there, just like Jacob said. Almost.

But then the console smashed my hand into the corner of the dress-
er..and pain? The pain I’d been in was nothing compared to the
agony of my hand being crushed.
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The console slipped.

Blind panic. | could practically feel the delicate wiring tearing from
its sockets, the tubes shattering—the GhosTV, dead before I'd even
turned it on.

It took me a heartbeat to realize that the pressure on my hand had
eased. Jacob’s shoulder brushed my arm. He’d shifted around the
console. He’d caught it. “Easy,” he said. “All the way down.”

When the cabinet’s feet touched down, | barely felt it over the throb-
bing in my knuckles. Jacob took my hand—so gently, for such a big
hulk of a guy—and brought my skinned knuckles to his lips. “That’s
gonna swell.”

| wiggled my fingers, one at a time. They moved. Probably not bro-
ken—just pulped. The knuckles looked white and gristly. Blood started
to bead up from the scrapes, belatedly, as if it had been too busy
pounding through my panic centers to notice something as unexcep-
tional as a friction wound.

Jacob turned to the console once it was apparent that my hand still
worked. “How do you know if it’s really..what you think it is?”

“There’ll be stuff inside, controls that aren’t original to the set.”

He crouched, and shone his pocket flashlight through the vents in the
back of the cabinet. “When | was a kid, Uncle Leon and | took an old
set apart to tinker with, so | might be able to spot anything unusual...
but from here it’s hard to tell what’s what.”

| leaned over the console as well as | could without putting my weight
on it. The back panel was screwed on. | tried tugging on the top of
the cabinet. Nothing. Felt around the tube to see if it hinged out like
the original GhosTV. Nope. It was in there pretty good. | slipped my
hands underneath. Nothing strange there, either.
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Jacob straightened up, pocketed his flashlight, and said, “The origi-
nal—was it plugged in?”

“Uh. It must’ve been.”

Jacob held up the two-pronged power cord and raised his eyebrows
at me. | nodded. He plugged it in, looked to see if | was going to turn
it on. When | made no move to do it, he flipped the switch.

Snow.

We watched my favorite channel for a minute, and then he said, “Is
this how the other one—"

“No, there was a game on. But it was just a recording. It had a DVD
player mounted inside the cabinet. And something else, a thing with
a digital readout and some knobs.”

Jacob changed the channel. They were all snow. “Even if there was
reception, we’d need an antenna and a digital converter.”

| didn’t think reception was the point. At least, not the reception of
TV broadcast.

He switched from UHF to VHF and looked at me expectantly. “Anything?”

| didn’t think so, but unless there was a ghost in the room, would |
even know? The only evidence I’d had that the original GhosTV was
doing anything at all was the fade-in, fade-out of the local spirit
population. “It might work, it might not. But if this place has been
cleaned out—even by mediums who don’t think they need to rate
their talent with numbers—we’re never gonna know, because there’s
nothing to see.”

“We could ask Dreyfuss..” Jacob began.
“I’'m not asking him.” Not until | had no other choice.
With my flashlight, | searched for telltale wear, excessive smudg-

ing, breaks in the patina, or other clues that might hint at a spot
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that’d been messed with, but other than the areas where Jacob and |
had manhandled it out of the crate and searched it ourselves, there
wasn’t even so much as a fingerprint on it.

Jacob pulled his keys out of his pocket and unfolded a little Phillips-
head screwdriver from the keyring. “Should 12"

It’d be stupid to go this far and not go all the way. | nodded. Jacob
turned off the set, unplugged it, and got to work on the screws in
back.

“Bring your flashlight over here,” he said as he tipped the back panel
off.  wedged myself as close as | could, and we both shone our lights
in.

The first thing | noticed was that the inside of the console was as
squeaky clean as the outside. No dust, no cobwebs, no crud. Other
than the pristine state of the old wires and electrical parts, there was
nothing special about this TV set. | sat down hard on one of the beds
as the strain of the day washed over me.

“On the St. Louis TV—how big were the extra parts?” Jacob asked.
“Pretty big.” And pretty fucking obvious, too.

In a move worthy of a contortionist, Jacob pressed his ear to the
floor so he could look underneath the cabinet. He straightened into
a crouch, sighed—and then caught the look on my face, which I'm
guessing was the look of a kid who just figured out that Santa’s noth-
ing more than a drunk in a red suit. “Don’t jump to any conclusions.
Someone went through a lot of effort to ship this here.”

“Did they? Or did they find it at a local swap meet and put it here to
fuck with my head?”

“I’'m sure Dreyfuss knows how it—"

“That asshole next door scares the crap out of me. Okay?”
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“Babe.” He never calls me babe. He tried to reach for me, but there
was a big, honkin’ TV console in his way. “I think you’re feeling the
plane ride, and you’re worn out and dehydrated.” And jonesing for a
Valium. He didn’t say as much, but I’ll bet we were both thinking it.

“This thing’s got to work,” he said. “And I'll bet there’s some way
we can use it, right here, right now.” He crammed his way between
the TV and the dresser until he squeezed through to the pocket of
space in front of the bathroom door. “You don’t even need to ask him
yourself. I’ll do it.”

“So he can start fucking with your head, too? No way.”

“Then what do you want? Do you want to risk messing this thing
up by turning the wrong knob? Do you think you’ll be able to sleep
knowing that it’s here, right here, and you haven’t got any idea how
to use it?” He turned his darkest, most forbidding laser-eyed look on
me. “What about Lisa? Isn’t she what really matters?”

“Oh, sonofa....” | stood up from the bed with the intention of giving
the console a final once-over, when something in my low back that’d
been irritated by the heavy lifting sent a spasm from my ass cheek
all the way down to the back of my knee. Before | could catch myself
| pitched forward. In our loft, | would’ve ended up sprawled on the
floor. But there’s a little thing called “elbow room” in our loft. In that
puny room crammed with beds and dressers and crates and furni-
ture, | found myself hurtling straight for the old TV.

| tried to course-correct, as much as anyone can do that while they’re
falling. Maybe 1I’d end up splitting my head on the crate on the op-
posite bed, but at least heads can theoretically heal. Everything hap-
pened so fast, though, that all | really did was tilt a bit to one side.
| put a hand out, hoping to rappel off the side of the TV rather than
land on it full-force, and my skinned knuckles rasped over something
surprisingly rough. | bounced off the cabinet, smacked the empty
crate, and hit the floor with my shoulder. The snow channel cut out
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as the power cord popped from the wall socket. The crate lid fell on
top of me.

“Stay still,” Jacob said. He pulled the lid off me—which, since it was
lined with that spongy egg-carton foam, hadn’t hurt anything but that
dumb pride of mine. “Are you all right? What happened?”

| chose to answer the least embarrassing of those two questions.
“I'm fine.” My hand had landed in something wet. And red. The
knuckles looked like hamburger.

“You’re bleeding.”

“Only my hand.” | pushed myself up off the floor and cast around
for whatever had just flayed me. A brown fabric panel lay half-under
the bed. The sparkly fibers weren’t as visible on the back side of the
fabric, though tiny pinprick glints showed through enough for me to
recognize the speaker cover, and its sandpaper-like synthetic fabric,
face down on the floor. Great. Now | probably had microscopic traces
of fiberglass coursing through my veins.

Leave it to me to be laid low by a piece of material.

| snagged the corner of the cover and pulled it out from under the
bed. Hopefully nothing was broken, and it’d just pop right back on,
no harm, no foul. The framework beneath the fabric felt like it was
still in one piece. | knee-walked to the console, hoping | hadn’t bro-
ken off whatever tabs or grooves held the cover in place, when some-
thing inside the speaker well caught my eye.

It was shadowy in the recess of the cabinetry, but then | spotted it,
something that wasn’t original to the set, protruding from the shad-
ows—a thread-fringed corner of duct tape.
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GHAPTER |3

“You’re really bleeding. We need to wrap that up.”

“Jacob.” A juvenile fear of “jinxing” myself stole over me, and |
couldn’t even bring myself to say, this is it. “Give me your flashlight.”

Jacob handed it over and | shone the beam into the speaker well. A
device was taped to the side—four dials. No LCD readout like the TV
in Missouri. No instruction manual, either. But | knew, with a cold
certainty, this was the real deal.

Carefully, Jacob climbed over a bed, rounded the TV, and crouched so
he could peer over my shoulder. He admired the machinery for a long
moment, then said, “How do you work it?”

| didn’t know.
Jacob said, “I’'m getting Dreyfuss.”

That was about as close as he’d come to asking my permission. |
didn’t like it—but I didn’t stop him, either. He ducked into the bath-
room and crammed himself back into the room with Dreyfuss two
minutes later. “What’s on tonight’s lineup?” Con said. “l don’t sup-
pose this thing gets HBO.”

“How do you work it?” | said.

He stepped over the corner of the bed and into the gap between the
beds and the GhosTV with me, but thankfully he’d managed not to
touch me. “Plug it in, for starters.”
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Jacob plugged it back into the outlet he’d used before. “Okay.”
“Okay,” Dreyfuss echoed.
“Now what?” | said.

He looked at me with raised eyebrows. “Are you shitting me? | thought
you knew.”

“This is not the time to get cute.”

He held his hands up beside his head in mock surrender. “Cross my
heart, we all figured you’d snuck a peek at Roger Burke manning the
helm and you picked up a few pointers.”

“Maybe you should’ve thought it through better than that before you
had him killed.”

The tube crackling inside the TV console was conspicuously loud over
the sudden silence of the three of us holding our breath.

“Sounds like you’ve got your mind made up, but | promise you this,
Detective. You might think you know everything. But you don’t.”

Funny. I'd expected Dreyfuss to deny the FPMP’s part in killing Burke.
Did he realize | knew about them offing Dr. Chance, too?

And speaking of Dr. Chance...if Richie hadn’t managed to exorcise her
from the FPMP offices, then it meant that at least someone knew how
to work the GhosTV. But what good did that do me at the moment? It
wasn’t as if we could shoot her a quick email.

“The GhosTV | saw before had a digital readout,” | said. Not that |
knew what any of the numbers meant...but it was there. “You turned
the dials, and....”

“And they affect different waveforms. Our lab determined that much—
but what it boiled down to in the end was that whatever this thing
does, our tools, for the most part, don’t have the ability to measure
it.”
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| stared at the speaker well as if glaring at the equipment would re-
sult in a sudden realization of its inner workings.

“It’s science,” Dreyfuss said. “Physics, actually—ions and alpha par-
ticles. But something else, too. Something the old tube amplifies.
Maybe something we don’t know enough about to actually gauge.”

Dreyfuss crouched in front of the panel, and | flattened myself against
the opposite bed. “Right now, everything’s in the off-position. The
first dial is like a volume button. It acts on the other three equally.
Dial two, three and four..we’re not so sure. The way the guys from
the lab explained it to me, they were kind of like an Etch-a-Sketch.
Remember how it was always such a challenge to draw a diagonal
line with one of those things? One knob went up and down, the other
side-to-side, and turning them both just right was like walking a
tightrope.”

I’d been in foster care with an older boy, Charles, who was always
trying to render boobs on the Etch-a-Sketch. And he always shook
away everything | tried to draw. That was the extent of my knowl-
edge..though | suppose | understood the analogy well enough. “How
about that last dial?”

“Same thing, only this particular toy can draw in three dimensions.”
“What kind of sketch are you aiming for?” Jacob said.

“That..we haven’t figured out quite yet.” Dreyfuss gestured toward
me. “As far as we know, Detective Bayne is the only one perceptive
enough to see the pictures.”

“You have a medium at the FPMP.”
Dreyfuss gave a whaddaya-gonna-do? shrug. “He feels cold spots.”

“So that’s why you brought us here?” Jacob said. “To figure out how
the GhosTV works?”

“l brought you here to find Detective Gutierrez.” He stepped away
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from the console and straddled the corner of the bed to squeeze by
Jacob and head back to his room. “The TV is yours to keep. If you can
use it, great, knock yourselves out. If it clashes with your décor, just
say the word. I'll ship it back to our lab.”

“He’s bluffing,” | said, once the door shut.

“He’s not bluffing,” Jacob insisted, with the certainty of someone
who’d been working side-by-side with a talking lie detector for the
past five years. He listened for the door to Dreyfuss’ room, and once
the coast was clear, went into the bathroom himself. He came out
with a roll of toilet paper still in its wrapper. The paper wrapping was
covered in graphics of leaves. Recycled—extra scratchy. “Let’s take a
few steps back, breathe, and come to a plan of action we both agree
on.”

He sounded terribly rational, which should have alarmed me, be-
cause the more logical Jacob was acting, the more likely | was to be
cornered into a situation | wanted no part in. But | hurt all over—par-
ticularly the one leg that hurt from my ass to my knee—and | didn’t
have any good ideas of my own.

| sat on the side of the bed, and Jacob sat at the foot. The corner of
the GhosTV console jutted there between my knees and his, segment-
ing us each into the tiny slots of space we occupied. Jacob unwrapped
the recycled TP, then took my bloody hand in his lap. He swabbed off
my hand and wrapped it loosely, enough to stop me from bleeding
on the mountain of furniture crammed into the puny room without
melding with the wound.

“We need to find Lisa,” he said, “and nobody here knows what hap-
pened. Right?”

“Right.”

“As far as we know, this building’s clean of spirit activity, but you’ve
got this GhosTV that might help you locate a spirit that’s harder to
see. You with me so far?”



“l guess.”

“While | focus on interviewing the residents, you see if you can find
a surprise star witness.”

That’s the thing about Jacob. He always makes so much damn sense.

At least someone or something did. As plans went, it was the best
one either of us could come up with, and so we planted ourselves
in front of that TV set, and we played with those dials until my brain
went numb. Jacob created a grid of combinations we could try, but
even with the “volume” knob at a constant, there were a thousand
possible combinations. | let him worry about the numbers, and | sat
besid